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African Americans: The Long Walk Toward the Promise
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Dear United States of America,

On July 5, 1852 — the day after Independence Day, a date chosen with precision — a man named
Frederick Douglass stood before an audience of nearly six hundred people in Corinthian Hall in
Rochester, New York, and asked a question that has never really stopped echoing. “What, to the
American slave, is your Fourth of July?” Douglass had been born into slavery on a Maryland
plantation. He had taught himself to read in secret, escaped to New York, and become the most
powerful abolitionist voice in the country. He was not a man given to sentiment. He began his
speech that day by acknowledging the greatness of the founders — their courage, their vision,
their willingness to risk everything for a principle. And then he turned. “This Fourth of July is
yours, not mine,” he said. “You may rejoice. I must mourn.”

It remains one of the most devastating sentences in American oratory — because it was not an
attack on the American idea. It was a demand that America lives up to it. The contradiction
Douglass named in 1852 was not new. It had been there from the beginning, written in the same
ink as the Declaration of Independence. “All men are created equal” — and yet, at the moment
Jefferson wrote those words, he enslaved over six hundred people throughout his lifetime. The
founders knew the contradiction existed. Many of them were deeply uncomfortable with it. A few
spoke openly against it. What none of them did was resolve it. They left it, deliberately and with
considerable moral cost, for later generations to deal with. It would take a civil war, the deaths of
more than six hundred thousand people, and another hundred years of legal struggle before the
promise even began to be honoured.

On the evening of December 1, 1955, a forty-two-year-old seamstress named Rosa Parks boarded
a bus in Montgomery, Alabama, on her way home from work. She sat in the fifth row — the first
row of the section designated for Black passengers. When the white section filled up, the driver
ordered Parks and three others to give up their seats. The three others stood. Parks did not. She
was arrested, fined ten dollars, and charged with violating the city’s segregation ordinance. She
said later that she had refused not because she was physically tired — that myth began early and
has never entirely died — but because, as she put it, “/ had been pushed around all my life and
felt at this moment that I couldn’t take it any more.” Parks was not the first Black woman to refuse
to give up her seat on a Montgomery bus that year.

Two others had done so before her and been considered as potential test cases for a legal challenge
to segregation. Both were passed over, for various reasons. Parks was chosen because her
character, in the words of Martin Luther King, was “impeccable” and her dedication “deep-
rooted.”
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The boycott that followed lasted three hundred and eighty-one days. About seventy-five percent
of Montgomery’s bus passengers were Black, and they walked, carpooled, and shared cab rides
for over a year. Parks lost her job. King’s home was bombed. The boycott held. On November
13, 1956, the Supreme Court ruled bus segregation unconstitutional.

Between Douglass’s speech and Parks’s arrest lay a century of progress and a century of resistance
to that progress. The Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery in 1865. The Fourteenth
guaranteed equal protection under the law. The Fifteenth gave Black men the right to vote. And
then came decades of systematic effort to ensure that those rights existed on paper only — through
Jim Crow laws, segregation, disenfranchisement, and a campaign of racial terror that the historian
Ida B. Wells documented with extraordinary courage in the 1890s, at considerable personal risk.
The Supreme Court’s ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896 — that “separate but equal” facilities
were constitutional — gave legal sanction to what was already happening on the ground. It held
for fifty-eight years, until Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 ruled that separate was not, and
could not be, equal. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 followed,
dismantling the legal architecture of segregation that had stood for nearly a century. They did not,
of course, end racism. But they ended its formal legal protection — which was a necessary, if
insufficient, beginning.

Writing these letters from Vienna in 2026, I find myself returning to Douglass’s question — not
as an accusation, but as a measure. How far has the answer travelled? The distance is real and
remarkable. A country that enslaved human beings in 1776 elected an African-American president
in 2008, and did so twice. The legal foundations of equality are, by any historical standard, vastly
more solid than they were when Douglass stood in Rochester and mourned while others
celebrated. And yet the conversation continues — about what equal protection actually means in
practice, about the gap between legal equality and lived experience, about what is still owed and
to whom and by what means. These are not comfortable conversations. They were never going to
be. What strikes me, though, is that they are happening — loudly, sometimes painfully, in full
public view. Douglass did not ask America to be perfect. He asked it to be honest about the
distance between its promises and its practice, and to keep closing that distance. What strikes me
the most is not how far America still has to go — but how many people, over two and a half
centuries, refused to let it forget what it promised back then. And that refusal is the most American
thing of it all.

Yours, with great admiration and transatlantic devotion,

Franz J. Heidinger
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