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“Come now, let us

reason together’:

Barbara Jordan’s Keynote Address

By Jacob King

Congresswoman Barbara Jordan delivers a rousing message at the National Women’s Conference in 1977, flanked on the right by Bella Abzug and

First Lady Rosalynn Carter.

n November 19, 1977, in Houston, Texas, U.S. Rep.

Barbara Jordan (D-TX) approached the National Women’s
Conference (NWC) podium. In front of a simple banner
bearing the word “WOMAN;” Jordan delivered a powerful
keynote speech that electrified a crowd of thousands of
women who held differing viewpoints. With the onset of
political polarization and realignment in the 1970s, uni-
fication in America seemed like a distant possibility. Yet,
Jordan’s speech positioned the conference as an important
democratic exercise. She urged women to work together
to find common ground and compared the goals of the
gathering to stanzas from “America the Beautiful”! This
promise of compromise and coalition around progressive
ideals made Jordan’s keynote address an essential begin-
ning for the conference and cemented her status as one of
Houston’s hometown heroes.

Before speaking at the NWC, Jordan made a name for
herself in the 1960s and 1970s as a barrier-breaking and
effective politician. Barbara Charline Jordan was born in
Houston’s Fifth Ward on February 21, 1936, and earned
her bachelor’s degree at Texas Southern University in 1956.

24 HOUSTON HISTORY Vol. 22+ No.2

Photo by Dorothy Marder, courtesy of the Swarthmore College Peace Collection.

Following her graduation from Boston University’s law
school, she returned to practice law in Houston. After unsuc-
cessful bids for the Texas House of Representatives in 1962
and 1964, Jordan was elected to the Texas Senate in 1966,
making her the first African American woman ever elected
to that office and the first African American senator since
the Reconstruction era.? In 1972, she earned a seat in the U.S.
House of Representatives and used this position to advocate
for civil rights on a national level.
During her years in Congress,
Jordan’s commanding oratory and
her unyielding belief in principles
of justice reached a national audi-
ence. One of her most renowned

Barbara Jordan, shown here at age 15,

grew up in Houston’s Fifth Ward where

she attended Phillis Wheatley High School.
Photo from the Barbara Jordan Papers,
courtesy of Texas Southern University. =



speeches came when she served as a member of the House
Judiciary Committee during the impeachment of President
Richard Nixon. Jordan delivered an address during the
televised hearings that used the Constitution and the history
of the nation to illustrate the limits of presidential power.
She intoned, “My faith in the Constitution is whole; it is
complete; it is total. And | am not going to sit here and be an
idle spectator to the diminution, the subversion, the destruc-
tion of the Constitution.” This speech, along with dozens of
other addresses on the importance of equality for women
and people of color, put Jordan on the national radar as an
energetic speaker who could ignite audiences.’

As a member of Congress, Jordan co-sponsored legislation
calling for a National Women’s Conference and traveled the
country in the summer of 1977 to give speeches in support of
the gathering. NWC presiding officer Bella Abzug took note
of Jordan’s popularity and invited her to deliver the opening

BARBARA JORDAN -

Barbara Jordan’s 1962 campaign poster implores voters to pay their poll
tax to cast a ballot. Although Jordan lost Texas House elections in 1962
and 1964, she was elected to the Texas Senate in 1966, the same year the
Supreme Court banned poll taxes in all elections.

Photo from the Barbara Jordan Papers, courtesy of Texas Southern University.

keynote in Houston in August 1977.* By the time of the con-
ference, the political polarization of the 1970s had become
apparent in Houston and the country. While delegates and
participants prepared for the NWC, anti-ERA and anti-abor-
tion activists also mobilized to put together a counterrally
the same weekend. Abzug and other NWC organizers hoped
that Jordan’s presence in her hometown, along with her
strong and measured words, would unite the crowd.

Barbara Jordan took the podium the morning of
Saturday, November 19, during the first plenary sessions
to deliver the opening keynote of the NWC. More than an
exciting way to start the conference, the speech presented
a call to action for women to organize and fight for equal
treatment. “This conference is one more effort by women
for total recognition and inclusion,” Jordan emphasized.
“Its success or failure is our responsibility, and no time
must be lost in searching for scapegoats.” The congress-
woman believed in the conference’s ability to spark change

Barbara Jordan exchanges greetings with former president Lyndon B.
Johnson in 1970 at the University of Texas at Austin. Jordan admired
Johnson’s political style and considered him one of her mentors.

Photo from the Barbara Jordan Papers, courtesy of Texas Southern University.

At the 1976 Democratic National Convention, Barbara Jordan
became the first Black woman to deliver the keynote at a major party
convention. She called on the American people to form a national
community to lead the country forward.
Photo by Warren K. Leffler, U.S. News and World Report,
courtesy of Library of Congress and Wikimedia Commons.
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Jamal Cyrus and Charisse Perlina Weston’s artwork The Meditative
Space: Barbara Jordan Monument incorporates documents from
Jordan’s archives at Texas Southern University and the Houston Public
Library’s African American Houston History Research Center, where
the monument is located. The space encourages visitors to think about
Jordan’s dedication to racial justice and American ideals.

Photo by Alex Barber courtesy of the Houston Mayor’s Office of Cultural

Affairs. The work is part of the City of Houston’s Civic Art Collection.

and pushed for delegates to engage in open dialogue.
“Five million dollars from the United States Treasury was
appropriated for this conference. If we do nothing posi-
tive, constructive, and healing, we will have wasted more
than money: we will have negated an opportunity to make
a difference,” she warned. “Not making a difference is a
cost we cannot afford.”

Jordan’s speech succeeded with its intention to unify the
audience for several reasons. First, Jordan used the speech to
call for ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), but
she did not vilify anti-ERA groups. Additionally, she employed
symbolic imagery drawn from popular culture to emphasize
the importance of the moment. For instance, she declared,
“Wonder Woman is not a delegate. The Bionic Woman is not a
delegate. Representative Americans are delegates.” Jordan used
this rhetorical strategy to emphasize the power of everyday
Americans to decide the conference’s outcome.®

Similarly, Jordan evoked the biblical verse from the
book of Isaiah, “Come now, let us reason together,” to
emphasize the strength that could be found in gaining
ideas from each other. Her use of scripture stood in con-
trast to the words of many anti-NWC protestors who used
Christian ideas to frame the conference as immoral. Jordan
addressed these tensions in her speech. “We should not
allow ourselves to be brainwashed by people who predict
chaos for us and failure for us,” she explained. “Tell them
they lie and move on!”

Jordan developed a second theme in her speech: the call
for a domestic human rights program. By connecting gender
equality with human rights, Jordan conveyed to the audience
how the meaning of this conference speaks to a much larger
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global struggle. She also positioned the struggle for women'’s
rights as an example of the American value of individual
rights. “Women are human; no one disagrees with that,”

she proclaimed. “When our rights are limited or violated, a
domestic human rights effort is required.” Jordan’s conten-
tion that human rights violations go against the American
civic ethos echoed her words during the Nixon impeachment
and were an important message in the wake of the American
Revolution’s Bicentennial that occurred a year earlier.®

Jordan made a loud call to unify all women, regardless of
their differences, in the fight against misogyny. “Delegates
to this conference are a priori, not of a single mind,” she
announced. “Of course not. No one person nor no one sub-
group can have the right answer.” Yet, as a lawmaker who
often entered rooms as the only person representing both
Black Americans and women, Jordan understood the impor-
tance of everyone having a seat at the table.

Thus, Jordan balanced her calls for liberal public policy
interventions with celebrations of the diversity of the confer-
ence delegates with a resounding message: “This Conference
is inclusive; everyone is here.”

When Jordan delivered her final words, “What will you
reap? What will you sow?” the auditorium erupted into a
boisterous standing ovation. On December 5, 1977, Abzug
thanked Jordan in a letter, writing, “Your participation as a
keynoter contributed to the success of this historic event.
believe we all have a sense of accomplishment and pride in
the Houston meeting, and we could not have done it with-
out your active help.”'

The address gripped conference attendees, regardless
of political orientation. Delores Etchart, a conservative
anti-ERA delegate from Montana stated, “I could listen to
Barbara Jordan all day even if I don’t agree with everything
she says. I especially thought Barbara Jordan condensed in
a few words the point of our meeting and our responsibility

i

A skilled and commanding orator, Jordan captured the attention of
the House Judiciary Committee and the nation as she spoke on the
Constitution, calling for Richard Nixon’s impeachment in 1974,
Photo courtesy of U.S. House of Representatives Photography Office
and Wikimedia Commons.



President Gerald R. Ford signs a proclamation on Women'’s Equality Day 1974, Standing left to right: Representatives Yvonne Brathwaite Burke
(D-CA), Barbara Jordan (D-TX), Elizabeth Holtzman (D-NY), Marjorie S. Holt (R-MD), Leonor K. Sullivan (D-MO), Cardiss Collins (D -IL),
Corinne C. Boggs (D-LA), Margaret M. Heckler (R-MA), Bella S. Abzug (D-NY), and Shirley Chisholm (D-NY).

as delegates—the right to debate and argue but the need to
come to a consensus.” Mary Molina, an attendee from Los
Angeles, felt that Jordan’s words exemplified the “hopes,
dreams, fears and frustrations portrayed by delegates from
every state, from every socioeconomic background, from
every minority, and every persuasion, sexual, religious and
otherwise.” Even women who did not attend the conference
were moved by Jordan’s words and many wrote letters to her
office asking for copies of her speeches.!

Jordan’s speech played a significant role in setting the
tone of the conference and unifying the diverse delegates
throughout the country. Her words struck a chord because of
her eloquent public speaking style, effective use of imagery,
and her rousing appeal to the everyday American woman. To
Susan Ashville of North Carolina, Barbara Jordan was one of
many in Houston who used her “powerful voice” to change
the lives of American women. “The power there is going to
be felt all over this country,” she told her local newspaper,
“and the country will be better for it”'? 1+
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Incoming President Jimmy Carter, a strong supporter of equal rights,
meets with Barbara Jordan in 1977,
Photo by Dev O’Neill courtesy of the House of Representatives Archives,
Barbara Jordan Archives, and Wikimedia Commons.
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