Excerpt from “1988 Democratic Convention Speech” delivered by Jesse Jackson
(July 19, 1988)
We must never surrender to inequality. Women cannot compromise ERA or comparable
worth. Women are making 60 cents on the dollar to what a man makes. Women cannot
buy meat cheaper. Women cannot buy bread cheaper. Women cannot buy milk cheaper.
Women deserve to get paid for the work that you do.
Don’t surrender, my friends. Those who have AIDS tonight, you deserve our
compassion. Even with AIDS you must not surrender in your wheelchairs. I see you
sitting here tonight in those wheelchairs. I’ve stayed with you. I’ve reached out to you
across our nation. Don’t you give up…
I understand. I know abandonment and people being mean to you, and saying you’re
nothing and nobody, and can never be anything. I understand….
I understand. I wasn’t born in the hospital. Mama didn’t have insurance. I was born in
the bed at home. I really do understand. Born in a three-room house, bathroom in the
backyard, slop jar by the bed, no hot and cold running water. I understand. Wallpaper
used for decoration? No, for a windbreaker. I understand. I’m a working person’s
person, that’s why I understand you whether you are black or white….
I understand. At 3 o’clock on Thanksgiving Day we couldn’t eat turkey because mama
was preparing someone else’s turkey at 3 o’clock. We had to play football to entertain
ourselves and then around 6 o’clock she would get off the Alta Vista bus; then we would
bring up the leftovers and eat our turkey—leftovers, the carcass, the cranberries around 8
o’clock at night…
Every one of these funny labels they put on you, those of you who are watching this
broadcast tonight in the projects, on the corners, I understand. Call you outcast, low
down, you can’t make it, you’re nothing, you’re from nobody, sub-class, underclass—
when you see Jesse Jackson, when my name goes in nomination, your name goes in
nomination.
I was born in the slum, but the slum was not born in me. And it wasn’t born in you, and
you can make it. Wherever you are tonight you can make it. Hold your head high, stick
your chest out. You can make it. It gets dark sometimes, but the morning comes. Don’t
you surrender. Suffering breeds character. Character breeds faith. In the end faith will
not disappoint.
You must not surrender. You may or may not get there, but just know that you’re
qualified and you hold on and hold out. We must never surrender. America will get
better and better. Keep hope alive. Keep hope alive. Keep hope alive. On tomorrow
night and beyond, keep hope alive.
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