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Excerpt from 'Focus on Cambridge® by Gloria Richardson.

The October 2ad Referendum
On October 2rnd. 1963, Negro voters in Cembridge rejected the proposed Charter Amend-
ment which would have made discrimination on the basis of race, illegal in restaurants,
hotels and motels in this city. This plebiscite followed a period of violence and
tension initiated and perpetuated by white mobs in retaliation to non-violent street
demonstrations-directed by the Cambridge Nonviolent Action Committee. This fight, which
intensified last swmer, had been going on for two years with the support of the over-
whelming majority of the Negro people here, who believed in, or were persuaded to
believe in, the tactics of nonviolence.
When the October 2nd referendum was called, CNAC took the position that the referendum
was unconstitutional, illegel and immoral. We called dor Negroes to boycott the polls
in en expression of pasvlwe recistance in the face of an illegal hoax being perpetrated
againct the people. At that tim2 I was generally credited with irresponsible leadership
although since that time rmch of thes press and people have begun to agree withour
position. :
Thers were several facts to be considered here, and who is to say which is the most
impoitant. In the first place those Negroes who have fought for America, who have
paid direct and indirect taxes were not inclined to vote on something which no other
citizen or alien in America had to vots on. These same Negro citizens were not permitted
te vete as to whether they should fight for this country or pay taxes or any other
cf the responsibilities imposad on Uanited States citizens. We were being asked to
tuck cur dignity in cur pockets and crawl to the polls to prove in a stacked vote that
ernice again we were going to let the vhites in control say what we would be permitted
to do in a Yfree, democratic country.” Negro leadership at many levels was saying "we
1ow thz principle involved but it is expedient to do it this way. " One Negro womam
leader in the state said it was time that I learn to meke deals. No one was ready to
talkze a temporary less and assime respensibility for the thousands of black people across
the scuth wio, once we °ubm*L.sﬂ, would be subject to the same tactic although they
would not even have the advantaze of a sving—vote, They would be forced, in the neme
of demacracy, to submit to the biesed whims of a me;orlty, end in the name of the &
democratic process be bound by it. In the nams cil the black and white people
in America bhlS type of precedeat would have laid pecple bare to the whims of
dishonest, big budiness politicians wiho would piously use the '“referendum' as a
tocl to shove down the throats cf an unsuspecting and unwary racial or economic
m1F0“ltj any type pf racially P mitive or eccnomically punltlve legislation, on a
local, state or fedsral level, {As o matter of fact it is now used against voters
rot exposed to a votsr education program.)
Finally, and specifically, in reference to this referendum, it was clearly unconsti-
tional, Equal accomcdations in public places is a right inherent to citizens, and should
ot be subject to the wishss ard prejudices of any individual or group.Two years ago
the Supreme Court of the Uaitcd States, in reversing the convictions of Negro students
arrested for ¥gitting in' made this quite clear. In its decision the court stated x:
unequivocally that exny 1uCll_ﬁV or establishmsnt that is public, that is to say, that
operates cn the basig of z franchise or license to '"serve the public™ granted by any
unit of governmc:“ be it loc;l, state or federal, is operating in contract with that
gowerrment, and conscquently with its constituents, the people. The ccurt pointed out
that cny dlsc rimination against any group of citizens was a breach of that contract.
The raferendum wazs an attempt to eke the constitutional rights of the Negro People,
as citizens of Cambridge, subject to the possible prejudices of the white majority.
It was further an attempt by the city ccmmissioners to reswrite the congtitution at
the expense of the rights of Cambridge?s Negro citizens. Equal accomodations in public
places is a right to which we arz entitled, ard it is as important as ony other human
right.
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