“Black Power” by Stokley Carmichael

Good evening. It is good to be here. You know what usually happens is in the newspapers they call us racists and anti-white and say we hate white fold and all other irrelevant nonsense, and they do that ‘cause they use white people as their measuring stick, you know. But I want you to look clear before you notice that in all their beautiful, liberal press media there isn’t one black man.

So when the honkies talk tomorrow about violence and anti-white and hating white people, tell them they ought to have a black man reportin’ it cause they don’t understand ‘cause we talkin’ to black folk anyhow.

Now tonight we want to (mic bump and later for all that other junk) Tonight we want to do several things. We want to talk about some of the basic assumptions from which the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee moves, and then move into an area of pragmatics and what, in fact, black people gonna have to do if we going to survive in this country and live as human beings.

The first thing we want to talk about is the theory of self-condemnation. Then we want to move on and talk about denying one one’s freedom as opposed to giving one one’s freedom. Then we want to talk about the importance of definition and the need for black people to define themselves as they see fit in this society and to have those definitions recognized by our oppressors—white society. Then we want to talk about violence, ‘cause it’s going to be important; ‘cause I don’t know why everybody’s so scared about it—they going to draft you all and send you to Vietnam; I guess you going to go over there and make love to the Vietnamese.

Then we want to talk about the lies that this country has told about black people to make us ashamed of ourselves. I want to move on and talk about developing a concept of peoplehood which we desperately need in this country today. And we want to instill among our people, particularly among the young in our generation, the will to fight back when messed over by anybody.

We want to talk about self-condemnation. Self-condemnation is impossible; nobody can condemn themselves or no people can condemn themselves. If they do they have to punish themselves. See, if I did something wrong, and I admitted that I did it wrong, then I have to punish myself, see. But if I can keep telling lies or if I can rationalize away my guilt, then I’ll never feel guilty. Hmm, let me give you some examples.

The Nazi’s who were brought to trial after Hitler was—after the Hitler regime was brought down, they said, the one’s who allowed themselves to live, they said that they killed Jews but that Jews weren’t human beings—they were inferior—so they didn’t really commit a crime. Or they said that they didn’t know what was going on in Germany at the time that Hitler was killing all the Jews. Or they said what most white Americans are saying today, that they were just following law and order.

Now, if they. . . if they said that, they just rationalized away their guilt—they just served their sentences and waited until they got out. But now the ones who admitted that they killed human beings had to commit suicide—they had to commit suicide. You got to understand that. For us in this country, a clear example of that would be in Neshoba County in Philadelphia, Mississippi, a honky by the name of Rainey, decides with eighteen other honkies to kill three people. Now the entire county of Neshoba cannot indict Rainey because they elected him to do just what he was doing, to kill anybody who troubled with the status quo. If they indicted him, then all of them will be guilty, and they can’t do that. See, they cannot admit that they are guilty. And in SNCC we say that white America, the total community, cannot condemn herself for the acts brutality and bestiality that she has heaped upon us as a race, black people. It is impossible for her to do it. She must rationalize away her guilt. She must blame everybody else but herself cause if she were to blame herself she would have to commit suicide. My brother Leroy Jones reminds me that wouldn’t be such a bad idea.

Now we want to move from there to the concept of denying one one’s freedom. And this is very very important because white people have assumed that they’re gods; that they can give somebody your freedom, and so if they don’t like the way you act, they won’t give you your freedom.

So now what you have to get crystal clear in your mind is that nobody gives anybody their freedom. People can only deny somebody their freedom. It’s very important. We are all born free. We are enslaved by the institutions of racism that white America produces. Our job is to stop America from being racist; not to. . . not to give us our freedom. So in reality, our fight is to civilize white America, ‘cause it’s uncivilized.

Now then, if you take that to its logical conclusion, you would say that any civil rights bill that was passed in this country might have eased the struggle for black people but helped civilize white America.

Let me give you an example. I’m black. I know that I’m black. I know that I’m a human being. And I know with that comes certain dignities that all human beings have. One of those is that I’m able to enter a public place. But now there are some dumb honkies who don’t know that. So that every time I try to enter a store, the honky gets in my way, shoots at me, bombs my church, kills my children, or beats me up. ‘Cause he doesn’t know that I’m a human being. So the white folk in Washington, DC got to write a Civil Rights Bill to tell this honky, "When I come, get out my way. . .get out my way. . . get out my way."

So that what they've done is they've civilized this honky-- because I'm the same man I was, I'm just going to the store. The only trouble is that he is now forced to recognize my humanity. That's very important. And the same thing is true about the Voting Rights Act. We're black, we know we should be able to vote, every time we try to vote some honky stops us. So they got to pass a civil rights bill to stop him from denying us our rights. They don't give us anything! You've got to get that clear in your mind.

Now then, we want to talk about definitions ‘cause they’re very very important. See, white, western society—and you should use the words "western society", never "western civilization" ‘cause they don’t know nothin’ about it—white western society has been able to define everybody. They just define them to put them in places. And once they’re defined, they can’t get out of those definitions. And people just stay there. Let me give you some examples so you can understand it much better.

You’ve watched the red man and the white man on TV? Fighting each other? If the red man is winning, then the white man calls for the cavalry. I mean, here comes the cavalry, and they’re riding very white and very proper, and when they get up to where the battle is, they all get off their horses and they get out their guns and they systematically shoot all the red men; you know, kill’em dead. They get back on their horses and they ride back to the fort, and at the fort there’s always a white woman standing there and she says, (in falsetto) "What happened?" and there’s always this lieutenant who says, "We had a victory. We killed all the Indians." This is very good, you know. Now the next time when the reverse happens, when the red man beats the hell out of the white man, you know, and there’s one of them left draggin' on the horse, and she says, (in falsetto) "What happened?" "Those dirty Indians; they massacred us." 

See, what they are saying, is that a massacre is not as good as a victory. A victory is much better. So here are these poor red people who all their lives gonna fight and they ain’t never gonna have a victory. Here’s Sitting Bull, the greatest strategist you have in a war; he’s won all these wars, but he ain’t never gonna have a victory; he’s always gonna win a massacre. And a massacre is dirty, so you gotta understand that one in your minds. 

You see that on television all the time. Even today about the Vietnam war; do you ever see’em? Those dirty, filthy, rotten, Communist, rebels threw a Molotov cocktail and killed civilians. And then the other guy comes on and says, "And in the meantime, our good GI boys have been bombing the hell out of North Vietnam."

Or even better, would be a group of students at Nashville decide to take care of some honky cops ‘cause they pickin’ on them and it’s "Fiske Students Riot!" And in Fort Lauderdale, honkies gonna throw bottles and beer at policemen and they gonna say "College Students go on a Spree."

So the white people have been defining us all our lives and we have been forced to react to those definitions. And see, they call you all Negroes. I guess you all came from Negroland. (laughs) You got'em! Yeah! But see you have allowed white people to name you. When we were in Puerto Rico a couple of months ago we were speaking in Spanish. I was looking through the dictionary to find the word for Negro in Puerto Rican. There is no such word. The closest word is negro: it means black. In French, there is no word for Negro. In German, there is no word for Negro. In Swahili, there is no word for Negro.

You wouldn't want me to leave out Swahili. It's what's happenin'! Yeah! All right!

So that they have defined that and with the word Negro comes people who are stupid, apathetic, love watermelon and got good rhythm.

Yeah!

But now they do something even more insidious with definitions. Let me give you an example so then we can get into Black Power and the definitions of Black Power. Now you remember, especially from my generation, when the whole thing broke out with integration and we used to sit glued to the TV set. You know, our black leaders would got up and say, "We want to integrate." In our minds, we knew the cat was talking about good schools, good houses, good jobs, and a good way of life. That was in the minds of all black people. But some dumb honky gonna jump up and say, (in a drawl) "You want to marry my daughter don’t you?" 

And instead of our black leaders being aggressive and saying "Later for you honky," at that time they would react to the honky. See they would let the honky define their own term "integration" and they would say, "Uh, uh, we don't want to be your brother. We just want to be your brother. Ah, ah." Yeah, yeah, you know! And they just go to sweating and puffing, "We don't want to sleep in your bedroom. We just want to live next door to you." Yeah, yeah! And so what they were doing was that here was a honky who defined their term and they were reacting to his definition. They don't pull that junk with us at SNCC 'cause we tell them right out when they say that nonsense about "marrying my daughter". Your daughter, your sister, your mama, we tell them to the point! To the point, to the point! We tell them crystal clear: "The white woman is not the queen of the world—she’s not! She's not the Virgin Mary. She can be made like anyone else. Let's move on to something important! Let's move on to something important.

So that we will not be caught in a bind about reacting to their definitions. And the same thing happens, see, we say Black Power and some honky goin' to jump up and say, "You mean violence" And he wants us to say "Uh-uh, boss man, we don't mean violence." Later for the honky! It’s our term—we know what it means. Later for him!

Black Power is the coming together of black people to fight for their liberation by any means necessary. 

Now we want to talk about violence. Because I understand that some of your so-called Negro leaders have been saying that we violent. I won't deny it. Yeah, I'm violent. Somebody touch me, I'll break their arm. But the problem isn't one of violence, see. The problem is one of hitting back white people when they hit you. That's the real problem 'cause we’ve never done that all our lives. They've been able to walk over us, bomb our churches, beat us up, shoot into our houses, lynch us, and do everything they wanted to do and we would just sit there and whisper about it behind closed doors. 

It's. . .a. . .new day. . . today! It's a new day today.

But what really upsets me is that these people who talk about violence are not concerned about black people. Because there is more violence in our neighborhood on Friday and Saturday night than there is anyplace else, anyplace else. We cut and we shoot each other more then we touch anybody in the world, and don't nobody talk out against that violence—nobody talking about it! And the reason they don't do it is because they don't give a damn about us. They're only concerned about white folk. If they were against violence, they would be preaching non-violence in the black communities, 'cause that's where we need it most. We need it there. We need to learn to love and to respect each other and stop cutting and shooting each other. But they don't care about us, they don't care about us, no! The only time you hear these preachers talk about nonviolence is when a honky hits you and you gettin’ ready to take care of business. That's the only time you hear them talking about non-violence.

Then you see them on television -- the only role they have is to condemn their own people, "Ah, we don't believe in violence, those vagabonds throwing rocks and bottles. Oh yes, be believe in the war in Vietnam. We think our boys should go over there and shoot. But we don't believe in violence at all." What is that junk? They gonna put you in a uniform and send you 8,000 miles to shoot a man who ain't never called you a Nigger? Get outta here!

And you get cats like Lyndon Baines Johnson get up on TV and say, (in a drawl) "My fellow Americans, every night before I go to sleep, I ask myself, ‘What have I done to preserve peace in this country?’" And yet he's talking about preserving peace and dropping bombs all over Ha Noi: bomb, bomb, bomb, bomb, bomb, bomb. And then before national TV and says, "Violence never accomplishes anything." If the honky believes it, tell him to use non-violence in Vietnam. What they're saying is violence is OK against everybody except the white man. That' s what they're saying. 

You ought not to get fooled by it. You ought to understand that in the world there exists especially in this country, a victim and executioner relationship. We are the victims and white people are the executioners, and they have kept us down by force and by violence, and that if we are violent, it is just that we have learned well from our teachers. Don't you get fooled by it. . . 
