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Unlocking Our Fifth Freedom

President Joe Biden recently signed into law the Respect for Marriage Act. This
landmark United States federal law passed by the 117th U.S. Congress repeals the Defense of
Marriage Act (DOMA), requires the U.S. federal government and all U.S. states and territories to
recognize the validity of same-sex and interracial civil marriages in the U.S., and
protects religious liberty.

While we must all applaud this amazing bi-partisan breakthrough, we should all be appalled
that such a law was needed in this democratic nation, in this the 21st-century. Why is there a
need to protect a fundamental human right and freedom for adults to love and marry
interracially or to a person of the same gender? I think the answer is because America is a nation
and a democracy that is yet becoming. We are, in the global context, still a young nation
learning how to be a multiracial, multi-ethnic, diverse, self-governing democracy. We still have
a lot of work to do.

Congressional and presidential leadership are a vital part of this important work. I am
reminded of the leadership of President Franklin D Roosevelt, who galvanized and lifted the
consciousness of the American people by reminding them of the meaning of democracy in a
time when the Great Depression was limiting hope. In his 1941 State of the Union address,
President Roosevelt articulated four freedoms - the freedom of speech, freedom to worship,
freedom to be free from want and freedom from fear.

It was another iteration of our founding principles, every person’s right to life, to liberty, and to
the pursuit of happiness. But here we are in 2022, still needing to codify into law a fifth freedom
- a freedom to love. I believe this is our most important freedom. And although it was not
articulated by then President Roosevelt or by the founding fathers, freedom to love is the
required element in a lasting democracy. By signing this legislation, President Biden affirmed
this truth.
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It is also meaningful that this freedom became law during the same week that the White House
hosted a summit of leaders from 49 African countries. During this summit, President Biden
spoke directly about what he described as America’s original sin of slavery: "We remember the
stolen men and women and children were brought to our shores in chains…My nation’s
original sin was that period." There is a clear relationship and through line from this original sin
and the present day need for the landmark Respect for Marriage Act. Denial of a person’s
freedom to love and marry is a denial of a person’s humanity. The institution of enslavement of
Africans and the decimation of Native American people could only have been justified by
denying our humanity.

It is time for America to begin the real work of seeding and growing a democracy capable of
valuing the humanity of all people. This requires developing the skills and the capacities to
begin to see ourselves in one another, to develop automatic responses of empathy and
compassion needed to build bridges of trust that are required for carrying the weight of the
truth of our nation’s inhumane and horrific past acts. While laudable, the Respect for Marriage
Act is like a tourniquet applied to the bleeding limb of a wounded soldier; it will only be
lifesaving if the body receives the care it needs immediately.  For America, that care is the will
to move forward, to heal and repair the vestiges of past wrongs, and create and sustain
equitable communities.

The immediate care that our national body politic requires is an investment to create and
support a new cultural infrastructure, a psychological emotional infrastructure of love and
caring that is strong enough to withstand and repel the a�acks of false narratives and hate,
driven by nefarious motives for power and control. The good news is that communities and
college campuses are doing this work all across America. Philanthropy is supporting their
efforts. But the original sin was commi�ed by this federal government and enforced for
centuries by all branches of our government. America’s national, state, and local governments
organized and institutionalized lovelessness throughout history. People were lynched and
brutalized, families were destroyed, women were raped and children were taken. All this was
done in the name of a belief in a false hierarchy of human value.  A unified and robust
correction is long overdue.

Congressional efforts are currently underway through H.Con.Res.19 - Urging the establishment
of a United States Commission on Truth, Racial Healing, and Transformation and H.R.40 -
Commission to Study and Develop Reparation Proposals for African Americans Act , introduced
by Congresswoman Barbara Lee and Congresswoman Sheila Jackson Lee. Both H.Con.Res.19
and H.R.40 have significant co-sponsorships –168 and 196, respectively in the 117th Congress. In
this time of increasing and expanding polarization, congressional and presidential leadership
are critically needed to further these efforts to assure the viability of our democracy by building
our capacity to love one another equally as human beings.

For America, freedom to love is the beginning of our transformation.

https://healourcommunities.org/
https://www.aacu.org/initiatives/truth-racial-healing-transformation-campus-centers
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-concurrent-resolution/19?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Truth+Commission%22%5D%7D&s=2&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-concurrent-resolution/19?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Truth+Commission%22%5D%7D&s=2&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/40
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/40


###

(Dr. Gail C. Christopher is the Executive Director of the National Collaborative for Health
Equity, Senior Scholar at the Center for Advancement of Well-Being at George Mason
University, former Senior Advisor and Vice President of the W. K. Kellogg Foundation. Her
new book, RX-Racial Healing is available HERE. Follow Dr. Christopher on Twi�er
@drgcchristopher. To schedule print or broadcast interviews, contact Michael K. Frisby at
202-625-4328 or mike@frisbyassociates.com)

###
About NCHE

NCHE’s mission is to promote health and racial equity. Our key strategies are (1) Leadership,
(2) Applying Data Research and Information, and (3) Supporting and Expanding the Truth,
Racial Healing, and Transformation Movement. NCHE equips institutions and leaders from
historically marginalized and excluded communities with tools to improve the social, economic,
and environmental conditions that shape health.  These tools include leadership development,
policy analysis, data mining and analysis, and community organizing and mobilization to
address a range of issues that are the ultimate determinants of health.  We are commi�ed to
addressing the deep racial and ethnic health inequities that persist largely due to structural and
institutional racism and exclusion.
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