
D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E

“If they don’t give you a seat at the table, bring a folding chair.”
- SHIRLEY CHISHOLM



2S H I R L E Y D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E

This  discussion  guide  may  be  used  to spur discussion  
after  viewing Shirley – the story of the first Black 
congresswoman, political icon Shirley Chisholm, and 
her audacious, boundary-breaking 1972 presidential 
campaign.
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In the annals of American political history, Shirley Chisholm 
stands as a pioneering figure. With her unwavering commitment 
to justice, equality, and representation, she challenged 
the status quo and broke barriers. Throughout her life, 
she confronted racial and gender discrimination head-on, 
advocating for marginalized communities and championing 
progressive policies long before they entered the mainstream 
political discourse.

After becoming the first Black woman elected to the United States Congress in 1972, 
Shirley Chisholm made history once again by becoming the first African American woman 
to seek a major party’s nomination for the presidency of the United States. Her presidential 
campaign was not merely a quest for personal ambition but a bold statement challenging the 
entrenched norms of American politics. Despite facing significant obstacles and enduring 
both overt and subtle forms of prejudice, Shirley Chisholm’s candidacy sparked a national 
conversation about representation, diversity, and the power of grassroots activism.

Through this discussion guide, we aim to draw inspiration from Shirley Chisholm’s historic 
run for the presidency illustrated in the film. By engaging with Shirley Chisholm’s story, we 
have the opportunity to not only honor her resilience, intelligence, and determination but 
also learn how we can uplift bold leaders and support our ongoing pursuit of a more just and 
inclusive democracy. 
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	• Introduce yourself and your role. 

	• Read aloud the Discussion Guidelines and ask for everyone’s agreement to kindly hold each 
other accountable to them throughout the meeting.

	• Ask each person to introduce themselves, as far as they are comfortable, with their name, 
race/ethnicity, and pronouns.

	• APPRECIATE that everyone in the room has good intentions and also biases.  
Everyone is doing the best they can from their current state of awareness. 

	• REMEMBER that identity formation and understanding is an ongoing process.

	• SPEAK for yourself (“I feel...” “I think...”), not on behalf of your identity (“we feel...” “we are...”) 
or other identities (“they think...” “they act like...”).

	• LISTEN to understand and not to respond. Take the time to process what you’ve heard.

	• AVOID negative judgments, language, attacks, and name-calling.

Planning A Discussion 

Starting the Discussion

Discussion Guidelines

A discussion creates an opportunity for people from different groups or perspectives 
to exchange views and reflect. Many of the topics brought up in SHIRLEY make for 
excellent discussions, however, these topics may also touch deep emotions and 
strongly held beliefs. Therefore it’s important to create an atmosphere where people 
feel safe, encouraged, and respected. 

	• DEFINE YOUR GOALS. Clear goals will make it much easier to structure the discussion. 
Large groups tend to be more appropriate for information exchanges, while small groups 
allow for more intensive dialogue. 

	• CONSIDER NEEDS AND LOCATION. Is the event being held in a space where all 
participants will feel equally comfortable? Is it wheelchair accessible? Do you need an 
outside facilitator, translator, or sign language interpreter? Does the physical configuration 
allow for the kind of discussion you hope to have? 
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	• Were you familiar with Shirley Chisholm before seeing this film? If so, did you learn something new about 
her? If not, why do you think that is, and what did you take away from her story? 

	• As we see in the film, many leaders supported Shirley Chisholm’s ideas but did not endorse her 
candidacy because they did not believe she had the chance to win. Would you support a candidate who 
represented your views and values but who did not seem to be “elect-able” to others? Why or why not?

	• In the film, we see the origin stories of influential people we know today (Rep. Barbara Lee, Rep. Ron 
Dellums) who helped to build Shirley’s legacy and then continued to uplift it with their own work. What do 
you think it was about Shirley and her vision that drew them in?

	• While Shirley did not win the presidential election, how did her campaign make a lasting impact?

	• “Shirley Chisholm openly expressed the difficulties and obstacles associated with being female 
and Black in her life and line of work.” Do you think there have been improvements in gender and 
racial equity or do you feel Chisholm’s assessment is still accurate today? 

	• As part of her candidacy, Shirley Chisholm emphasized that she was a Black woman and could 
therefore represent people’s interests in a way that her opponents could not. Describe your 
community. Do your representatives reflect your community? How important is it to you to be 
represented by someone who shares your gender, race, ethnicity, or background?

	• In what ways has the film expanded your perspective on racial justice, gender equity, and 
democracy overall? 

Discussion Guidelines (cont.)

Questions Related to the Film

Reflection Questions

	• BE OPEN to feeling uncomfortable – all growth comes with some discomfort.

	• UNDERSTAND that groups of a single race can have multiple perspectives, and even the most 
diverse groups will not represent every perspective that could be held by that group.

	• STAY ENGAGED. Take a moment if you feel frustrated or misunderstood, but don’t drop out.

	• GIVE those who are taking a moment to gather their thoughts the space to do so; respect each 
participant’s space to reflect before they speak.

	• DON’T dominate the conversation. Everyone gets a chance to speak and be heard.

	• DON’T expect resolution, complete agreement, or definite answers.  
This is a discussion, not a debate or a lesson.
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	• Unbought and Unbossed by Shirley Chisholm 
harpercollins.com/products/unbought-and-unbossed-shirley-chisholm?variant=40152567545890

	• The Good Fight by Shirley Chisholm 
harpercollins.com/products/the-good-fight-shirley-chisholm

	• Visit Changing the Face of Democracy: Shirley Chisholm at 100 at  
the Museum of the City of New York (MCNY). Opens June 14, 2024 
mcny.org/exhibition/changing-face-democracy

	• Shirley Chisholm Project on Brooklyn Women’s Activism  
brooklyn.edu/wgst/chisholvm

	• The Shirley Chisholm Project 
chisholmproject.com

	• Congressional Black Caucus 
cbc.house.gov

	• National Organization for Women (NOW) 
now.org

	• First but Not the Last: Women Who Ran for President 
National Women’s History Museum 
artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/zAJim2pJexmPJw

Take Action

Learn More

In celebration of what would be Shirley’s 100th birthday, help us honor her work and legacy 
by asking your representatives to award her a Congressional Gold Medal, the highest 
expression of national gratitude for distinguished service and achievements.

By enshrining her legacy in key institutions, current and future generations can learn from 
her leadership. Email your rep here: participant.com/shirley/take-action.

https://www.harpercollins.com/products/unbought-and-unbossed-shirley-chisholm?variant=40152567545890
http://harpercollins.com/products/the-good-fight-shirley-chisholm 
http://mcny.org/exhibition/changing-face-democracy 
http://brooklyn.edu/wgst/chisholm 
http://chisholmproject.com 
http://cbc.house.gov 
http://now.org 
http://now.org 
http://now.org 
http://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/zAJim2pJexmPJw
http://participant.com/shirley/take-action

