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History in Slavery and Freedom
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Present and future investigations of Afro-American women’s past should
increase our understanding of the complex interrelationships of gender,
class, and race. For three and a half centuries Afro-American women have
carried special burdens. They have responded in dichotomous ways: by
protesting racial and sexual discimination or by somehow avoiding 1t by
rationalizing the psychological impact of racism and sexism or by tran-
scending their victimization. These muluple dichotonies are most graph-
ically revealed through an examination of black women's institutional and
organizational lives and their work, and also in their cultural contribu-
tions and aesthetic expressions. Black women’s history is just beginning to
emerge as a vital area within women's and Afro-American history, and
much work remains to be done. In this essay I will trace the contours of
the field and assess its prospects by svnthesizing much ot the current hirer-
ature. Specifically, 1 will examine the following themes: sex roles and fe-
male networks, the black family, work, religion, social reform, and crea-
tive expressions.

Before the Civil War the vast majority of black women were slaves,
Emancipation required finding ways 1o give meaning to freedom within a
society devoted to circumscribing all attemprs of black people to,in tact,
be free. Subsequently, industrialization and urbamzaton not only altered
the location but influenced the transformation of the hives and work expe-

riences of the majority of black women. Even more profound were the so-
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cial upheavals and proliferation of racial and sexual stereotypes of the late
nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries which affected how black
women defned themselves in relationship to cach other and to the larger
society. Whether slave or free, black women occupied key familial roles ag
mothers, daughters, wives, and sisters. Although recent works in Afro-
American history have devored a grear deal of attention to the structure,

function, and stability of black families under slavery, with few exceptions

these works, in attempting to establish the vital importance of the male
figure, have tended to deemphasize the role of black women within the
familv.' It is, of course, important and necessary to provide a more bal-
anced portraval of the actual males female roles in the black family in slav-
ery and freedom in order to obliterate the myth of the ubiquitous black
matriarch. Nevertheless, icis erineal that the black woman remain visible
i the fanily. Scholarly revisions must not obscure the indisputable fact
thar the black woman bore primary responsibility for reproducing the
slave labor force and for ensuring the continuation of the black race dur-
ing and atrer the demise of the Peculiar Institution.

As wives and mothers, black women nurtured the sick, performed all of

the domestie chores, provided primary socialization of slave children, wet

nursed white children, fulfilled the conjugal needs of their men, and all too

often endured the forced passion of slave masters and the vengeful bru-

tality of plantation mistresses. Perhaps the most challenging task confront-
g black women under slavery was how to maintam a relatively healthy
opinion ot themselves as sexual beings. To the slave masters thev were re-
munerative slave breeders and valnerable sexual objects. Although in-
stances abound in the literature abourt black male slaves who fought and
died. the men were. on the whole, unable to ofter much protection for the

sexual ntegrity of their wives, daughters, and sisters. Indeed, the abused
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black woman often had to convince her mate that the test of his mas-
culinity was self-restraint, not some action that would deprive her of a
husband or her children of a father. White plantation mistresses were
equally powerless and often displayed considerable hostility toward the
abused slave woman. In fact, they frequently blamed the victim for the
sexual transgressions of their husbands and sons. As a result, black women,
beginning in slavery, were compelled to construct a sexual self, based on
the foundation of self-reliance.* Given the fact that many slave marriages
possessed virtually no legal sanction and were seldom recognized in the
larger society, future scholars would do well to explore how black women,
in fact, viewed marriage. How did their view of marriage differ from or
resemble those views held by men and white women?

Gender relationships between black slaves were problematic even with-
out the sexual intrusions of white men. Although scholars have devored
scant attention to the social relationship berween husband and wife, some
writers have suggested that black women shared a greater degree of equal-
ity with black male slaves than was the case between white men and
women. If such was the case, this equality of status certainly derived, in
part, from the fact that black women performed many of the same tasks
on slave plantations as did the men. Thev engaged in hard physical labor,
chopped and picked cotton, felled trees. mended fences, cared for live-
stock, and culuvated food crops. Yer it must be pointed our that similar
economic or employment responsibilities do not necessarily retlect equal

social relations. There was sull a sexual division ot labor on the planta-

“tions. Black women also had to pertorm socially and biologically derer-

mined sex-role stereotyped work. [n realicy, then, the division of labor on
most plantations was decidedly uncqual. While all slaves worked hard, the
black women slaves were burdened with extra jobs pertormed only by

members of their sex. [n the absence of turther research, one can only
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speculate about the tensions this inequitable distribution of work assign-
ments must have engendered in many of the slave cabins.’

Performing sex-differentiated work did, however, afford black women
the opportunity to develop a separate world of informal female net-
works that reinforced intrasexual reliance. These networks usually evolved
through organized group activities such as spinning, weaving, quilting,
cooking, and attending each other in childbirth and providing health care.
These female slave networks allowed the women to forge a common con-
sciousness concerning their oppression as women while devising strategies
for survival. Through their women networks they were able to communi-
cate their feelings, share cxperiences and world views, and assist each
other in the development of posinive self-images and self-esteem in spite of
the slave-owning society's best etforts to define them to the contrary.* Con-
sequently, their interactions engendered an even stronger sense of commu-
nity among slaves.

In addition to midwifing, doctoring, and other domestic chores, group
activities such as quilting facilitated woman bonding and cooperation be-
tween female slaves and contained significantly larger social implications.
Black women, as slaves and freedwomen, converted quilt making into a
social and community affair. Former slave Mary Wright, of Kentucky,
reminiscing about quilting oftered. “Den wemns [women| quilt awhile,
den a big dinner war spread ourt. den after dinner we'd quilt in de evening,
den supper and a big dance dat might, wid de banjie a humming *n us nig-

gers a dancing.”* Deserving added emphasis is the tact that the quilt, thus

3. Angela Davis, “Reflections on the Black Woman's Role in the Communmity of
Slaves,™ Black Scholar, ti1 tig=1 | 2= 15: Deborah G. Whire, “Aint | 1 Woman? Fe-
n.mlc: Slaves, Sex Roles, and Status in the Antebellum Plantation South™ (Ph.D. disserta-
ton, University of lhnois, Chicago. 19-g: Jacquelne Jones, Ny Mother Was Much ot
a Woman': Black Women, Work, and Family Under Slavery, I‘}\'{O—l-\’(vo,” Feninst
Strecies, VI Summer, 1982), 235 —Ag: Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love, Labor of Sor-
row: Black Women, Work, and the Faondy from Slavery 1o the Present (New York.
1985); Debra Newman, “Black Women in the Era of the American Revolution in Penn-
sylvama™ Journal of Negro History, LNT uly, 1976), 2~6 -89,

4. Deborah G Whire, “Female Siaves: Sex Roles and Status in the Antebellum Plan-
tation South™ Journal of Fanuly tistors, VI iFall, 1983), 248=61: Darlene Clark
Hine and Karte Wittenstein, “Female Slave Resistance: The Fconomics of Sex,” Western
Journal of Black Studies, 111 (Summer. 19=91, 123-27; Jessie Parkhurst, * The Role of
the Black Mammy in the Plantanon Houschold,™ Journal of Negro History, XX (July.
1938), 349—69.

5. Quored in Irene V. Jackson, “Black Women and Music: From Africa to the New

LIFTING THE VEIL, SHATTERING THE SILENCE / 227

created, represented the individual and collective expression of the voice,
vision, structure, and substance of the creators’ personal and spiritual lives.
One of the most famous black women quilters was former slave Harriet
Powers (1837—r1911) of Athens, Georgia. One of her two “Bible Quilts™
(1898) now adorns the walls of the Smithsonian Institution in Washing-
ton, D.C. The quilt is divided into rectangular panels, each devoted to a
particular biblical scene. The panels are filled with appliquéd silhouettes
of human figures, geometric motifs, and other design combinations that
resemble the styles found among the people of ancient Dahomey in West
Africa.” In much the same way that we can examine the quilts, scholars of
the black female experience must analyze other cultural contributions and
expressions including hymns, spirituals, blues, lullabyes, poems, novels,
sermons, houschold implements, toys, folktales, and slave narratves.”

To be sure, families and female networks were important insttutions
shaping black women’s lives and experiences. Yet, any discussion ot the in-
stitutional history of black women would be seriously flawed without a
simultaneous examination of their involvement in and relationship to the
black church and black religion. By the first half of the nineteenth century,
religion had become the center of the spiritual and commumty lives of
most women, and of black women in particular. Women, regardless of race
and status, plaved a prominent role within the congregartions, organizing
voluntary missionary societies, teaching Sunday schools, and raising funds.
Representative black women such as Sarah Woodson Early.born on Novem-

ber 15, 1825, in Chillicothe, Ohio, offer illummatng testimony of their
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work in the church. Woodson married A.M.E. minister Jordon Winston
Early in 1868 and shared with him the tasks of religious leadership. She
described her work and that of other black church women: *“We assisted in
superintending the Sabbath-schools when near enough to reach them; al-

took an ac-

ways attending and often leading in praver meetings; and [we
tive part in visiting the sick and administering to the wants of the poor and
needy, and in raising monev to defray the expenses of the Church and
served most hearaly in its educatuonal work.™

At some fundamental level all black churches espoused a theology
of liberation, selt-determination, and black autonomy. Northern black
churches were especially acuve in and supportive of the abolition move-
ment. The promises embodied in Chrstian seriptures permeated all of
Afro-American culture and possessed special meaning for black women's
psychic survival and transcendence. The black church became the traming
arena that enabled free black women prior to the Civil War to acquire
leadership and organizing skills and an increased commitment to winning
freedom for the slaves and more control over their own lives. For black
slave women religious faith nourished hope tor release from their earthly
oppression and degradatuon. The body could be tortured and abused

while the soul remained pure and untouched. [n the latter decades of the

nineteenth century black women enlarged their already considerable influ-
ence within the church and extended 1ts sacred horizons to encompass
pressing secular concerns. In short. the black church ultimately served as
an instututional base giving moral sancuion to black women's quest for
freedom and the advancement of the race.

One important aspect of black religious life remamed unchanged atrer
the Civil War. The hierarchy, ministers, and theologians of most religions
and congregations remained male. Not all black women were saushed
with their significant but nevertheless subordinate and relatively invisible
roles within black churches. Denied otficial positions of leadership, a few
extraordinary free black women found religious audiences of therr own.

One such woman was Jarena Lee, born free at Cape May, New Jersey, in

8. Ellen No Lawson, “Sarah Woodson Farlv: Nincreenth-Century Black Nanonahise
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1783. She was a protégée of the Reverend Richard Allen, founder and
leader of the African Methodist Episcopal Church. Allen was not averse to
Lee's leading prayer meetings, but he at first drew the conservative theo-
logical line against female preaching. Later, Allen relented and endorsed
her desire to preach. In the single year 827 Lee traveled 2,325 miles,
alone, and delivered 178 sermons, a remarkable teat for any woman dur-
ing this period in American history. [n her autobiography, Lee defended
her right to preach: O how careful ought we to be, lest through our by-
laws of church government and discipline, we bring into disrepute even the
word of life. For as unseemingly as it may appear now-a-davs for a woman
to preach, it should be remembered that nothing 1s impossible with God.
And why should it be thought impossible, heterodox, or improper for a
woman to preach? Seeing the Savior died for the woman as well as for
the man.™”

Perhaps the best-known itinerant preacher in the antebellum period was
the legendary Sojourncr Truth, who combined her mission of serving her
people and espousing the right of women with a mission to spread the
news of a God of love. For Sojourner Truth the abolitionist and women’s
rights movements were but the secular counterparts of spiritual salvanon.
At one gathering she declared, “Then that hittle man in black there, he savs
women can't have as much rights as men, because Christ wasn’t a woman!
Where did your Christ come from? From God and o woman! Man had
nothing to do with Him.™ "

Like Lee and Truth, Rebecca Cox Jackseon was also aniunerant preacher
and religious visionary. Born a free black in 1795 near Philadelphia, Jackson
experienced a profound spiritual awakening atage thirtv-fve and felt com-
pelled to preach. Unable to overcome the strong opposition of her tamily
and friends, Jackson severed relatons with the Bechel ANCE. Church in
Philadelphia and joined the Watcervlict Shaker Community near Albany,
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Four years later, in 1857, she left the community and was granted the right
to found a predominantly black Shaker sisterhood in Philadelphia. In
1878 eight black women, three black children, and three white women
lived in the Shaker commune, members of Jackson’s spiritual family. She
died in 1881."

Amanda Berry Smith, born at Long Gree, Marvland, in 1837, like her
A.M.E. predecessors, grew disillusioned by the restrictions on women and
ventured forth to become an itinerant preacher (without ordination) and a
missionary. She traveled extensively in foreign lands: England in 1878,
India in 1880—1881, and Liberia for eight years. Throughout her travel-
ing Smith observed and commented on the common universal exploitation
and oppression of women.'

Religion, though significant, was not the sole outlet for the talented, in-
telligent, and spirited free black woman. Many free black women played
instrumental and catalytic roles in the reform and humanitarian move-
ments of the early nineteenth century. They were active in founding mu-
tual aid societies and antislavery, suffrage, and temperance organizations.
As we shall see, black women were the ones to raise the question of
women’s rights within the black organizations and issues of racism within
white women’s organizations. Maria Stewart, born free in 1803 and raised
in Hartford, Connecticut, is heralded as the first woman to break with
convention and speak in public to a mixed audience of men and women on
-behalf ot black rights and advancement. In an 832 address before the
newly formed Afric-American Female Intelligence Society in Boston, she
declared: “Me thinks [ heard a spiritual interrogation—"Who shall go for-
ward, and take off the reproach that is cast upon the people of color? Shall
it be a woman?' And my heart made this reply—"If it 1s thy will, be it even
so, Lord Jesus! " Stewart cursed the instutution of slavery and urged black
women to “‘awake, arise: no longer sleep nor slumber, but distinguish

yourselves.™ "
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For free black women the line between involvement in religious institu-
tions and in the women’s sutfrage movement was a permeable one. Because
their religious orientation was toward spiritual liberation and personal au-
tonomy, suffrage for black women became the political expression of their
persistent yearnings to be free. Prominent antebellum free black women
such as Sarah Mapps Douglass, a teacher in the Institute for Colored
Youth, and rhe three Forten sisters of Philadelphia—Sarah, Margaretta,
and Harriet-—attended, in 1833, the opening meetings of the Female Anti-
Slavery Society of Philadelphia. Margaretta Forten later became the re-
cording secretary of the society. Likewise, Susan Paul was present at the
organizational meeting of the Boston Female Ant-Slavery Society and
later served as one of its vice-presidents and as treasurer.” Here as in other
aspects of their lives, black antislavery activists contributed to the aboli-
tionist cause in spite of the racial discrimination and prejudice of their
white female colleagues.

The experiences of Sarah Mapps Douglass are a revealing commentary
on the racism that existed among white women in the antslavery move-
ment. When Douglass attempted to atrend the national meering of the Fe-
male Anti-Slavery Convention in New York City in 183-, she learned that
“colored members were unwelcome.™ An astonished whire acuvist tfrom
South Carolina, Angelina Grimké, noted that, in the New York sociery,
“no colored sister has ever been on the Board and theyv have hardly any
colored members even and will not admit anv to the working Sfociety].”
Only the timely intercession and persuasive powers ot Grimk¢é reversed
the bar against black women delegates’ atzending the convention. When
Douglass at one point wavered in her resolve to attend the convention,

Grimké implored her to reconsider:
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You my dear Sisters have a work to do in rooting out this wicked feeling
as well as we. You must be willing to come in among us tho' it may be
vour feelings may be wounded by “the purning torth of the finger,” the
avoidance of a seat by vou, or the glancing of the eve, . . . | carnestly de-
sire that vou may be willing to bear these mortifications. . . . They will
tend to your growth m grace, and will help vour sisters more than any-
thing clse to overcome their own sinful feehings. Come. then, [ would sav,

for we need vour help.’

At Grnimké's msistence Sarah Douglass and Sarah Forten attended the
meeting. Across the ocean another black woman abolitionist, Sarah Parker
Remond, appealed to kEnghsh women to hghr against the enslavement of
darker members of therr sex. When fecruring in London in 1859, Remond
focused on the exploitation of black women slaves. She declared, “1f En-
glish women and English wives knew the unspeakable horrors to which
their sex-were exposed on southern plantations, they would freight every
westward gale with the vorces of moral indignation and demand for the
black woman the protection and rights enjoved by the white,” ™

From the 18305 to the turn of the century black women encountered
similar white hosulity when endeavoring to attend suffrage and women's
rights meetings. Even Sojourner Truth. thar ardent defender of blacks® and
women's rights, was subjecred to repeated mdignities when acrending early
women's rights conventons, One male heckler, ar the 1851 Woman's
Rights Convention m Akron, Oho. challenged her to prove thar she was a
woman and some white women activises objecred to her being allowed to
speak, fearimg that too close an association “with abolition and niggers”
would damage therr cause, It was amidse this climate of racial and sexual

hostility thac Truth delivered her oteen repeared. " At ha Woman™ speech:

Well, children. war dar s so much racker dar must be someting out
o'kiler. Trhink dar “owise de migeers of de Sout and de women ar the Norf

all . ralkin “hout nghes de white men will be moa fis pretey soon. But
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what's all diss here talkin® bout? Dat man ober dar sav dat women needs
to be helped into carriages, and litted ober ditches and to have da best
places. . . and ain't I a woman? Look at me! Look at mv arm! . . . [ have
plowed, and planted and gathered into barns, and no man could head
me—and ain't l a woman? [ could cat as much as any man (when [ could
get it), and bear de lash as well—and ain’t I a woman? [ have borne hve
children and I seen "em mos all sold oft into slavery, and when [ cried out

with a mother’s grief, none but Jesus hear—and amn’t 1 a woman? '~

Sojourner Truth was a paradigm to women's rights advocates because her
personal experiences proved that women could raise children, do heavy
labor, survive persccution, endure physical and sexual abuse, and sull
emerge triumphant and transcendent. At an 186= Equal Rights Associa-
tion convention the indomitable Sojourner Truth warned. " There is a great

stir about colored men getting their rights, but not a word about the col-

ored women; and if colored men get their rights, and nort colored women
theirs, you see the colored men will be masters over the women, and it will

N

be just as bad as it was before.”’

ale

<

In the wake of the death of slavery, black women continued their strug
for race advancement and sexual clevaton. Blacks, for the most part. en-
tered freedom with hetle more than the rags on their backs. Merely staving
alive became a struggle. Wimessing the sutfering and deprivation, black
women like Elizabeth Keckley, a personal servant of Mary Todd Lincoln,
swung into action. In 1862 Kecklev organized the Contraband Relief
Association, composed of approximately forty members. The assocranon
collected money, clothing, and food to distribute to the thousands of

freedmen and freedwomen who flocked to the nanon’s capiral.
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The tradition of slave female networks and the free black woman’s im-
provement associations and their work in antislavery organizations and
voluntary associations provided the foundation upon which black women
forged powertul national organizations. Characterized by a special brand
of black female militancy. nanonal women's networks flourished in the late
1890s and the early twentieth century. In 1892 Fannie Barrier Williams, a
prominent member of Chicago’s black elite, lamented that “Afro-American
women of the United States have never had the benefit of a discriminating
judgment concerning their worth as women.” Williams, a native of Brock-
port, New York. attended the New England Conservatory of Music in
Boston and the School ot Fine Arts in Washingron, D.C., and raught
school in the South before moving to Chicago. During the 1890s Williams
gained international fame tor her outspoken defense of black women. Re-
sponding to repeated allegations of the immorality of black women and
the inferiority of the hlack race. the embattled Williams declared, *'T think
it but just to sav that we must look at American slavery as the source of
every impertection that mars the character of the colored American.™ ™

[n the late nineteenth century, America moved inexorably toward a
soctety best characterized as “biracial dualism.”™ While white Ameri-
cans, north and south. accepred black subordination as representing the
Darwinian natural order. black leaders of the race focused almost com-
pletely on winming ceducanonal, polincal, and cconomic righes. Black
women, on the other hand. focused on eradicating negative images of their
sexuality. Thus. by the late 1890y there developed a major division of em-
phasis within the black protest tradinon. Black men atracked racial dis-
crimination as it operated m the public corridors of power. Black women,
whose center of influence had ahwavs existed primarily in the family, in the
church, and in their female associations, believed thar part of the overall
struggle for true racial advancement depended upon the extent to which
they obliterated all neganve sexual images ot themselves, In an 18953
speech Williams proclaimed. “This moral regeneration of a whole race of
women s no dle sentiment—itis a serious business: and evervwhere there
is witnessed a feverish anviery to be free from the mean suspicions that

have so long underestimared the character strength of our women.™ ' His-

0. “Fanmie Barnier Wilhams " in Loewenbergand Bogin, Black Waonien m Noweteenth-
Century American e, 236=-9: "\ Northern Negros Autobiographv,”™ in Lerner.
Black \Women o White America, 1hy—a6.
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torian Linda Perkins has perceptively observed that “throughout the nine-
teenth century, the threads that held together the organizational as well as
the individual pursuits of black women were those of *duty’ and “obliga-
tion’ to the race. The concept of racial obligation was intimately linked
with the concept of racial “uplift’ and “elevation.”™

Black women leaders such as Josephine St. Pierre Rutfin of Bosron,
Mary Church Terrell of Washington, D.C., and Mary Margaret Washing-
ton of Tuskegee, Alabama, heeding Williams™ exhortations, launched. in
the mid-1890s, a movement to mobilize black women from all walks of
lite and to engage them in the batde for racial and sexual equality. Rutfin,
born m Boston in 1842 and cducared in Salem’s public schools, tounded.,
in 1894, the Woman's Era Club and cdited its newspaper, the Wonnan's
Era. She was a founder of the Association for the Promoton of Child
Training in the South and the League of Women for Community Service.
Mary Church Terrell was the third black woman college graduate in the
country (Oberlin College, 1884) and the first black woman appointed to the
board of education in the District of Columbia. Mary Margaret Washing-
ton, an 1889 graduate of Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee, served as
director of girls” industries and dean of women at Tuskeuee Institute.

In 1895 this national mobilization movement of black women recerved
increased impetus from an unexpected source when James W. Jack, then
president of the Missouri Press Association, wrote a letter 1o Florence

Belgarnie, secretary of the Anti-Slavery Society in England, declaring that

“the Negroes of this country are whollv devoid of morahoy™ and thar “the
women were prostitutes and all were natural thieves and hars.”™ Ruthn,
upon learning ot the comment, immediately transtormed it into a weapon

to persuade black women of the critical need for organization. She wrote

to hundreds of black women insisting thar “the letter of M, Jacks .. i
263-"9. Also see Anna [ € ooper, A Vowee frome the Nowdh Dy Black \Coman of the
Sowth (Xenia, Ohio, 1892,
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only used to show how pressing is the need of our banning together if only
for our protection.” Ruffin, in subscquent correspondence, stressed the
broad ramifications of negative sexual images. Even white southern women,
she pointed out, objected to the formation of interracial women's organi-
zations because of the alleged immorality of black women. She declared,
“Too long have we been silent under unjust and unholy charges.™ Ruffin
aroused black women and informed them that it was their “bounded
duty’ to stand forth and declare ourselves and principles [and] to teach an
ignorant and suspicious world that our aims and interests are 1dentical
with those of all good aspirig women.™

Rutfin and the black women whom she contacted had just cause to be
alarmed by Jack’s characterizavion ot all black women as prostitures. Ar-
rest statistics of black women on charges ot illegal solicitation in Nashville
and Atanta underscore the broader social ramifications of this stercorype.
In a typical one-vear period in Nashville ending October, 1881, there were

136 arrests ot white females on charges of strectwalking as compared with

~9arrests of black women. In 1890 Adanra listed 380 females among its
5601 arrested whites as compared with 1,715 of the 7,236 arrested
blacks. Clearly. the actions of law entorcement othcials reflected a shared
belief in the stereotype that depicted all black women as natural prosti-
rutes. It s highly unlikely that women became prosttutes because they
were immoral. Certainly more work on this mateer is needed, especially on
economic factors.™

By 1896 black women leaders had mobilized suthciently to create the
Natonal Associanon of Colored Women (NACW). The NACW merged
the resources and energies of scores of local and regional clubs into one
strong organization in order to attack the prevaihing negative image of
black womanhood. Throughout the following decades the NACW grew at
a phenomenal rate. By 1914 1t had a membership of 50,000 and had be-
come the strong, unwavering voice championing the defense of black

women i a society that viewed them with contempr. Terrell was clecred

24, Josephine St Prerre Ruthn's speech ismduded in Flizabeth Lindsay Davas, Lifting
as Thev Clinh  \Washingron, D.Coorg s s v =150 AMsosee Gerda Lerner, “From Benev-
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104, 435 =36,
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American listory tAmherst, 1982), 62—=63,

LIFTING THE VEIL, SHATTERING THE SILENCE / 237

first president of the NACW and occupied the position until rg9or. In her
initial presidential address she declared that there were objectives of the
black women’s struggle that could only be accomplished by the mothers,
wives, daughters, and sisters of this race.” She proclaimed, “We wish to set
in motion influences that shall stop the ravages made by practices that sap
our strength, and preclude the possibility of advancement.” Elaborating,
Terrell noted that while blacks, in general, and women. in particular, were
subordinate in this society, neither the efforts of the black males nor the
concerns of white women would lead them to address the twin ills of rac-
ism and sexism endured solely by black women. Terrell then went to the
heart of the black woman's dilemma. Like Williams and Ruthn before her,
she spoke out of a Victorian world view thatinsisted on measuring a race’s
progress by the status of its women. She boldly announced, ™ We proclaim
to the world that the women of our race have become partners in the great
firm of progress and reform. . . . We refer to the fact that this is an associ-
ation of colored women, because our peculiar status i this country . ..
seems to demand that we stand by ourselves.™ Her speech again under-
scored the importance of black women's selt-reliance. Under slavery they
had to protect their own sexual being and during trecdom they had to
defend their sexual image.

Although considerable scholarly attention has been devoted to the club
women's movement, there still remains a great deal to be done in the area
of black women's involvement in voluntary and sclt-help associations. In

virtually every city and rural community in twenneth-century Ameriea
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285 —313: Linda Fave Dickson, “The Farly Club NMovement Among Black Women m
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there existed an organized grouping of black women, often led by a cadre
of elite educated black middle-class matrons. These clubs and organiza-
tions gradually added to their primary concern of upgrading sexual im-
ages a concern for women'’s suffrage and progressive social reform. Almost
every black women’s club, regardless of who founded it or the ostensible
reason for its establishment, focused to some extent on alleviating one or
more of the many social problems afflicting an increasingly urban, impoy-
erished, politically powerless, and segregated black population. Before the
emergence of the modern welfare state, blacks had to rely on their own
inttiative in order to provide adequate educational institutions, suitable
health care programs, and settlementhouses. They slowly and unrelentingly
erected a nationwide network of sttutions and organizations welding
together the entire black population. [da Wells Barnett of Chicago, Jane
Edna Hunter of Cleveland, and Sallie Wyarte Stewart of Evansville, Indiana,
are but three examples ot midwestern black women who established black
settlement or community houses during the era of progressive reform.
Morceover, throughout the twentes black women mobilized support for
the establishment of black branches of the Young Women's Christian Asso-
ciation, and their instutution-building actvities reflecr the same spiric of
volunteerism seen among white women in American society during the
Progressive era.

No accurare social or cultural history of black America is possible with-
out a detailed examination of the institutions crafred by still unrecognized
local black women. The creation of educational, health care, and recrea-
vonal insttutions spearheaded by diverse black women's clubs and volun-
tary assoctations followed no standard pattern. Rather, women launched
new projects or worked to transform existing msttutons into structures
more adequately designed to address the needs of their respective constitu-
encies. Recurring concerns were tor education for the voung, tood, sheleer,
and clothing tor the aged, medical and nursing care for the sick. While
considerably more work nceds to be done in the area, two examples will
llustrate this all too trequendy ignored dimension of black mstitution
butlding and internal cultural development. In the South, the black women
ot New Orleans organized and founded in 1896 the Phillis Wheatley Sani-
tarium and Nursing Training School, which cventually became, in the
1930s, the Flint-Goodridge Hospital and School of Nursing of Dillard

University. Counterparts in the midwest, the black women in [ndianapolis,
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Indiana, founded in the 1870s and continue to the present to support the
Alpha Home for Colored Aged.”

The pressing need of blacks, and black women in particular, for educa-
tion motivated several black women, most notably Mary McLeod Bethune,
to launch new institutions for their sex. Bethune, born on July 1o, 1875,
in Mayesville, South Carolina, graduated from Scotia Seminary in 1894
and entered the Mission Training School of the Moody Bible Institute of
Chicago. After teaching in a number of mission schools. she sertled in
Daytona, Florida, where she founded the Daytona Literary and Industrial
School for Training Negro Girls. Reflecting on her work vears later, Beth-
une recalled, “The school expanded fast. In less than two years [ had 250
pupils. . . . | concentrated more and more on girls, as [ felt that they espe-
cially were hampered by lack of educational opportunities.” Eventually,
however, she agreed to merge with Cookman Institute, an educational ta-
cility for Negro boys under the auspices of the Methodist Church. Thus,
in 11913 the now co-ed institution was renamed the Bethune-Cookman
College. Bethune was an active participant in the black women's club
movement. serving as president of the Natonal Association of Colored
Women (1926—1928). She helped to create the women's section of the
Commission on Interracial Cooperation. Most importantly, in 1935 she
founded the National Council of Negro Women. Throughout her later
years she played a major role in the nation’s political atfairs, hccoming't.hc
first black woman to hold a federal post as administrator of the Office
of Minority Affairs within the Nartional Youth Admmistration during
Franklin Delano Roosevelt's presidency.

Bethune is a pivotal Aigure in twenticth-century black women’s history.
Her life and work is inarguably one of the major links connecting the so-
cial reform efforts of post-Reconstruction black women to the political
protest activities of the generation emerging atrer World War [ All of the
various strands of black women's struggle tor education, political rights.
racial pride, sexual autonomy, and liberavion are united 0 the wrinngs,

2=, For a case study 0 one state, see Darlene Clark Hine, When the Truth Is Fodd: A
History of Black Women's Cilture and Conmoney m bidiana, 185 =105 Indi-
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speeches, and organizational work of Bethune. A good biography of this
vital figure is sorely needed.* '

The turn of the century witnessed many black women engaged in creat-
ing educational and social welfare institutions within their communities,
Yet, as involved as these women were in the work of institution building,
they never lostsight of the major problem contronting black men in Amer-
ica. Indeed, tor the voung Ida B. Wells (1862—1931) overcoming racism
and halting the violent murder of black men remained a central mission
among her wide-ranging struggles tor justice and human dignity. As a
voung woman, Wells co-tounded in 1891 the militant newspaper Free
Speech in Memphis, Tennessee. Her scathing editorials denouncing local
whites for the lvnching of black men on the pretext of protecting the sanc-
tity of white womanhood provoked a mob to burn her press and threaten
death should she show her tace agam in the ciry. ™

Exiled north, Wells. without pause. launched a veritable one-woman in-
ternational crusade against lvnching. \When the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People NAACD) was formed in 19 10, Wells

msisted that the leadership take an unwavering stand against lvnching.
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Years later Wells withdrew from the NAACP when the organization’s lead-
ers failed to adopt the more mulitant race-conscious posture she advo
cated. Wells proved equally unsuccessful in persuading leaders in the
women’s suffrage movement to speak out against racism and to denounce
the atrocity of lynching. The young white leaders of the National Ameri-
can Women's Suffrage Association early declared that the organization had
only one objective—woman suffrage. These women, especially southern
members, feared that too close an association with black issues would
jeopardize their cause. It would not be untl 1930, the vear betore Wells's
death, that black and white women joined forces to launch the Associa-
tion of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching.™

Neither the Great Migration to southern and northern cities nor the
ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment to the United States Constitu-
tion granting women the right to vorte altered the polincal status and mare-
rial conditions of the lives of the majority of black women. Like their male
counterparts, hundreds of thousands of black women had quit the rural
South before and during the World War [ vears and ventured to northern
cities in scarch of the “promised land.”™ Many single voung black women
trekked to cities seeking better jobs, decent housing, equal education, tree-
dom from terrorism, adventure, and intellectual stimulation. They left be-
hind, or so they dreamed, racial discrimination, grueling poverty, second-
class citizenship, and sexual exploitaton. While the war raged and the
economy boomed, jobs in dustries and facrories appeared both abun-
dant and accessible. When the war ended black women and men tortunate
enough to have secured employment were quickly dismissed.as emplovers
preferred to give their jobs to returning white veterans. For black women
the migranon experience only confirmed that the promised land was Tic-
tered with all bur identical racial and sexual ills as had plagued their

southern odyssey. ™
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Black women’s work experiences were repeated during the Second World
War. Traditionally, wartime crises led to improvement in the status of
women, as many scholars have argued. The male labor shortage encour-
aged emplovers to seek women to work on assembly lines in defense plants
and in other occupations that are normally closed to their sex when a full
contingent of male workers is available. For black women, however, the
status of being the last hired and the first fired remained true throughout
the World War Il vears and after. As historian Karen Tucker Anderson has
demonstrated, “both during and atter the war, black women entered the
urban female labor torce in large numbers only to occupy 1ts lowest rungs.

Largely excluded from clerical and sales work, the growth sectors of the

female work force, black women tound work primarily in service jobs out-
side the household and in unskilled blue-collar categories.” As late as
1950, 4o percent of the black female labor force remained mired in do-
mestic service. The remaining numbers were involved in unskilled blue-
collar labor and i agriculture. Only a small percentage of black women
belonged to the white collar protessions, concentrating in teaching, nurs-
ing, and social work. By 19=4 women made up 46 percent of the total
black professionals, vet they consututed only 7 percent of the engineers,
t4 percent of the lawvers, 24 percent of the phvsicians and dentists, and
25 percent ot the life and phvsical saientists. On the other hand. black
women represented 9= percent of the black librarians, 97 percent of black
nurses, and -8 percent ot the noncollege black teachers. There is little evi-
dence to suggest that these percentages have changed significantly in
the past decade.”” Again. more work needs to be done comparing the
economic development of black women with that of their white female
counterparts.

In the face of conunuing cconomic subordination, some black women
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sought relief and escape, as well as symbolic empowerment, through in-
volvement in radical protest movements. During the 1920s black women
had formed a woman’s arm of Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improve-
ment Association (UNIA). Amy Jacques Garvev headed the division and
edited the women's department of the UNIAs official organ, Negro World.
In numerous speeches and essavs Amy Garvey reminded Afro-American
women that they were the “burden bearers of their race™ and as such had
the responsibility to assume leadership in the struggle tor black liberation
both at home and abroad. " Here, too. is an area in need of much work. tor
the role black women played in the UNIA has received scant scholarly
attention. '

Black women supported A. Philip Randolph's March on Washingron
Movement, which was initiated in 1941 to end discriminanion m detense
industries with government contracts. They remamed steadtast in therr
support of the NAACP and the National Urban League, the more tradi-
tional black civil rights organizations. During the course of the war black
women did achieve one victory. From 1942 to the end ot the war black
women rallied behind the leadership of nurses Estelle Massey Riddle and
Mabel K. Staupers and the National Association ot Colored Graduare
Nurses (NACGN) to win integration of black nurses into the United States
Armed Forces Nurses Corps. ™

In addition to cooperating with male leaders of protest and black rnighrs
groups and supportng the cfforts of women’s proressional socieues in the
ongoing quest for integration and nrst-class cinzenship. black women cre-
ated their own national political orcanizanon. In ro3s, Mary Church
Terrell joined Mary McLeod Bethune in signing the charter of the first
council of organizations in the history of organized black womanhood—
the National Council of Negro Women (NCNWE The local leadership ot
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the NCNW represented a cross section of black women from all walks of
life, though the national otficers were all well-educated, middle-class pro-
fessional women. The unity of women engaged in the struggle is demon-
strated by the cooperation whereby Estelle Massey Riddle, president of the
NACGN, was clected second vice-president of the NCNW, while Terrell
served as first vice-president and Bethune became the president. =

The NCNW declared as its purpose the collecting, interpreting, and
disseminating of informaton concerning the activities of black women.
Moreover, the NCNW leaders desired “to develop competent and coura-
geous leadership among Negro women and effect their integration and
that of all Negro people into the poiincal, economic, educational, cultural
and social lite or their communities and the nation.™ To achieve these and
other objectives, NCNW leaders founded an official organ, The Aframeri-
can Woman's Jowrnal. and dedicated it to achieving “the outlawing of the
Poll Tax, the development of a Public Health Program, an Anti-lynching
Bill, the end of discrimmation in the Armed Forees, Defense Plants. Gov-
ernment Housig Plants and finaliv that Negro History be taught in the
Public Schools of the country.™ -

This increased orgamzing acuviey evidenced during the Great Depres-
sion and World War [T era reflected black women's growing determination
to overthrow a tripartite system ot racial and sexual oppression. cconomic
exploitation, and polincal powerlessness. Undoubredly, millions of black
women had acquired decper understanding of cheir entrapment i the
prison of white supremacy through membership in such clubs and organi-
zations. Club membership and associanions encouraged in black women
the torging of a certain mental aturtude and a readiness to work and die. if

need be, for the hiberanon of therr people. These organized and aware

black women became one of the maior, albeit invisible and unrecognized,
foundations upon which was based the modern Civil Rights Movement of
the 19505 and 1960s. The as vet undimimished proliferation of studies of

the Civil Rights Movement will remain incomplete as long as scant atren-

ton is paid the roles plaved by bisck women such as Rosa Parks, Ella
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Baker, and Fannie Lou Hamer. What is now required is a tull-scale, de-
tailed treatment and scholarly analysis of the Civil Rights Movement writ-
ten from the perspective of black women participants. Biographies and au-
tobiographies of key female leaders and activists in the movement, similar
to Anne Moody’s Coming of Age in Mississippi (1967) or Daisy Bates'
The Long Shadow of Little Rock: A Memoir (1962), will shed new light
on the origins and evolution of the largest mass movement of black Ameri-
cans for social change in the country’s history.” Even a briet examination
of the lives of Rosa Parks and Ella Baker suggests new directions to
be taken in tuture scholarship. The recent work ot sociologist Aldon D.
Morris 1s a welcome contributon to civil rights studies in that the author
takes pains to elaborate and interpret the roles of black women in the
struggle. ™

Traditional accounts of the history of the Civil Rights Movement por-
tray Rosa Parks as a quiet, dignified older lady who spontancously rerused
to yield her bus seat to a white man because she was ured, her feet hure,
and she quite simply had had enough. Actually, Parks, a long-ume member
of black women’s organizations and of the NAACP, was deeply rooted 1in
the black protest tradition and had refused several umes previously, as far
back as the 1940s, to comply with segregation rules on buses. Morris has
astutely observed that Parks’s arrest triggered the Civil Rights Movement
because “*she was an integral member of those organizauonal forces ca-
pable of mobilizing a social movement.™ [t1s equally as important to note
that Parks was firmly anchored in the church community i Montgomery,
where she served as a stewardess in the St Paul ANLE Church.

The difference between Parks’s previous protests and arrests and the De-
cember 1, 1955, mcident was that members of the Women's Pohucal Coun-
cil, organized by professional black women of Montgomery in 194y for
the purpose of registering black women to vote, swung into action. Since 1ts
inception, the WPC had been a major polincal force within Montgomery.
The members consistently challenged the segregation practices and laws

betore meetings of the city commission. They had demanded the hiring of
17, Anne Moody, Conung of Age o Mississipp oNew York, 1oa8. \lso see Sara
Evans, Personal Politics: The Roots of \Woen's Liberation o the Crell Rights Moge-
ment and Newe Left (New York, 1980,
38, Aldon D, Moaornis, Origins of the Civd Rights Movement tNew York, 1985 .
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black policemen and protested the inadequacies of parks and playgrounds
in the black community. Some of their demands were met, others ignored.
The morning after Parks's arrest, however, leader Jo Ann Robinson, an En-
glish teacher at Alabama State College, announced to students and col-
leagues that the WPC would launch a bus boycott to end segregation for-
ever. She wrote the leaflet describing the Parks incident and rallied the
community for action.*” The women of the WPC were not alone. Similar
groups and individuals across the South were ready and eager to heed the
call for social action. Black women had been organizing for over a hun-
dred years and their infrastructure of secular clubs and sacred associations
was already Armlyv in place.

Of the many black women participants in the Civil Rights Movement,
Ella Baker deserves special recognition and study. Baker was the central
figure in the Southern Christian Leadership Conference’s (SCLC) Adanta
office during the 1950s. Her determined opposition to assigning black
women subservient roles i the hierarchical structure of social-change
movements aroused the ire of her male colleagues. Baker was born in
1903, in Virginia. and raised in North Carolina. In 1927 she quit the
South and migrated to New York, where she eventually worked in develop-
ing the Young Negro Cooperative League. From 1941 to 1942 Baker
served as the national field sccretary for the NAACP, a position requiring
her to travel throughout the South conducung membership campaigns
and developing NAACP branches. Baker, when promoted director ot
branches for the NAACP, attended 15- mecetings and traveled 10,244
miles, all within a twelve-month period.®

By the time Baker joined SCLC as its first associate director, she had
accumulated considerable organizational experience and had cultivared an
invaluable network of community contacts throughout the South. Initally
Baker performed the routine chores in the central ottice, her interpersonal
and organizational skills ignored and untapped by the male ministerial
leadership. Soon there was considerable tricnon within SCLC, occasioned
in part becausce of Baker's belict i women's equality and her refusal auro-
matically to defer to men. Morcover, Baker insisted that the effecuveness
of a people’s movement depended upon the carctul cultivation of local
leadership among the masses. In parocular, she objected that the Civil
Rights Movement was structured around Martn Luther King, Jr.. to such

4o. Ihid.
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a degree as to block the development of skills among women, young
people, and other members of the black community. She advocated a
“group-centered leadership™ approach which would allow the movement
to become more democratic and would minimize internal struggle for per-
sonal advantage. Baker and the older male leaders clashed over the types
of organizational structure that should be established at SCLC headquar-
ters. She emphasized that SCLC should have clearly defined personnel as-
signments and obligations. Not surprisingly, Baker's recommendations
were seldom taken seriously and rarely implemented by the SCLC lead-
ership. In his study on the origins of the Civil Rights Movement Morris
concludes that “it appears that sexism and Baker’s non-clergy status mini-
mized her impact on the SCLC™ in the late 1950s. Yet, of all the carly awil
rights leaders Baker was the one to grasp the significance of the student sit-
ins begun in Greensboro, North Carolina, on February 1, 1960. She per-
suaded the SCLC to underwrite the conference, pulling together more
than three hundred students from across the South. Out of this meeting
emerged the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). "

Another heroine of the Civil Rights Movement was Fannie Lou Hamer
(1917—1977). Born in Montgomery County, Mississippr, Hamer spent
most of her adult life working as a sharecropper and nime keeper on a
plantation four miles east of Ruleville, Mississippi. In 1962, she was fired
for attempting ro vote. Thereafter threats on her life and severe physical
abuse plagued her existence. Undaunted, Hamer became mvolved in SNCC
and from 1963 to 1967 served in the capacity of held seeretary. On April
216, 1964, when the Democratic party refused to permir blacks to paruci-
pate, Hamer and others founded the Mississippt Freedom Democratie
Party (MFDP). She became vice-chairman. Later in the summer of 1964
Hamer led a delegation of Mississippi citizens to the Democratic National
Convention in Atlantic City. There the MFDP challenged the scats ot the
regular Mississippi delegation. The result of the challenge was an unprece-
dented pledge from the national Democratic party not to seat deleganions
that excluded Negroes at the 1968 national convention. A full-scale schol-
arly biography of Fannie Lou Hamer is long overdue. ™

The voice and moral vision ot black women in the Civil Righes Move-
ment and later m the Women's Liberation Movementmay have been muted
and unheeded. but the silence was irrevocably shatered during the dec-
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ades of the 19705 and 1980s. A new black woman emerged in the wake of
the Civil Rights Movement. She was unveiled to the American public
through the creative expression of over a dozen outstanding black women
novelists, pocts, artists, and musicians. Even today American society—
black and white, male and female—knows not what to make of this new
black woman so forcetully unleashed by a galaxy of creators, or indeed,
what she portends for the future. Some would contend that the black
woman holds the kev to the countrvs future. Acrually, the new black
woman is not all that new. Whatis new s the fact that we are beginning to
listen and to see her on her own terms and in her own right.

In 1859 Harrier Wilson, a domestc servant, wrote the hrst black novel,
the semiautobiographical O Nig. Frances Ellen Harper later in the cen-
tury published her novel. fola Lerovoin which she chronicled the scruggle
ot a black woman ro maintain her pride, digmiey, and racial commitment
during the yvears ot slavery and Reconstruction. The 19208 witnessed the
birth of the Harlem Renaissance. It was an era rich in black creanviry. Al-
though numerous black women writers, artists, musicians, and perform-
ers partcipated i and enhanced the culeural richness and cthos of the
pertod, their work, unul guite recentdv. remained neglecred and unex-
amined.* Only since the recent appearance and critical acclaim accorded
Alice Walker's The Color Purple v1o3 3 Ton NMorrison's Tur Buby {1982),
and Gloria Navlor's The Wonien of Brewster Place (1982), among others,
have Americans begun to recognize the licerary achievements and contri-
butions of black women.

Although twenteth-century black women's writing in irs great diversicy
deties casy characterizavon, there are common threads. Harlem Renais-
sance novelists Jessie Redmond Fauser. Nella Larson, and Zora Neale

Hurston and the post—=World War [T writers Margaret Walker, Ann Petry,
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Gwendolvn Brooks, Alice Childress, and Lorraine Hansberry, along with
the more contemporary recent authors Gavle Jones, Ton Cade Bambara,
Maya Angelou, Ntozake Shange, and Paule Marshall, all reveal a strong
sense of race and class consciousness and political engagement. There are
important generational differences, to be sure. The more contemporary
authors write increasingly and boldly of the sexual contlict berween black
women and men. Their tone is distinctively more feminist, or “womanist™
as Alice Walker would describe it, and their works are much more stylis-
tically unconventional. They stress women's oppression as well as black
oppression under capitalism and often offer radical visions of tamily, sexual,
and community relations in ways that repudiate repressive whire cultural
norms.** While recently published biographies of Zora Neale Hurston,
blues singer Ma Rainev, and the diaries and letters of Alice Dunbar Nelson
are a step in the right direction, we need similar studies of such cultural
luminaries as blues singer Billie Hohday, plavwright and pan-Africanist
Lorraine Hansberry, painter Elizabeth Catletr, and gospel singer Mahaha
Jackson.™

No comnlete study and understanding of black women's history s pos-
sible without a simultaneous examination of the shape and contours of
their creative outpourings. Scholars. historians, and literary cniies have
only recently begun to scale the rocky and complex terrain of the minds
and works of creative black women. When the story of black women is
told in all its complexity, pain, and beauty, then and only then will we bein
a position to comprehend fully the meaning ot black Tives at the end of the
rainbow and by extension the entire American expenence. There s much

work ahead of us.
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