
“Slavery didn’t end, it just evolved.”
— Bryan Stevenson

readings and references to accompany
a presentation by

Jesse M. Heines
jesse@jesseheines.com

March 11, 2020

Note:  The slides for this presentation
as well as this handout are available for
viewing and downloading at

https://jesseheines.com/lira



2

My efforts at social action are inspired by the work of Bryan Stevenson.  If you’re
not familiar with his work, see https://eji.org/, the website for the Equal
Justice Initiative. https://eji.org/bryan-stevenson presents information on
Bryan himself.  Listed below are links to videos about Bryan and his work.

(1) https://www.ted.com/talks/bryan_stevenson_we_need_to_
talk_about_an_injustice?language=en

As the URL implies, this is Bryan’s 2012 TED talk.  It provides an
excellent overview of his work in 23 minutes.

(2) https://www.cbsnews.com/video/just-mercy-bryan-
stevenson-on- instilling-compassion-in-young-adults/

This is a CBS This Morning piece on the adaption of Stevenson’s book
Just Mercy for children, broadcast September 19, 2018.  “The U.S.
incarcerates more of its citizens than any other nation in the world,
according to the latest government data.  In 2016, about 2 million people
were in jails and prisons.  That’s compared to less than 200,000 in
1972.  The Equal Justice Initiative is a non-profit organization that
provides legal representation for inmates, and works to end mass
incarceration.  Founder and executive director Bryan Stevenson joins CBS
This Morning to discuss why he decided to turn his 2014 bestseller, Just
Mercy, into a book for young adult readers.”

(3) https://youtu.be/R6UcSLf9nq0
This is Bryan Stevenson’s commencement address at the University of
Pennsylvania on May 20, 2109.  In addition to the content of his address,
just watching the passion with which he speaks is “worth the price of
admission.” Please Note: This is an “unlisted” YouTube video that I
captured from the live stream.  Please do not share this URL with others,
as I have no “rights” to this video.  Also, the first 5:30 is an introduction.
Stevenson’s address begins after that.

(4) https://play.hbogo.com/feature/urn:hbo:feature:GXOQiDA1_
TJ63mgEAAAUT

This is an HBO documentary entitled “True Justice: Bryan Stevenson’s
Fight for Equality,” broadcast on June 26, 2019.  You must sign in to view
this, but there are many accepted sign-ins.  I use my Xfinity/Comcast
credentials.  If you don’t have any of the TV providers shown at
https://play.hbogo.com/login and you can’t find someone who
does, let me know and I’ll send you another unlisted YouTube link to the
video. Note: If you enter the above URL and then sign in, you end up on
the main HBO GO page.  Enter the above URL a second time while you
are logged in and you’ll get to the desired documentary.
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Excerpt from Africans in America, Preface, pages x-xi
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Excerpt from Africans in America, page 380-383
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Boston Globe, November 7, 2019, page A10
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Boston Globe, November 7, 2019, page A10
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Quotes from Bryan Stevenson Speeches

“We need to understand the greater evil of American slavery wasn’t involuntary
servitude and forced labor; it was this idea that black people aren’t as good as
white people, that they’re not fully human ... The North won the Civil War, but the
South won the narrative war.  They weren’t required to repudiate and acknowledge
the wrongfulness of bigotry and slavery.  They actually glorified that era, and that
created a century where black people were pulled out of their homes, beaten,
drowned, hanged in this era of terrorism, but we haven’t talked about it.”

“In many ways, we’ve been taught to think that the real question is, ‘Do people
deserve to die for the crimes they’ve committed?’ And that’s a very sensible
question.  But there’s another way of thinking about where we are in our identity.
The other way of thinking about it is not ‘Do people deserve to die for the crimes
they commit?’ but ‘Do we deserve to kill?’”

“The reality is that capital punishment in America is a lottery.  It is a punishment
that is shaped by the constraints of poverty, race, geography and local politics.”

“We live in a country that talks about being the home of the brave and the land of
the free, and we have the highest incarceration rate in the world.”

“The Bureau of Justice reports that one in three black male babies born this
century will go to jail or prison.  That is an absolutely astonishing statistic.  And it
ought to be terrorizing to not just to people of color, but to all of us.”

“Many states can no longer afford to support public education, public benefits,
public services without doing something about the exorbitant costs that mass
incarceration have created.”

“I’ve come to understand and to believe that each of us is more than the worst
thing we’ve ever done.  I believe that for every person on the planet.  I think if
somebody tells a lie, they’re not just a liar.  I think if somebody takes something
that doesn’t belong to them, they’re not just a thief.  I think even if you kill
someone, you’re not just a killer.  And because of that, there’s this basic human
dignity that must be respected by law.”

“We are all broken by something.  We have all hurt someone and have been hurt.
We all share the condition of brokenness even if our brokenness is not equivalent.”
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“There is a strength, a power even, in understanding brokenness, because
embracing our brokenness creates a need and desire for mercy, and perhaps a
corresponding need to show mercy.  When you experience mercy, you learn things
that are hard to learn otherwise.  You see things you can’t otherwise see; you hear
things you can’t otherwise hear.  You begin to recognize the humanity that resides
in each of us.”

“But simply punishing the broken—walking away from them or hiding them from
sight—only ensures that they remain broken and we do, too.  There is no
wholeness outside of our reciprocal humanity.”

“You don’t change the world with the ideas in your mind, but with the conviction
in your heart.”

“We are all implicated when we allow other people to be mistreated.  An absence
of compassion can corrupt the decency of a community, a state, a nation.  Fear and
anger can make us vindictive and abusive, unjust and unfair, until we all suffer
from the absence of mercy and we condemn ourselves as much as we victimize
others.  The closer we get to mass incarceration and extreme levels of punishment,
the more I believe it’s necessary to recognize that we all need mercy, we all need
justice, and—perhaps—we all need some measure of unmerited grace.”

“Somebody has to stand when other people are sitting.  Somebody has to speak
when other people are quiet.”

“The true measure of our character is how we treat the poor, the disfavored, the
accused, the incarcerated, and the condemned.”

https://eji.org


