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SEEKING A SEA T IN CONGRESS AND A VOICE
IN GOVERNMENT

By Reverdy C. Ransom

Considering the opportunities they have had, the Negroes of New York have been

backward in the domain of politics. Back in the old days, the late Bishop W. B.

Derrick was, for years, a leading figure in the politics of New York. His excep-

tional ability as a public speaker caused him to be much sought by such powerful

political chieftains as the late Senator T. C. Platt and the Hon. Chauncey M.

Depew. Following Bishop Derrick, the Hon. Charles W. Anderson has been generally

recognized as the leading figure among N 0groes in the politics of iMew York. New

York is so large, so rich and so powerful, that nc part of our racial group has,

until in the recent past, dared to assume the audacious folly of taking an inde-

pendent stand and making an open fight for the just political and civic recog-

nition of the rights of the race.

In the ^residential campaign of 1912 the late Bishop Alexander Walters, in

the support of the candidacy of Hon. Woodrow Wilson, organized and led a movement

for the political emancipation of the ^egro voters on the one hand, and the liberal-
/

ization of the policy of the Republican party on the other. The results of this

movement constitute such recent history as to need no comment here.

It remained for the united Civic League, led by Mr. «John M. Royall, of New

York ''ity, to begin and aggressive campaign for civic justice and elective repre-

sentation in the government. This movement was launched in the Fall of 1913

•

As might be expected, it has been misunderstood by some of our own people and

bitterly fought by many Negroes who are either the recipients of political patron-

age from the powers that be, or, who stand in awe of the formidable financial and

political power of the deeply intrenched influences which not only dominate the

economic and political situation in New York, but make themselves potential through-

out the whole nation
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This spring special Congressional elections were held in four districts in

New York City, one of them being the Twenty-first Congressional District* This

district has been so arranged as to make it (as was thought) safely Republican.

It was regarded as safely Republican because the lines had been drawn so as to

include the "black belt" in ^arlem. J
‘t is variously estimated that there is here

a population of 120,000 or more "egroes, with a voting strength of 8,000, but

now with the ballot in the hands of the black women it will have a voting strength

approaching 20,000, or even more.

With the doctrines and ideals that are set before us by the government as

justifiable reasons for entering the world-war, with the Fifteenth Regiment from

Few York the first black unit to arrive from this country on the battlefields of

France, with our support of the government in buying Liberty Ronds and with our

historic fidelity to the Republican party in the state and nation, it was thought

an opportune time to ask for a seat in Congress, that we might have a voice in

the government, to sustain which, we were contributing a larger percentage, accord-

ing to our ability and number, than any other element of the population, ^ince the

unexpired Congressional term, which we sought to fill, was but for a few months, we

felt that the Republican organization would see the wisdom of making the concession,

thus heartening the people at home and send a thrill of hope to the race throughout

the nation. But alasl The testimony of history is the same in all ages. Those in

authority never voluntarily make concessions or surrender power into the hands of

another group. The only way to obtain these things is to organize—and by un-

yielding aggressiveness, TAKE them. Upon this principle the United Civic League,

putting me forth as its candidate, acted. The Republican Organization in the

Twenty-first Congressional District sought to placate us and at the same time

neutralize the influence of our demand by giving me a complimentary vote in the

convention. The Civic League emphatically declined to consent to my name going

before the convention because it knew that it was only a scheme to head off any

attempt at an independent candidacy, ‘‘‘n order to brand us as bolters if we did
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not acquiesce in therr action, they proceeded to place my name in nomination. The

motion was made by the Hon. Charles W. Anderson and secrnded by Mr. Gilchrist

Stewart. 1 received twenty-six and one-half votes. Cn the same night that they

were taking this action, the United Civic -League called a convention at the Palace

Casino, which was attended by more than five hundred people, ^re I was nominated

for Congress by petition. This action filled the leaders of the Republican Organ-

ization with alarm. They immediately took steps to head off my candidacy by

enjoining the Board of Elections from printing my name on the ballot--on the grounds

that my petions were illegal and had been secured by fraud. ±t required 2,245 sig-

natures of registered voters signed to petitions, witnessed in due form before a

notary public, to entitle an independent candidate tohave his name printed on the

ballot, ^ith an array of seme of the best legal and expert talent in riew York,

for more than four days, in Part 1 of the Supreme Court, they attacked my petition

from every angle. The petitions were in some respect, vulnerable, but in whatever

form we might have presented them, we would have been outmatched by the over-

whelming-superiority of our opposers in command of money and in legal expert

expert tal«nt. They won. But we determined to continue the contest to a finish.

My name not being printed upon the official ballot, it imposed upon my supporters

the almost insuperable handicap of being compelled to write my name upon the ballot.

The New York Evening Post asked me to send them for publication the things

for which I would stand should I be elected to Congress. I sent them the follow-

ing as my platform:

Any one who at this time is influenced in his attitude toward
national affairs by considerations of national derivations or race
extraction is not a loyal American in his heart. The many elements
that enter into our citizenship must be united at home if they are
to have strength and courage to meet the supreme test that awaits
the nation on the battlefields of 2urope.

If I should be elected to Congress from the Twentyefirst Con-
gressional District I would feel it my first and highest duty to xhxx
sustain this government by supporting every just proposal designed
to enable the nation to throw the full strength of all its re-
sources into the war, to fight on to the end, until the purposes
which caused us to make our momentous decision are realized.
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I regard my candidacy as both a challenge and a test, to
the just and righteous decision which caused our nation
to break with all of the traditions of its past, by send-
ing its soldiers to fight on the battlefields of Surope,
while its voice is heard authoritatively in the councils
of world diplomacy, to the end that all free peoples
shall control their own government.

My candidacy is the embodiment of that ideal. My election
would permit twelve million cit.isens of the group to which
I belong to become articulate in the legislative halls of
the government, to sustain which, according to their abil-
ity and numbers, they are contributing as much, if not
more than, any other element of our population, If I

were in Congress I would resist to the utmost any supres-
sion or compromise on the questions that relate to political
and social justice; believing that the Constitution of the
United States means what it says, 1 would uphold and sup-
port it in all of its amendments.

If I were in Congress I would not stress the race question
by flaunting in the foreground its many irritating features;
but lynching is not primarily a race question. It is

national. lynching and the burning of human beings at the
stake are as atrocious in our American communities at home
as they are in Belgium and elsewhere. I would be as relent-
less towards these cruelties at home as toward the cruelty of
German frightfulness abroad, ^ince it is notorious that in many
states, while there is law enough, the state authorities will
not act against lynchers, for this reason I would advocate and
support a law making lynching a Federal offense.

Whether elected to Congress or not, I and that group of many
millions whom I represent will stand uncompromisingly for poli-
tical and social justice to the end that all classes, without re-

gard to' race or sex, financial or industrial standing, shall
realize within the bounds of our own nation the lofty ideals for
which, at so great cost, we are going forth upon land and sea to

lay upon the altar of world democracy the splendid manhood of the
flower of our youth.

This statement of my views together with a speech maie to a large audience

of white voters, was widely circulated and arrested public attention. Mrs.

howard Gould was so impressed with my views that she asked me for a personal

interview, the result of which was that she volunteered to come into the

district and campaign inmy behalf. coth her presence and her address, at a

large meeting held at Mother Zion A, M. E. Church, attracted not only local,

but nation-wide attention. In this address Mrs. GouH declared: "Now that the

black women of the N p rth have political power they must band together for the

black women of the South. You black people must strangle the solid South.” She

was asked by the newspapers of "ew lork to give her reasons for espousing my
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candidacy, Mrs. Gould said:

From my conversations with Mr. Ransom I have come to respect

highly his intellectual integrity. I know he would be the last

man to stand for disruptive theories of racial equality, but I

do believe that in Congress M r . Ransom would give expression to

a protest against injustice to his race in which the best of the

white race could join with the 10,000,000 Negroes of the country.

It would be a splendid achievement to break down the solidarity

of the 'solid South' based on racial discrimination.

Again ^rs. Gould said:

I want to see the i4egro in America get ample justice and an

opportunity to develop all his possibilities for good and useful

citizenship. To my mind, the blackest page in our national his-

tory is our treatment of our citizens of African descent. It

sickens me to the soul to read frightful accounts of i4egro lynch-

ings in the South for supposed offenses which a white man might

commit with impunity.

"It is worth remembering that the bogy of racial equality
has two sides to it. In my studies of the problem, and I have
lived in the South and know it as only a Southerner can, I have
found that there are more white men ready to break down race
lines and cohabit with black women than there are black wo»en
desirous of living with white men. That is so elementary there
can be no excuse for overlooking it.

The campaign was a whirlwind affair—lasting about ten days. Gur management,

which was in the hands of the Civic League, was seriously handicapped--both through

lack of organization and money, to provide adequately the most elementary cam-

paign necessities.

Aside from our own voluntary contributions, not a dollar was contributed

to our campaign through any source save from Bishop John hurst and brethern of the

South Florida Conference, Bishop H. heard. Dr. J. W # Rankin and ^iss Elizabeth

C. Carter, of New Bedrofd, Mass.

On election day, the fifth of March, we achieved the marvelous result of

having nearly 1,300 people to vote for me by writing my name on the ballots. All

of these ballots (except 465) were thrown out as void, by the election officials

because, it was claimed through errors in makking the ballot or mistakes in writ-

ing my name.

The moral effects of this contest are very great. It will serve to awaken

Negroes in the North--in such cities as Philadelphia, Pittsburgh and ^hicago-^to



6

strike for the same things which we have attempted here. (The ^egroes of ^hicago

are already far in advance of any other city in the country in things political.)

It has demonstrated to the Republican Organization in ^ew ^ork that they may not

hope for success in the Congressional elections next Pall without giving respect-

ful consideration to our just demands. Finally, we have driven a wedge into the

gnarled and hitherto unsplitable, political oak of Mew York which will open a

way for Megro voters to have representative voice in their government.


