N

N

Pour la défense des femmes: étude d’écrits
d’Africaines-Américaines, de 1860 jusqu’au début des
années 1920”

Elise Vallier

» To cite this version:

Elise Vallier. Pour la défense des femmes: étude d’écrits d’Africaines-Ameéricaines, de 1860 jusqu’au
début des années 1920”. Littératures. Université Paris-Est, 2017. Frangais. NNT: 2017PESC0090 .
tel-01939666

HAL Id: tel-01939666
https://theses.hal.science/tel-01939666
Submitted on 29 Nov 2018

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci- destinée au dépot et a la diffusion de documents
entific research documents, whether they are pub- scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
lished or not. The documents may come from émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
teaching and research institutions in France or recherche francais ou étrangers, des laboratoires
abroad, or from public or private research centers. publics ou privés.


https://theses.hal.science/tel-01939666
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr

e ———
UNIVERSITE

— PARIS-EST

Université de Paris-Est Marne-La-Vallée

Ecole Doctorale « Cultures et Sociétés »

Theése de Doctorat

Spécialité : anglais, civilisation américaine
Elise VALLIER-MATHIEU

“In Defense of American Womanhood:

A Study of African American Women’s Writings (1860s-1920s)”

These dirigée par les Professeurs William DOW et Nina SILBER

Soutenue le 9 décembre 2017

Membres du Jury : Madame la Professeure Hélene LE DANTEC-LOWRY
Madame la Professeure Anne STEFANI
Monsieur le Professeur Jean-Paul ROCCHI



Acknowledgements

I would like to thank my dissertation advisers, Professor William Dow and Professor
Nina Silber. I am deeply grateful to them for their guidance, patience, for the valuable advice
they have provided me with throughout these years, as well as for the opportunities they
offered me.

I am also grateful to the Doctoral School “Cultures et Sociétés”. In 2011, I received a
Doctoral Fellowship which allowed me to carry out my research at the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill and Duke University. I wish to express my gratitude to the LISAA at
the University of Paris Est Marne la Vallée and to IMAGER at the University of Paris Est
Créteil Val de Marne, and particularly to Professors Nathalie Caron and Guillaume Marche,
who offered me advice on my doctoral work. The seminars I attended there as a doctoral
student helped me develop my thinking about American History. I am also indebted to
Professor Elisabeth Boulot. Writing my Master’s thesis under her supervision confirmed my
taste for American Studies. I wish to thank Professors Stephanie Shaw and Patricia Schechter
for their precious suggestions.

Additionally, I wish to thank the German Historical Institute, Washington D.C.. The
Doctoral Fellowship I received in 2013 enabled me to consult archival material at Howard
University and at the Library of Congress. I am also thankful to the Institut des Amériques,
for the Travel Award I was granted. It allowed me to do research at Spelman College in
Atlanta, Georgia. I would also like to thank the different libraries and repositories where I
could collect archival material in the United States.

I should also thank Annika Rosanieswki for translating Mary Church Terrell’s diary
from German to English', and my friends and colleagues for their patient proof reading and
for providing me with valuable comments and suggestions. Finally, I would like to thank my
parents, my husband, my family, and my friends, for their support throughout these years.

"I am thankful to Dr. Soléne Inceoglu, who put me in touch with Annika Rosanowski.

[2]



Table of Contents

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 2
TABLE OF CONTENTS 3
INTRODUCTION 8

PART ONE: BECOMING A WOMAN IN WHITE AMERICA: BUILDING A UNIQUE
WOMANHOOD (1860S-1880S) 33

CHAPTER 1: THEORETICAL, CONCEPTUAL AND METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORKS

35

1. Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 35
Working on “women”, not “the woman” 35
Intersectionality: Definitions 37
Definitions of Concepts : “Race”, “Class”, “Gender”, “Sex” and “Region” 39

2. Methodological Framework 45
Using Specific Sources to Study Women: Women’s Public and Private Writings 45
“Writings of the Self”: Definitions 51
Writing A Historical Biography 73
The Biographical Approach: Definitions, Advantages and Pitfalls 74
CHAPTER 2. BUILDING THEIR GENDER, RACIAL AND REGIONAL IDENTITY 84
1. Parentage and Influences 84
The Importance of the Heritage of Slavery Growing Up 90
The Importance of Paternal Figures 92
The Importance of Feminine Figures 96
Growing Up an Orphan 103
The importance of Religion Growing Up 107

2.  Girls Raised As Exemplars of Virtue and Morality 109
The Importance of Propriety and of Victorian Ideals Growing Up 109

3. Building An African American and Regional Identity 114
Growing Up in A Region Where Racial Discrimination Was Less Fierce 115
First Encounters With Racism 116
Building a Strong Regional Identity 123
CHAPTER 3: BUILDING A PROFESSIONAL LIFE 128
1. Primary and Secondary Education 128
Families Prizing Education 128

2. Completing Higher Education 133

[3]



Black and White Women’s Different Approaches to Education
Life on American Campuses
Developing a Feminist Consciousness While Studying in Europe

Embracing Careers: Teaching and Journalism
Devoting Oneself to Education
Teaching Experiences
Becoming Writers and Activists
Embracing Careers in Journalism

CHAPTER 4: BLOOMING INTO WOMANHOOD

1.

2.

Still Exemplars of Virtue and Morality
Having to Conform to Gendered Expectations: Social Pressure

Sentimental Lives
First Romantic Idylls: Personal Experiences
Courtship: A Period Which Made Them Realize their Life Goals

Reflecting on Marriage and Wifehood
Considering Marriage or Spinsterhood
Offering Advice for a Happy and Healthy Marriage: Wives’ Duties
The Politics of Sex

134
136
139

141
142
148
150
151

163

163
163

167
167
168

171
172
184
188

PART TWO: DEFINING THE NEW WOMAN OF COLOR AS THE PROTECTOR OF THE
IMAGE OF BLACK WOMEN (1890S-1920S)

CHAPTER 1. CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK: WOMANHOOD IN HISTORICAL

PERSPECTIVE

1.

Early American History to the 1890s
The Antebellum Era
The Civil War and Reconstruction

1890s- 1920: The Gradual Demise of Victorianism
White Women
Black Women
The Rise of a Racist and Maternalist Discourse at the Turn of the Century
The Birth of a New Era and of the “New Woman”
Enlarging Woman’s Sphere: Women’s Expanding Responsibilities

CHAPTER 2: THE STRATEGIC NEED TO CHANGE THE IMAGE OF BLACK
WOMANHOOD

Defending the Image of African American Women after Decades of Libel

1.

2.

3.

Acting as Ambassadors of a Minority: The Question of Representativeness
Building a Sense of Sisterhood Across Class Divisions
A Moral Responsibility Towards the Less Fortunate

Changing the Image of the Community: The Task of the Elite
Calling For Class Distinctions: the Necessary Visibility of the Black Aristocracy
Adopting Elitist and Patronizing Attitudes

Fighting for the Acknowledgement of their Womanhood and Humanity as of 1890

[4]

193

195

195
195
198

200
200
202
204
205
217

221
221
221
222
224
225
226
229

234



The Emphasis on Humanity and Christianity
John Jacks’s 1895 Libelous Letter Precipitated the Formation of the NACW
The Birth of the National Association of Colored Women

CHAPTER 3: ASSERTING WOMEN’S MORALITY AND RESPECTABILITY

Insisting On Purity, Dignity, Modesty and Respectability

1. Respecting a Strict Etiquette (1890-1920)
Abiding by Guidelines Set by Men
Abiding by Guidelines Set by Women

2. Denying Charges of Immorality: Proving One’s Morality and Respectability
Responding to Attacks: The Stigma of Slavery
Just as Moral as White Women
Women as Moral Leaders
Calling for the Acknowledgement of their Femininity and Womanly Virtues

3.  Organizing Club Work in the Age of the Great Migration (1890- 1920): Pragmatism and Christianity

Assessing Social Problems Posed by Migration
Building Settlement Houses For Girls and Women

PART THREE: REDEEMING BLACK WOMANHOOD THROUGH RACIAL UPLIFT

Architects of Racial Uplift
Developing A Rhetoric Centered on Education, Motherhood and Home-Making
A Special Duty For Racial Uplift

CHAPTER 1: RACIAL UPLIFT THROUGH EDUCATION AND WORK

1. Uplift Through Education
Being on an Equal Footing With Men
Asserting Women'’s Right to Higher Education

2.  What the College-Educated Woman Has to Offer
Allaying Men’s Fears About “Unsexed or Masculine” Educated Women

The Image of the Wife-Companion: College Forming “Better Wives” and Better Mothers...

... And Better Workers For the Nation

3.  Classical vs. Vocational Training: Encouraging Education
Pro-Classical Studies: Anna Julia Cooper
Pro- Industrial Education Women
Moderates

CHAPTER 2: RACIAL UPLIFT THROUGH MOTHERHOOD AND HOME-MAKING

1. Home-Making: Recommendations and Experiences
Obligation to Master the Art of Housekeeping
Bourgeois Women: Difficulties Mastering Housekeeping

2.  The Strategic Importance of Motherhood
The Origins of the “Crowning” of Motherhood in America For White Women
A Very Special Meaning For Black Women in the Context of Freedom
Motherhood and Racial Uplift
Traditional Views and Domestic Feminism

[5]

235
236
238

247
248

248
249
250

264
265
266
268
270

272
276
281

298

299
299
301

304

304
305
306

308
308
312
314

319
320
322
322

334

334
336
340

345
346
347
349
350



Irreplaceable Beings 351

3. Experiencing Motherhood First-Hand 353
Class Discrepancies: Working-Class Women’s Motherhood was Often Sacrificed 353
Experiencing Motherhood 356
Juggling Work and Domestic Duties 362
Adopting Different Strategies 367
Providing Advice for Child-Rearing 375

4. Clubwork For “Better Homes” 383
Voicing An Elitist Stance About Motherhood and Home 383
Founding Kindergartens and Mothers’ Clubs 385

CHAPTER 3: RACIAL UPLIFT THROUGH WOMEN'’S RIGHTS 391

1. Women’s Arguments For The Vote 391
Franchise As A Political Weapon 392
Woman’s Special Qualities Gave Her Expertise in Domains Such as Child Labor and Education 392
Purifying Politics and Encouraging World Peace 394

2.  Special Issues for Black Female Voters 397
Promoting Education, Defending Womanhood and Black Women’s Image 398
Fighting Against Racial Violence and Disenfranchisement 398
Black Opponents to Women's Franchise: Arguments and Responses 402
Influences and Strategies Adopted by African American Women 406

PART FOUR: DEFENDING BLACK WOMANHOOD, REGION AND NATION 415

CHAPTER 1: DENOUNCING THE INFLUENCE OF THE NEW SOUTH 416

1. The “Romance of Reunion” and the Creation of the “Old South” 417
The Creation of the “Old South”: “An Idealized Image of the American Past” 418
The Image of the Southern Lady: Class and Race as Defining Factors 422
The Myth of the “Immoral Black Woman” and the “Mammy”: Reviving the Memory of the “Old South” 423

2.  African American Intellectuals’ Responses to The Creation of the Old South 425
Denouncing The Political and Racial Politics of the Reunion 425
Lynching: The Myths of the Black Rapist and the Immoral Black Woman Revealing Manipulations 431
The Devaluation of Black Womanhood 436
Demanding African American Men’s Protection 439

CHAPTER 2: REGION INFLUENCING AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN'’S ACTIVISM 448

1.

Expressing Their Regional Identity 448
Eastern, Northern and Midwesterner Women Prizing Freedom 448
Expressing Love For the South 449
Whites’” Understanding of Southernness as “A Regional Whiteness”, White Supremacy and The Lost Cause

450
Black Southern Women’s Understanding of Southernness: The Emphasis on Freedom, Citizenship and Civil
Rights 452
Denouncing White Southerners’ Support of Southern Culture 458

Strategies at Work Within the NACW: Striving for Unity 466
Working Across Regions Within the NACW 466

[6]



Defining Regional Strategies: “The Quiet Working Hammering Away” of Southern Women vs. the Loud
Activism of Northern Women
Different Political Approaches Within the NACW

3.  Cultural Crossings: Being Cosmopolitan Women
Trans-Regional Experiences

Experiences Abroad: Denouncing America’s Exceptional Racism
International Experiences: Opening Up To a Global Perspective

CHAPTER 3: ASSERTING AMERICANNESS
1. Being Finally Acknowledged as Being Part of “American Womanhood”
Emphasizing Common Points
Proving One’s Americanness
2. Patriotic Duties: Loyal Defenders of their Country
Historical Patriots
More Faithful Americans Than White “Rebels”
Serving the Nation and Supporting the War Effort During World War |
3. Faithful, Hard-Working Citizens
Criticizing Nationalism and the Rising Xenophobia
Patriotic Workers Embracing Capitalism
Views on Repatriation
4, Views on the International Movement for Black Rights, Pan-Africanism and Garveyism

Pan-Africanism and Garveyism
Keeping Building Bridges With Women of the Darker Races Throughout the World in the 1920s

CONCLUSION

BIBLIOGRAPHY

APPENDICES
Photographies of Several Women in this Study, in Alphabetical Order

Brief Biographical Sketches

INDEX

[7]

472
478

490
491
496
499

505
505
508
512
517
517
519
520
523
523
525
528
531

531
536

541

556

588
589

604

612



Introduction

[8]



This dissertation examines how some African American women educators,
clubwomen and intellectuals of the middle and upper-classes reflected upon being a woman
and asserted their womanhood between the 1860s and the early 1920s, through the study of
their life writings, articles, essays and speeches. This study analyzes how these women
addressed the way they were portrayed in American society, and examines the attitudes and
strategies they adopted to defend the image of women of color at a time when their morality
was constantly questioned. I chose to work on this topic in the period 1860s-1920s because
the very womanhood of African American women was highly disputed at the time. I wanted
to discover how these women defined and kept redefining what it meant to be a woman of
color in the rapidly changing society of the late nineteenth century and early twentieth
centuries.

It is first necessary to define the term “Womanhood”. According to the Oxford English
Dictionary, it has three definitions. First, womanhood is the state or condition of being a
woman. It corresponds to the state of being a woman — not a girl anymore — of having
attributes which make women who they are in the workplace, at home, in society. Entering
this stage of life implies coming of age and having reproductive capacities. Secondly,
womanhood corresponds to “the qualities considered to be natural to or characteristic of a
woman”. In that sense, it refers to the cultural understanding of what women should be and do
in a given society. In this study, the nineteenth century “cult of true womanhood” — also
named the ideal of “separate spheres” — and the model of the “new woman” at the beginning
of the twentieth century play important roles in the evolution of this definition in America.
What were the qualities considered to be “natural or characteristic” of a woman in the 1860s?
What were they in 1920? Thirdly, womanhood also means “women considered collectively”.
In this study, I analyze how these women thought about being a woman — how they
experienced being a girl, coming of age and how they reflected on women’s proper role in
society —. I thus focus on the first two definitions of the term. The concept of “womanhood” is
a floating, evolving concept. It keeps being redefined. In A Singing Something: Womanist
Reflections on Anna Julia Cooper, Karen Baker-Fletcher argues that “womanhood [...]
involv[es] continuous growth™. In a monograph in which she chronicled the “creation and
transformation of womanhood in America”, Mary Ryan has written that “womanhood has

always had a geography of its own™ and that:

* Karen Baker-Fletcher, 4 Singing Something: Womanist Reflections on Anna Julia Cooper. (New York:
Crossroads, 1994). See chapter 4 devoted to womanhood, 108-109.
* Mary Ryan, Womanhood in America: From Colonial Times to the Present. (New York: New Viewpoints, 1975
and 1979), ix.
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The history and concept of womanhood should also be flexible enough to account for its multiplicity as
well, especially is variation by class, race, ethnic group, and geographical region. No rigid typology of
womanhood, moreover, can adequately depict actual female experience, the millions of unique lives that
participate in the creation, the maintenance, and the transformation of any gender system.*

This suggests that the definition of womanhood is impacted by race and class but also by
region. This dissertation examines these different influences.

African American women were indeed not recognized for their humanity or their
womanhood for a long period in American History. As the historian Eric Foner has
underscored in Give me Liberty: An American History, “the nineteenth century’s ‘Cult of
Domesticity’, which defined the home as a woman’s proper sphere, did not apply to slave

women, who regularly worked in the fields™

. Indeed, from 1820 until the beginning of the
Civil War, American women were expected to abide by certain rules — such as remaining in
the domestic sphere — were expected to possess certain “feminine” qualities, according to the
dictates of the cult of true womanhood which Barbara Welter has described in “The Cult of
True Womanhood: 1820-1860” (1966)°. Moreover, regional aspects must be considered since
Victorianism was construed somewhat differently in the North and in the South. Some
scholars such as Anne Firor Scott consider that there was a more extreme form of
Victorianism in the South precisely because of the nature of race relations there’. After the
abolition of slavery in 1865, many black women were still denied their status as women. As
Hazel Carby and several other scholars have claimed, black women were for a very long time
“relegated to a place outside the ideological construction of ‘womanhood’. That term included
only white women™®.

Moreover, since the nineteenth century, women of color suffered from a negative and

often sexualized image whose roots are to be found in slavery. As Deborah Gray White has

* Mary Ryan, Womanhood in America, xvii- xviii.

5 Eric Foner, Give me Liberty! An American History, Single Volume, (New York, Norton, 2012), 417. On the
question of the cult of domesticity, see Sheila Rothman, Woman'’s Proper Place: A History of the Changing
Ideals and Practices, 1870 to the Present, in which she discusses the cult of domesticity, Republican
motherhood and the ‘cult of true womanhood’. For a definition of the cult of true womanhood, see Barbara
Welter’s article “The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860.” American Quarterly 18/2. (1966): 151-174. Many
scholars carried out research on the cult of true womanhood. See Mabel Donnelly’s “American Victorian
Woman: The Myth and the Reality”. Ph.D diss., Greenwood Press, 1986 and Nancy Cott, The Bonds of
Womanhood: “Woman’s Sphere” in New England, 1780-1835. (New Haven and London: Yale University Press,
1977).

® Barbara Welter, “The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860.” American Quarterly 18/2. (1966): 151-174. She
has argued that the four pillars of true womanhood were: piety, purity, domesticity and submissiveness.

" Anne Firor Scott, The Southern Lady: From Pedestal to Politics: 1830-1930. (Chicago and London: The
University of Chicago Press, 1970). See chapter 1 in particular.

¥ Hazel Carby, “On the threshold of Woman’s Era: Lynching, Empire, and Sexuality in Black Feminist Theory”,
in ‘Race’, Writing, and Difference, ed., Henry Louis Gates Jr. (Chicago and London: the University of Chicago
Press, 1986), 301-316. See 308-309. See also Carby’s most renowned contribution: Reconstructing Womanhood:
The Emergence of the Afro-American Woman Novelist. (New York: Oxford University, 1987). Carby is a British
scholar and the daughter of Jamaican and Welsh parents.
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shown in her dissertation devoted to slave women, the image of black women has often been
linked to sex’. Patricia Hill Collins has also reaffirmed the belief previously expressed by
Cheryl Gilkes: “As punishment [for their assertiveness and their use of every expression of
racism to launch multiple assaults against the entire fabric of inequality], Black women have
been assaulted with a variety of negative images”'’. During the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, the myths of the Mammy, the Jezebel, and the tragic mulatta emerged in
popular culture''. The question of sex and sexuality are addressed in this dissertation in order
to understand how African American women activists fought against such images.

Studying women in America between the 1860s and the early 1920s, a period of
profound social transformations, should reveal how the concept of womanhood in America
changed between 1865 and 1920 and if black women’s understanding of what constituted
“proper” womanhood was always similar to that of white women. In addition, this study
should reveal whether women of color in the United States developed a different definition of
womanhood. If they did, this study should unveil how and why they developed this distinctive
definition. For instance, did they feel compelled by white society to conform to a certain
definition of womanhood? Moreover, this work should show the extent to which class and
region are important factors in these definitions — in particular because social class or regional
affiliations impacted black women’s agency in that period.

I chose to work on a long historical period because this approach enables me to
determine whether women’s understanding of womanhood changed over time, at a period

where being a woman in America underwent dramatic transformations — from the early

? See her dissertation entitled 4r’n’t I a Woman: Female Slaves in the Plantation South, published as a book in
1985. Deborah Gray White, “Ar’n’t | a Woman: Female Slaves in the Antebellum South”, Ph.D diss.,
(University of Illinois at Chicago, 1979).

' Cheryl Gilkes, as cited in Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness and the
Politics of Empowerment. (New York and London: Routledge, 2000), 69. First published 1990. See in particular
Chapter 4 entitled “Mammies, Matriarchs and Other Controlling Images”. Patricia Hill Collins argues that during
the twentieth century black women were often also portrayed as “welfare recipients [and] hot mammas”. See
also Patricia Morton’s Disfigured Images: The Historical Assault on Afro-American Women, (Wesport, Conn.:
Praeger, 1991).

"' The figures of faithful “mammies” emerged in popular culture and in advertisements in the 1890s. Scarlett
O’Hara’s servant embodies this image. The figures of the Jezebel and the tragic mulatta were present in art and
literature. The tragic mulatta is a literary figure which is exemplified in the female characters of the novels
written by Nella Larsen: Quicksand — the characters of Helga Crane — and Passing — the character of Clare
Kendry. See 2005 Hé¢leéne Charlery’s dissertation for a study of these three images: « Les Africaines-
Américaines : Entre deux identités. Sexualisation et Désexualisation des représentations journalistiques, puis
cinématographiques des Africaines-Américaines de 1869 a 1966». Université de Paris Est Créteil Val de Marne,
Bibliothéque du Centre. As Waters has claimed, at that period, the image of black women was “tied to the
troublesome portrayal of black women as mammies that writers such as Collins, Adrienne Rich, and many others
warn against”. Kristin Waters and Carol B. Conaway, Black Women'’s Intellectual Traditions: Speaking Their
Minds, (Burlington, Vermont: University of Vermont Press, 2007), 375-376. To this day, the attacks have
continued with the image of “welfare mothers”, or cocaine-addicts living in the ghettos.
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1860s, when many of these women were born — to the end of the Progressive era in 1920.
Consequently, I opted for a diachronic approach.

The time period can be divided into two main periods: the first period (1860s-1890s)'?
composed of the Reconstruction era starting with African Americans’ emancipation in 1865
and its promise of full political rights for black people, the period called “Redemption”, the
northern troops’ withdrawal from the South after the election of 1876 up to the 1890s, which
was a time of political upheaval; and the second period (1890s-1920s), the Progressive era, a
period of major social and political transformations for women in America.

In the 1870s and 1880s, the political situation was tense for the black community, as
white southern Democrats “redeemed” their governments from Republicans and reasserted
the doctrine of white supremacy'. The 1880s and 1890s brought fewer social and political
advances for the African American community. Even if they correspond to decades of
profound changes for American people of color, African Americans found themselves
compelled to live in a society with legally enforced white supremacy. In the wake of the end
of Reconstruction in 1877 and with the withdrawal of military troops from former
Confederate States, the South managed to enforce discriminatory laws against black
Americans. Ostracized and considered as second-class citizens, people of African descent
struggled to find their place in the larger (i.e. white) American society.

One also needs to consider the question of women in this period. In the 1870s and
1880s, at a time when Victorianism was gradually yielding ground to more modern notions,
did African American women wish to conform to Victorian ideals? As black men were being
disenfranchised in the South in the 1890s and 1900s, black women carved out their own
political spaces, as Glenda Gilmore explains it in Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the
Politics of White Supremacy in North Carolina, 1896-1920"*. By publishing newspaper
articles, organizing meetings and founding associations and clubs, black women fought
against all forms of discrimination throughout the country'>. In the 1880s and 1890s, women
of color had somewhat more latitude in defending themselves: the black press relayed their

claims, and their free status enabled them to work for their communities.

12 Reconstruction corresponds to the period 1865-1877. 1 started my research in the 1860s because several
women in this study were born in the early 1860s.

'3 This period was called the “Redemption”.

'* Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North Carolina,
1896-1920. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1996).

"> This form of resistance was not a new phenomenon, as Deborah White has shown in the 1979 in her
dissertation Aren’t I a Woman? Many forms of resistance to oppression had emerged under slavery.
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In the 1890s, women’s reasserted agency took on an important meaning because it
developed or consolidated at a time when men of color were being disenfranchised and where
racial discrimination was legally reasserted and made legal in the country. In Plessy v.
Ferguson (1896), the Supreme Court ruled that racial segregation was lawful as long as
Americans were guaranteed equality'®. Moreover, as of the 1890s, approximately thirty years
after the Civil War, the country was in the process of national reunification. This affected
politics and relationships between Americans of the different regions. Several virulent race
riots agitated the country in these years, as for example in 1898 in Wilmington, North
Carolina, in 1906 in Atlanta, Georgia, and in 1919 in Chicago, Illinois. The enforcement of
Jim Crow laws in the 1890s signaled a new era in American race relations. Rayford Logan has
termed this time the “nadir” for African Americans in the United States!’. In the 1900s,
African Americans aimed at changing the image of the race and the nature of their activism.
While the educated black elite had tended to emphasize the necessity of racial uplift and self-
help from 1865 to the late 1890s, a shift operated at the turn of the century: the movement
started from the bottom up: blacks increasingly displayed a spirit of “protest and group
assertiveness” and the “New Negro” emerged.

The turn of the century was also a period of major changes for women in the United
States: the image of the “New Woman” emerged. In the manner of the Gibson Girl, portrayed
by Charles Dana Gibson in the 1890s, the new woman was a modern woman, wearing short
hair, dressing elegantly but displaying shorter skirts, rejecting corsets, freely riding bikes,
attending college, willing to embrace a career and at times refusing — or postponing —
marriage and having children. This era, identified as the Progressive era, was also a period
when many social workers and activists, notably women, undertook to reform and modernize
society. At the same time, many women also kept fighting to obtain the right to vote.
Suffragists finally earned victory in 1920, through the Nineteenth Amendment. This modern
model of womanhood influenced white women and black women, but again, race played an
important part in these definitions: How different were white “New Women” from the
emerging “New Negro Women”? While white American women were redefining what it
meant to be a woman, how did elite black women define ideal womanhood? How did black

women respond to the “New Woman” ideal? Did black women define a new ideal of

' Under Chief Justice Fuller, the Supreme Court established the “separate but equal” rule. It would take about a
century for the Supreme Court to overturn this decision, with the Brown v. Board of Education of 1954.

'" The Historian Rayford Logan coined the term in his 1954 book entitled The Negro in American Life and
Thoughts: The Nadir, 1877-1901. See also: Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, “‘Somewhere’ in the Nadir of African
American History, 1890-1920.” Freedom’s Story, TeacherServe©. National Humanities Center.

http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/freedom/1865-1917/essays/nadir.htm.
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womanhood in these years, combining both the womanly attributes of the cult of separate
spheres and the ideal of the new woman? Region also affects these questions. According to
Anne Scott, the “Southern Lady” did not die with the New South — at the turn of the century:
it kept living and “outward forms of ladylike behavior were carefully maintained” even after
the 1920s'".

In this period of transition from the Victorian woman to the new woman, black
women’s reputation was regularly attacked. In 1895, John W. Jacks, the President of the
Missouri Press Association, wrote a slanderous letter in which he not only attacked all blacks
but also called all black women, “prostitutes and [...] thieves and liars”"’. Some educated
black women of the elite such as Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, aiming at defending the image
of the black women, founded the National Association of Colored Women (NACW). Ruffin
also founded a woman’s newspaper, the Woman’s Era, in which several women regularly
wrote columns. Many female activists frequently published articles in black newspapers —
such as in the Chicago Defender, the Voice of the Negro, The Colored American Magazine,
The New York Age or The New York Freeman for instance®’. Being able to publish in black
newspapers was not only an assertion of freedom for African Americans, but it was also a
form of liberation for women, as they could finally express themselves in either the local,
regional or national press*’. The study of these articles should enable me to see how they
spoke about being a woman of color.

One of the aims of this dissertation is to determine how African American women —
who lived at a time of transition — from one ideal, true womanhood, to another, that of the
modern, “new woman” — construed womanhood during that period of profound social and
political changes. How important was the class component in the definition of womanhood?
Did elite women advocating Victorian womanhood relate to lower class women? Was there a
sense of solidarity between classes? For instance, Anna Julia Cooper and Mary Church Terrell
adopted very different attitudes towards black women of the lower-class. How wide was the

gap, then, between working-class and upper and middle-class women of color?

'8 Anne Firor Scott, The Southern Lady: From Pedestal to Politics: 1830-1930, 225. “The image [of the southern
Lady] had not entirely disappeared. It lived on, not as a complete prescription for woman’s life but as a style
which as often as not was a fagade to ward off criticism of unladylike independence or to please men. It gave an
illusory uniformity to the southern female personality”.

"% Jacks mainly targeted Ida B. Wells for the statements she had recently made about lynchings.

% Mary Talbert, Gertrude Mossell, Victoria Earle Matthews or Frances Harper Watkins wrote numerous articles.
*! Patrick S. Washburn, The Afiican American Newspaper: Voice of Freedom, (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern
University Press, 2006). See also Noliwe Rooks’ Ladies’ Pages: African American Women and the Culture that
Made Them, (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2004).
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Class appears to have played an important part in the process, but how important was
the part played by their regional identity? Did tensions exist between clubwomen living in
different regions? Region must also be considered when exploring the history of womanhood
in America: as the scholar Anne Firor Scott has underscored, the South had an extreme
version of the Victorian lady and the cult of domesticity, prompting both black and white
women of the South to develop alternative — more conservative — versions of womanhood?*.
Black women certainly defined womanhood differently in the 1870s South and in the 1920s
North. Definitions of womanhood must be understood both historically and geographically.

The part played by color must be taken into consideration as well. Some of the women
under study were of mixed ancestry while others were dark-skinned. Mary Church Terrell and
Fanny Barrier Williams could easily be mistaken for white. Other women of mixed ancestry
such as Anna Julia Cooper, Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin and Margaret Murray Washington
were also light-skinned, while others such as Ida B. Wells or Mary McLeod Bethune were
dark-skinned. Did color impact the way these women organized club work?

The question of black womanhood has been tackled by historians only recently.
Studies about African American women took off in the 1970s and 1980s. The first studies
about African Americans — carried out by white scholars and several black intellectuals
associated with Carter Woodson in the 1930s — indeed dealt almost exclusively with men of
color. The 1950s, 1960s and 1970s saw the emergence of what became known as “black

urban studies™?

. With the Civil Rights movement, efforts to create university departments
specifically designed for African and African American studies encouraged the emergence of
scholarship by and about black people in America. What is more, in the mid-1970s, social
history opened new perspectives’*. When historians started exploring black women’s life

stories in the 1970s, they initially focused on their living conditions under slavery”. One of

2 See Anne Firor Scott, The Southern Lady: From Pedestal to Politics: 1830-1930. See chapter 1 in particular.

» These studies dealt with black migration, the effects of urbanization and the formations of what came to be
known as black ghettoes. Robert Austin Warner, New Haven Negroes: A Social History, 1940, 1969; Allan H.
Spear, Black Chicago: The Making of a Negro Ghetto, 1890-1920. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
1967), Arnold H. Taylor, Travail and Triumph: Black Life and Culture in the South since the Civil War.
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press. 1976), Kenneth L. Kusmer, Ghetto Takes Shape: Black Cleveland, 1870-
1930. (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1978). More recently, Marcy S. Sacks, Before Harlem: The Black
Experience in New York City before World War 1. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 2000).

** Among other works, Herbert Gutman wrote The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom in 1976, in which he
debunked the myths of the matriarch and female-headed families that had been conveyed by The Negro Family:
The Case for National Action, known as “The Moynihan report” published a few years before, in 1965.

 For example, scholars studied Mary Prince’s The History of Mary Prince: A West Indian Slave published in
1831, Sojourner Truth’s Narrative of Sojourner Truth, A Northern Slave, Emancipated from Bodily Servitude by
the State of New York, in 1828 which was published by Olive Gilbert, a white female friend of Sojourner Truth’s
in 1850, Harriet Wilson’s fictional autobiography — or autobiographical novel — Our Nig: or, Sketches from the
Life of a Free Black published in 1859, or on Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl Written by
Herself, published in 1861 and edited by Louisa Maria Childs, in which she denounced the sexual violence she
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the first studies published on slave women was Deborah Gray White’s Aren’t I a Woman?:
Female Slaves in the Plantation South, in which she emphasized the resistance of African
American women to slavery?®. In many other subsequent studies, women of color were finally
no longer depicted as passive beings but as actors of History.

Numerous studies were published about slave women®’. Interestingly enough, it seems
that women’s slave narratives have been studied more than women’s later life narratives.
Black women’s life narratives published during Reconstruction and the Jim Crow eras have
received somewhat less attention, although both periods are invaluable to document the
intellectual history of women in freedom. Nevertheless, several scholars have studied the
experiences of African American women after emancipation. For example, in Mistresses and
Slaves, Plantation Women in South Carolina: 1830-1880 (1997), Marli Weiner has
demonstrated how the relationships between women of both colors shifted from a relation of
trust and esteem to a harsher relationship from the antebellum era to the post-Civil War era®®.
In her analysis of the lives of white and African American women in Scarlett Doesn’t Live
Here Anymore: Southern Women in the Civil War Era (2000), Laura Edwards has
documented African American women’s agency in post-war North Carolina®’.

Numerous academics have tackled the question of womanhood yet when the subject of
womanhood was first studied in America in the 1970s, most of the research was initially

carried out on white women®". Since the 1970s, the historiography on womanhood has given

suffered from under slavery, emphasizing the importance of sex in black women’s experience of slavery.
Sojourner Truth, Narrative of Sojourner Truth (Mineola and New York: Dover Publication, 1997).

%% Deborah Gray White, Ar'n’t I a Woman ?: Female Slaves in the Plantation South. White published it in book
form in 1985.

27 See for instance Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women in the
Old South, (Chapel Hill and London: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), Wilma A. Dunaway, The
African American Family in Slavery and Emancipation. (Cambridge: University Cambridge Press, 2003),
Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work and the Family, From Slavery to the
Present, first published 1985 (New York, N.Y.: Basic Books, 2010), Heather Andrea Williams, Self-Taught:
African American Education in Slavery and Freedom, (Chapel Hill and London: University of North Carolina
Press, 2005).

¥ Marli Weiner devoted two chapters in her book to the notions of domesticity and womanhood in the lives of
black and white women in South Carolina. See Marli Weiner, Mistresses and Slaves: Plantation Women in South
Carolina: 1830-1880. (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1997), 174. “Facing danger and
humiliation as a result of the war about slavery, [... white women] rapidly lost the remnants of their benevolence
and the sense of shared femaleness that they had felt for black women”. For her, “this harsher racism was a
direct result of the new work patterns that had arisen” after the war, when white women had to perform new
domestic chores which they were not accustomed to and when African American women could sometimes
choose to work for white employers or not. See Weiner, 231.

? Laura Edwards, Scarlett Doesn’t Live Here Anymore: Southern Women in the Civil War Era. (Urbana and
Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2000). See chapter 3: “Talking for her Rights”, 125-148.

3 Mary P. Ryan’s 1975 study Womanhood in America: From Colonial Times to the Present shows it well: none
of the seven chapters address the question of black womanhood. The book written by Sheila Rothman, Woman’s
Proper Place discusses the cult of domesticity, Republican motherhood and the Cult of True Womanhood for
white women. Sheila Rohtman, Woman's Proper Place: A History of Changing Ideals and Practices, 1870 to the
Present. (New York: Basic Books, 1978).
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consideration to the study of black women. In 1972, Gerda Lerner, an Austrian scholar, was
among the first scholars to analyze the question relating to womanhood. In her collection of
essays entitled Black Women in White America, A Documentary History, one chapter is
devoted to black womanhood®'. Research on African American women has been prolific since
then.

The 1980s and 1990s saw a rise in scholarship by African American women historians
on and about African American women in freedom. Existing scholarship has sought to
address how black women negotiated the period of the Reconstruction and Jim Crow Eras. In
Born for Liberty: A History of Women in America (1990), Sarah Evans has devoted two
chapters to the experiences of women of color in America between 1865 and 1920°%. Other
works using an innovative methodology were published in the 1990s. In Daughters of
Sorrow: Attitudes Toward Black Women, 1880-1920 (1991), Beverly Guy-Sheftall has
analyzed how black women were perceived in white America between 1880s and 1920s and
has examined how black women viewed themselves, using Spelman College’s alumni
records. In Toward a Tenderer Humanity and a Nobler Womanhood: African American
Women’s Clubs in Turn-of-the-Century Chicago (1996), Anne Meis Knupfer has
convincingly argued that like white women, black clubwomen used the cult of true
womanhood in order to make their struggle for women’s rights more acceptable at that time
and thus, to obtain more political rights®. In 1998, Marli Weiner pointed out that on the
plantations, definitions of womanhood by black women had been shaped by the experience of
slavery and under the constraints of white supervision®*, and that after the war, the ideology of

domesticity was transformed, “privatized” to mean simply “devotion to family”*>

. According
to her, what was important was that the Civil War and Reconstruction “allowed women of
both races to consider, perhaps for the first time, the possibility of questioning the ideology of
domesticity™. In Too Heavy a Load: Black Women in Defense of Themselves, 1894-1994

(1999), Deborah Gray White has studied womanhood using black clubwomen’s personal

3! Gerda Lerner, Black Women in White America: A Documentary History. (New York: Vintage Books Edition,
1992). First published 1972. Chapter 10: “Black Women Speak of Womanhood”, 561 — 614.

32 Sara Evans, Born for Liberty: A History of Women in America. (New York: The Free Press, 1990). She has
discussed the activism of black women and the influence of Mary Terrell, Ida B. Wells, Josephine Ruffin and
Charlotte Hawkins Brown, among others, in chapters 6 and 7.

33 Anne Meis Knupfer, Toward a Tenderer Humanity and a Nobler Womanhood: African American Women's
Clubs in Turn-of-the-Century Chicago. (New York: New York University Press, 1996).

3* Marli Weiner, Mistresses and Slaves, 130. “African-American women’s efforts to define the meaning of
womanhood for themselves took place in the context of white interference, which ranged from insistence on
women's labor to separating slave families to rape. Nevertheless, black women were able to define a consistent
pattern of behavior that minimized white influence over their lives”.

%> Marli Weiner, Mistresses and Slaves, 233.

3% Marli Weiner, Mistresses and Slaves, 233.
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writings to demonstrate their agency as well as the difficulties and successes they met in
defending their name®’. In 1996, Glenda Gilmore also made a major contribution in the field
with Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North Carolina,
1896-1920%*. Examining the agency of several African American women in North Carolina in
detail, she has convincingly argued that black women of the “better-class” questioned the
Victorian ideology as early as in the 1880s and 1890s and were in fact ahead of their white
counterparts when it came to challenging etiquette and conservative gender roles, therefore
astutely showing that as early as 1877, numerous black women in North Carolina proved to be
“new women” much earlier than white women®. She has devoted several chapters to the
analysis of black manhood and black womanhood in North Carolina from the 1890s to 1920*°
and has not only demonstrated that much of the question related to race, region and gender
had to do with sex*'. She has also pointed out that African American women’s struggle for the
vote was part of a strategy to defend the interests of women of color.

Inspired by Beverly Guy-Sheftall’s and Glenda Gilmore’s scholarly works, I hope to
make a contribution by exploring the way African American women construed — and spoke
about — black womanhood on a regional and a national scale™’.

A significant part of the research carried out on black women in the post-Civil War era
has dealt with prominent clubwomen, educators and social reformers*’. The way these women
understood what being a woman meant from the 1860s and up to 1920 has received little
scholarly attention. Yet, understanding this ideology of womanhood is paramount for

understanding — both male and female — black agency from 1865 onwards, the nineteenth

37 Deborah Gray White, Too Heavy a Load: Black Women in Defense of Themselves, 1894-1994. (New York:
W.W. Norton & Company, 1999).

* Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North Carolina,
1896-1920. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996).

% Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow, 37-38. Gilmore has worked on Sarah Dudley Pettey for example.
“African-American women had been “new women” since 1877, when the reluctant state legislature, wary of
black voting strength and white legislators years of forced integration, had established a state supported normal
school inside feel for African-Americans, the first such school in the country”.

* See “Race and Womanhood” (chapter 2), “Race and Manhood” (chapter 3).

*'See in particular chapter 4: “Sex and Violence in Procrustes’ Bed”.

*2 During my studies, I was also inspired by the works of French scholars such as Héléne Le Dantec-Lowry,
Marie-Jeanne Rossignol, Claire Parfait, Héléne Quanquin, and Claire Bourhis-Mariotti, who work in the fields of
African American history, Women’s history or Intellectual history. For example, the project entitled “History
from the Margins” (“Ecrire I’histoire depuis les marges”), organized by prominent French scholars such as
Claire Parfait, Hélene Le Dantec-Lowry, Claire Bourhis-Mariotti and Matthieu Renault has stimulated my
interest. See Writing History from the Margins: African Americans and the Quest for Freedom. Eds. By Claire
Parfait, Héléne Le Dantec-Lowry and Claire Bourhis-Mariotti (Paris: Routledge, 2016).

# See for instance Anne Meis Knupfer, Toward a Tenderer Humanity and a Nobler Womanhood, Wanda A.
Hendricks, Gender, Race, and Politics in the Midwest: Black Clubwomen in Illinois. (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1998), and Floris Loretta Barnett Cash, “Womanhood and Protest : The Club Movement
among Black Women, 1892-1922”, Ph.D diss., (State University of New York at Stony Brook, 1986). See also
Dorothy C. Salem, “To Better our World: Black Women in Organized Reform, 1890-1920”, Ph.D diss., (Kent
State University, 1986).
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century struggle for civil rights by African Americans and the struggle for women’s rights
before 1920.

Additionally, some of the work devoted to the study of African American womanhood
has been carried out within the fields of literature. A significant part of the research done on
African American womanhood examines literary works such as novels or short stories, not
historical sources such as letters, journals and newspaper articles**.

Furthermore, women of color in America have for a long time not received the
scholarly attention they deserve. Black male intellectuals such as W.E.B. Du Bois, Booker T.
Washington®, Kelly Miller or Alexander Crummell have comparatively received more
attention than black women intellectuals such as Ida B. Wells or Anna Julia Cooper, despite
the important roles the latter played in this era of great social and political changes for African
Americans. Besides, the contributions of these female intellectuals were largely under-
estimated by black male leaders. For example, although he obviously valued the intellectual
philosophy Anna Cooper had crafted, W.E.B. Du Bois used her famous phrase “When and
Where I Enter...” without giving her credit for it in his piece*®.

Nevertheless, the prolific and fruitful scholarship devoted to women of color — which
took off in the 1970s — has shed light on black women’s lives and achievements has permitted
some of these activists to reach national fame. Several women are now illustrious: Ida B.
Wells for her struggle against lynching, Mary Church Terrell and Anna Julia Cooper are quite
renowned and their writings appear in curricula nowadays. Some black women such as Fanny
Jackson Coppin Nannie, Nannie Helen Burroughs and Mary McLeod Bethune are also
famous thanks to their work in the field of education; in the case of Bethune, she gained

recognition through her role in the Black Cabinet during Roosevelt’s presidency in the 1930s.

* See for instance, Ajuan Maria Mance, Inventing Black Women: African American Women Poets and Self-
Representation, 1877- 2000. 1st ed. (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2007); Leonore Hoffmann and
Margo Culley, Women's Personal Narratives: Essays in Criticism and Pedagogy. (New York: Modern Language
Association of America, 1985); Hazel V. Carby, Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of the Afro-
American Woman Novelist. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987); Joanne M. Braxton, Black Women
Writing Autobiography: A Tradition Within a Tradition. (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1989);
Elizabeth Ann. Beaulieu, Black Women Writers and the American Neo-Slave Narrative: Femininity Unfettered.
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1999); Carole Boyce Davies, Black Women, Writing, and Identity:
Migrations of the Subject. (London: New York: Routledge, 1994); Peggy Whitman Prenshaw, Composing
Selves: Southern Women and Autobiography. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2011).

* See W.E.B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Dover Publication, 1994), first published in 1903,
which is considered as his masterpiece. See also Booker T. Washington’s famous autobiography Up from
Slavery (New York: Dover Publication, 1995). First published in 1901.

“ W.E.B. Du Bois, “The Damnation of Women”, in Darkwater. Chapter VII, published in 1920. When
discussing the question of the so-called black woman’s immorality, he targeted white southern men. The
sociologist quoted Cooper but failed to name her : “As one of our women writes: ‘Only the black woman can say
‘when and where [ enter, in the quiet, undisputed dignity of my womanhood, without biolence and without suing
or special patronage, then and there the whole Negro race enters with me’”. He nevertheless cited other black
women of distinction: Harriet Tubman, Sojourner Truth, and Mary Shadd.
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Yet, the lives and works of other women remain largely unexplored. Autobiographies written
by Fannie Barrier Williams, Maritcha Remond Lyons or Jane Edna Hunter — to name only a
few — count as very important works by African American women yet are proportionately less
widely known®*’. The work and life of Fannie Barrier Williams is still quite unknown to many
and the first biography about her was published only quite recently™®.

During this period (1860s-1920s), black women intellectuals developed an alternative
version of womanhood, a combination of Victorian and more modern mores in order to assert
their humanity and their womanliness. At the turn of the century, as the country was
increasingly reunified, as many efforts were made to undermine the regional tensions that had
led to the fratricidal war of 1861-1865, while African American men were gradually losing
their civil rights and the New South was being revivified, these same women redefined
womanhood, advocated a code of conduct which was not devoid of Victorianism but also
embraced the trends of the emerging “new woman”. It appears that these intellectuals crafted
a definition of the “New Woman” — the “New Negro Woman” — which had slightly different
undertones from white women’s definition in order to serve their own progressive agenda.
Gender, color, region and class oriented these women’s philosophies.

To verify these hypotheses, I analyzed not only the life narratives — such as diaries,
journals, autobiographies and memoirs — of numerous women but also their correspondence,
newspaper articles, essays and diverse contributions in various black newspapers of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It is interesting to study autobiographical writings
because they enabled African American women — even more so than for white American
women — to express their political voices and to express their humanity and their womanhood
and, as Kimberly Harrison has suggested, were also places of “rhetorical rehearsals™®.
Studying the diaries, letters and autobiographies left by these women enabled me to get a

better sense of what shaped their views about manhood and womanhood.

*" In “The Sacred Right of the Weak: Pain, Sympathy and The Culture of Individual Rights in Antebellum
America”, in Journal of American History 82 (September 1995): 463-49, Elizabeth Clark explains that the
abolitionists’ emphasis on bodily integrity can account for the decreased interest in the life stories of women of
African descent after emancipation.

* Wanda A. Hendricks, Fannie Barrier Williams: Crossing the Borders of Region and Race. (Urbana, Chicago
and Springfield, University of Illinois Press, 2014).

* Joanne Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography. Harrison refers to diaries here: “The personal spaces of
women’s diaries provided room for rhetorical rehearsals and allowed women to persuade themselves that they
could and should take on the new roles thrust upon them.”. Kimberly Harrison, “Rhetorical Rehearsals: The
Construction of Ethos in Confederate Women’s Civil War Diaries,” Rhetoric Review 22/ 3 (2003): 243-263.
Although Harrison’s study dealt with white southern women during the Civil War, what she asserted about the
practice of diary-keeping was true for black women who lived during and after the Civil War as well, as one may
see in Charlotte Forten and Ida B. Wells’s diaries.
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Moreover, studying a handful of women enables scholars to learn about the individual.
History appears as more personal and perhaps as more universal when it is studied through
autobiographies, letters, diaries or memoirs. As several scholars working on the
autobiography have explained, these documents “bring to light private and intimate details
that put forth the human value of testimonials™’. This approach enables researchers to
explore the construction of social, racial and regional and national identities. Reading the life
writings of these women reveals the way these women built themselves as girls, as women

and how their views might have changed in time. As Kevin Gaines has argued:

It is therefore extremely useful for students to grasp that [...] social identities are not fixed, or
predetermined, but mutable. How have social identities changed over time? How, and in what contexts,
do people construct their identities, and how much choice do they have in doing so? To what degree are
people able to question the dominant assumptions of their age? Dwelling in the foreign country of the
American past may make it easier to pose these challenging questions about themselves in our time.”!

The nature of the sources I was interested in posed the problem of literacy. While
conducting my research, I was indeed faced with the dearth of sources, since few black
women were literate in the 1860s and 1870s. In the 1860s, many literate black women
belonged to the upper and middle-classes and were born into pre-war free families of color,
who often lived in the North or in the urban centers of the — often-Upper — South®”. Therefore,
many women in this sample were born in the Northern States but some of them were
southern-born. After the 1870s, with the efforts made to educate black people after the war,
more women were literate at the turn of the century. I could therefore focus on literate women
of the middle and upper-classes who lived in two main regions: the North — including the

North-East, New England, States such as Pennsylvania and New York along with States

%% This formula was used in the call for papers by the organizers of the conference entitled “Auto/biographies
historiques dans les arts” which were held on 25, 26 and 27 March 2015 in Le Mans and Angers. The organizing
committee was composed of Delphine Letort and Benaouda Lebdai (Le Mans), Tanya Ann Kennedy and Daniel
Gunn (Farmington), and Erich Fisbach and Christophe Dumas (Angers). “The auto/biographies of famous
historical characters articulate a personalized approach to events: not only do they underline the agency of
charismatic individuals at key moments of the past, but they also bring to light private and intimate details that
put forth the human value of testimonials”.

! Kevin K. Gaines, “Racial Uplift Ideology in the Era of ‘the Negro Problem.”” Freedom’s Story,
TeacherServe©. National Humanities Center.
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/freedom/1865-1917/essays/racialuplift.htm.

32 This group of women was very small since, at the end of the Civil War, northern black people represented only
10% of the African American population and since, within this group, even fewer belonged to well-off families
who had been free for several generations. Most free families of color lived in large cities such as Charleston,
South Carolina, New Orleans, Louisiana, and Washington D.C.. Northern black people generally represented an
average of 1.6% to 2% of the total northern American population and tended to live in urban areas as well, while
southern free blacks represented about 6.8% of the total American population in 1860. In 1860, four million
African American slaves lived in the South and 500,000 blacks were free. 90% of black people lived in the
South, in rural areas for the most part and often had never had the chance to learn to read or write because of
slavery. This includes the percentages of the Upper and Lower South, Mid-Atlantic and Midwest states. See
chart: Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research, "Historical, Demographic, Economic, and
Social Data: The United States, 1790-1970" [Computer file] (Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-university Consortium for
Political and Social Research, 1997).

[21]



situated in the Midwest such as Illinois, Wisconsin, Iowa and Minnesota — and the South —
including Washington D.C., the Upper-South® and the Deep South®®, with the limit of
Missouri in the west and Texas in the Southwest.

Finding elements on the private lives of black women represents a challenge because
few of them have entrusted repositories with their personal papers. Many scholars have
mentioned the difficulty of studying women and indicate that this is even more true for
African American women. As Deborah Gray White has underscored in one of her articles,
because they were accused of being immoral, women of color were generally not inclined to

reveal any information about their private lives’:

Few left records that revealed their private selves; most of the collections left are filled with public
memorabilia rather than personal materials. Even though it makes the historian’s job of piecing together
their private lives almost impossible, for women who wanted their public identity to stand in for the
private, this was a good strategy. Nevertheless, some private records have survived, and they point to a
heavy and complex burden of being black, female, and a committed leader™.

I chose not to work on non-literate women because I did not wish to rely upon
reported speech or whites’ writings about African Americans: I wanted to be able to analyze
the intellectual thought of these activists. I also chose to work on written sources exclusively,
and thus not to write oral history because I wanted to analyze how these intellectuals crafted
these definitions®’. Authors of Living with Jim Crow: African American Women and
Memories of the Segregated South provide fascinating information on the quotidian lives of
humble African American women during the Jim Crow era, using interviews — collected in
the 1990s — of black women who had experienced life in the 1890s up to the 1950s”°. Yet, this
book does not provide information on how they reflected upon their lives at the time or the

way activists and intellectuals fought against negative stereotypes about women of color.

%3 The Upper-South includes Virginia, West Virginia, North Carolina, Arkansas, and Missouri. Five States did
not secede from the Union in 1860-1861: Missouri, Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, Missouri, and West
Virginia.

* The Deep South is composed of States such as South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi,
Louisiana, and Texas.

> Deborah Gray White has discussed this problem in “Mining the Forgotten: Manuscript Sources for Black
Women’s History”, Journal of American History 74 (June 1987): 237-242. See 237-238, as cited in Darlene
Clark Hine, “Rape and the Inner Lives of Black Women in the Middle West”, Signs. Vol. 14, No. 4, 912-920,
916. “Black women have also been reluctant to donate their papers to manuscript repositories [because of their]
perennial concern with image, a justifiable concern born of centuries of vilification [and also because the]
adversarial nature of the relationship that countless black women have had with many public institutions, and the
resultant suspicion of anyone seeking private information”.

% Deborah Gray White, Too Heavy a Load: Black Women in Defense of Themselves, 1894-1994, 88.

> Although the approach offers undeniable advantages, I chose not to use oral history. As Frangoise Thébaud
has contended, “oral history initially sometimes self-proclaimed as ‘another history’, a more popular, more
democratic, more feminist history”. Frangoise Thébaud, Ecrire [’histoire des femmes et du genre. (Lyon : ENS
Edition, 2007), 76. This method enables many women who cannot write their life stories, to testify and become
historical beings. In this sense, it is more democratic.

* Anne Valk and Leslie Brown. Living with Jim Crow: Afirican American Women and Memories of the
Segregated South, (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2010).
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My purpose was not to work on African American women literary authors but on
African American women educators, activists, clubwomen, and intellectuals since I am
interested in understanding the discourses which black women crafted about being a woman
of African descent and the measures they took to “uplift” the community™. I chose to focus
on women such as Anna Julia Cooper, Fannie B. Williams, Ida B. Wells and Mary Church
Terrell because contrary to story writers — who might have wished to pen their life stories in a
particular way, so as to give the writing a literary flavor—, these activists, clubwomen, and
intellectuals generally wrote speeches and essays during the woman’s era in order to fight for
African American women’s political rights and spoke about being a woman in a very
straightforward manner in their autobiographies and memoirs®’. These activists, clubwomen,
and intellectuals developed innovative, sophisticated thought patterns on womanhood at a key
time of transition in women’s history and believed that their voices were paramount for
thousands of African American women who lived in this period. Anna Julia Cooper
particularly exemplifies this model of black women intellectuals: she articulated thought-
provoking concepts about womanhood in America as early as in 1886. The intellectual
contributions of women such as Wells-Barnett, Anna Julia Cooper or Fannie Barrier Williams
are treasures for the study of black thought and culture in America.

I chose to adopt a biographical approach. As Eleni Varikas has pointed out, this
approach “offers a privileged means to liberate women from the stranglehold of the woman, a
compilation of mere demographic or biological data, which is more a symbol than history
itself — to whom one refuses to grant the dignity generally granted to an individual”®'. The
biographical approach also enables readers to understand the stakes of the period better. In
“Racial Uplift in the Era of the ‘Negro Problem’”, Kevin Gaines emphasizes: “A biographical
approach focusing on several representative African American figures offers [people] insight

into the lived experience of educated blacks confronting the nation’s retreat from the nation’s

> This is partly why I chose not to work on literary authors such as Zora Neale Hurston, who penned Dust
Tracks on a Road in 1942. First, Hurston was not an activist or club member at the turn of the century. Secondly,
she took much liberty with dates and the content of her book is generally unverifiable. As Maya Angelou
emphasizes in the introduction to the book, “Certainly the language is true and the dialogue authentic, but the
author stands between the content and the reader”, Maya Angelou, Introduction to Dust Tracks on a Road, xii.

5 Contrary to literary authors such as Hurston, women activists such as Ida B. Wells and Mary Terrell did not
fictionalize their life narratives. These writers — who had worked as journalists or were regular contributors in
the black press — thoroughly documented their memoirs, relying on letters, newspaper clippings in order to
support their claims and often justified their stances in their life writings.

%' Eleni Varikas, « L’approche biographique dans 1’histoire des femmes ». Les cahiers du GRIF, Le genre de
I’histoire. Volume 37, N.1, 1988 : 41-56. See 55.
http://www.persee.fr/doc/grif 0770-6081 1988 num 37 1 1754.
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commitment during Reconstruction to upholding the rights of African Americans. How did it
feel to be considered a problem?”%%.

While conducting my research in American university libraries, at the Library of
Congress and in repositories, I could unveil documents which reveal the thoughts and ideas of
several women of color in America®. These writings were available in the form of newspaper
articles, essays, books, diaries, autobiographies, and correspondence.

Some of the women in this study — such as Ida B. Wells and Mary Church Terrell —
left numerous documents, while others left very few documents — such as one or two article(s)
or letter(s) or short memoir(s) or autobiography(ies)®*. I necessarily had to negotiate this
natural imbalance in my work.

In this dissertation, I give particular attention to the writings of Fannie Barrier
Williams, Anna Julia Cooper, Mary Church Terrell and Ida B. Wells. I chose to work
specifically on these four women for several reasons. These prolific activists largely
contributed to the intellectual History about African American womanhood in the Progressive
era. They belonged to a community of black female leaders which was particularly active at
the turn of the century, which organized club work and defended the image of women of
color. Did these women share a common vision of womanhood?

Ida B. Wells-Barnett is certainly one of the most famous African American women of
this period. She earned recognition for her struggle against lynching, her journalistic work,
her outspokenness, perseverance and courage. I decided to work on her life and legacy
because although she mainly dedicated her energy to the struggle against lynching and
disenfranchisement, she was an active clubwoman who supported woman’s rights and woman

suffrage. What is more, her early writings — newspaper articles and diaries — reveal that she

62 Kevin K. Gaines, “Racial Uplift Ideology in the Era of ‘the Negro Problem.”” Freedom’s Story,
TeacherServe©. National Humanities Center.
http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/tserve/freedom/1865-1917/essays/racialuplift.htm.

1 could gather primary sources in several universities and institutions in the United States : at the Library of
Congress, at the Moorland Spingarn Research Center at Howard University, at Spelman College in Atlanta,
Georgia, at the Woodruff Library Archives and Special Collections at Clark Atlanta University, at the Wilson
Library at the University of North Carolina, at the David M. Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscripts at Duke
University, and at the Schlesinger Library at the Radcliffe Center for Advanced Study, Harvard University in
Cambridge, Massachusetts. I could also obtain copies of unpublished documents online through Alexander Street
Press. I could consult the “Black Thought”, “North American Women’s Letters and Diaries” and “Women and
Social Movements” collections. I could also obtain copies of manuscripts preserved at the Schomburg Center for
Research and Culture at the New York Public Library, New York and at Fisk University.

% Fannie Barrier Williams, for example, left a very short autobiography in which she revealed very little about
her personal life. As her biographer Wanda Hendricks has indicated, “The brief autobiographical sketch of her
life that she wrote for the /ndependent in 1904 remains to date her only personal narrative. But the essay was
broad and vague, omitting names and specific dates and providing few clues about how significant she was to the
social, political and economic transformation of the country”. Wanda Hendricks, Fannie Barrier Williams:
Crossing the Borders of Region and Race, ix-X.
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was concerned with the image of African American womanhood, in the South in particular.
Her experience as a Southerner in the mid-1880s shaped her understanding on gender, black
manhood and womanhood and region and nation. Although she was less involved in the
NACW after 1899 and worked more within the Afro American Council65, the NAACP or the
National Urban League, it seemed relevant to include her in the study. Mary Church Terrell is
a widely known figure of African American History and one of the most famous black women
in the United States for her work within the NACW, her fight against segregation in
Washington D.C. and her well-known memoir published in 1940, A Colored Woman in a
White World. 1t appeared as logical to study her life and work because this prolific writer and
energetic lecturer and clubwoman ceaselessly worked in favor woman’s rights and suffrage.
Anna Julia Cooper is considered as one of the first black feminists — in the same way
Sojourner Truth and Maria Stewart were in the nineteenth century. This well-read intellectual
is famous for A4 Voice from the South by a Black Woman from the South (1892) yet is
generally lesser known by the public, although her work is well-known by specialists of
American History and Women Studies. Although she left few autobiographical writings, her
numerous essays and her sophisticated thought about womanhood made her a logical choice
for this study as well. I also decided to study the life and writings of Fannie Barrier Williams
because although she is surprisingly less known today, she was a major intellectual at the turn
of the century. She actively worked for the defense of the image of African Americans at the
turn of the century®. As her biographer, Wanda Hendricks, has emphasized, she has been the
victim of historical neglect — probably because of her gender®’. Contrary to Booker T.
Washington — with whom she collaborated extensively, Williams had indeed fallen into
oblivion for a long time®®.

Furthermore, my choice was partially guided by the availability of the resources. Since
I had opted for a biographical approach, I focused on women who left quite a number of
documents — autobiographical writings, articles, essays or books. Ida Wells and Mary Church

left numerous writings such as articles, books, diaries and memoirs, while Fannie Barrier

% As of 1898.

5 Her short autobiography and numerous articles sparked my interest when I was doing research under the
supervision of Professor Silber at Boston University in the Fall of 2012. I first read her autobiography when
reading the contributions of the women from different sections in the Independent in 1904. I then perused The
New Woman of Color: The Collected Writings of Fannie Barrier Williams, 1893-1918, ed. Mary Jo Deegan,
(DeKalb, Ill.: Northern Illinois University Press, 2002).

57 The first biography about her was published by Wanda Hendricks in 2014, while I was studying for my
Doctorate.

% Mary Jo Deegan and Wanda Hendricks have partially redressed this oversight with The New Woman of Color:
The Collected Writings of Fannie Barrier Williams, 1893-1918, in 2002 and Wanda Hendricks, Fannie Barrier
Williams: Crossing the Borders of Region and Race, published in 2014.
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Williams and Anna Julia Cooper left few — or even very few — autobiographical documents,
yet their writings — speeches, essays and articles — were so profuse that they constituted rich
materials to conduct this research.

At first sight, these women seem to have much in common. All belonged to the upper
or middle-class, were educated — although Ida Wells did not go to college as long as she
wanted —, worked as teachers at some point in their lives and knew the North and the South
quite well. These four women came from various places in the country — three of them were
born in the South69, one was born in New York State — and lived in different cities as adults.
Two of them — Wells-Barnett and Williams — settled in Chicago, Illinois, while Mary Terrell
and Anna Cooper resided in Washington D.C.. Additionally, all four women married
professional men. Three women in this study — Fannie, Ida and Mary — were married to
successful, prominent African American lawyers. Only Anna Cooper wedded an instructor of
Greek from the West Indies before being widowed at a young age.

These clubwomen knew each other — and it is very likely that they knew each other’s
works and writings. Yet, despite their common paths, their geographic proximity, and their
common interests in black women’s welfare, the women in this study did not maintain close
ties. Ida B. Wells and Mary Church Terrell — who both lived in Tennessee at some point — met
when they were approximately twenty years old. Feeling that they shared common points, Ida
Wells deeply admired “Molly” Church for her ambition, personality and courage to stand
against her father’s objections to become a teacher’". In the 1890s, Fannie Williams and Mary
Terrell regularly met and collaborated in the early years of the NACW and were both
contributors to the Woman’s Era. Anna Cooper and Fannie Williams travelled together to
attend the Pan-African Congress in London in 1900. Yet, besides these occasional
collaborations, these women defended women of color each in their own way, using distinct
methods and being involved within different clubs and associations.

I am conscious that working on Ida B. Wells, Fannie Barrier Williams and Mary
Church Terrell may seem curious as it is well-known that these women had sharp

disagreements throughout their lives about the best way to organize club work. Among other

6 Mary Church was born in Memphis, Tennessee, while Ida B. Wells was born in Holly Springs, Mississippi

and Anna Julia Cooper was a native of North Carolina.

7 She wrote in her diary: “Her ambitions seem so in consonance with mine [... She is the first woman of my
age [’ve met who is similarly inspired with the same desires hopes & ambitions”. Yet, as De-Costa Willis has
pointed out, “the two Memphians, however, never became friends, although they had similar interests and were
both involved in the women’s club movement”. Ida B. Wells, The Memphis Diary of Ida B. Wells: An Intimate
Portrait of the Activist as a Young Woman. ed., Miriam DeCosta-Willis, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995),
Introduction, 6. De Costa-Willis explains: “She admire[d] Mollie, perhaps, because she, too, is an independent,
accomplished, and ambitious young woman, who chooses a teaching career over the stringent objections of her
patrician and patriarchal father”.
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matters, they did not see eye to eye on the role women’s clubs or the National Association of
Colored Women had to play. For example, Mary Church Terrell did not always agree with
Margaret Murray Washington — who had very conservative views of what the NACW should
do. Chicago women also did not get along: Fannie Barrier Williams did not see eye to eye
with Ida B. Wells-Barnett on how to run the Frederick Douglass Center’'. At the turn of the
century, while some — such as Fannie Williams and Mary Church Terrell — tended to support
Booker T. Washington’s accommodationist approach, others — such as Ida B. Wells and
Cooper, generally — advocated a more militant approach. It is precisely because they did not
share the same views that I chose to work on these women’?. For example, through the study
of their early lives, I aim at discovering what factor(s), in their lives, may have influenced
their philosophies.

In terms of social class, regional identity, family patterns, and access to education, the
women included in this sample cannot be considered to be representative of all black women
living in the United States at that time’. Yet, they represent the essence of the energy, agency
and resources of the African American community’*. This study therefore reveals the thoughts
of a category of middle and upper-class black women who were representatives of their class
and who were defending and fighting for the recognition of African American womanhood”.
In “Biographie et histoire dans la jeune République” (2002), Naomi Wulf, a French scholar,
has convincingly shown that the question of representativeness is not a problem when one
uses a biographical approach because “the biography offers a concrete look upon and a sense

of the development of history that are often wanting in Cultural History”’®,

"' 'Wanda Hendricks, Fannie Barrier Williams: Crossing the Borders of Region and Race, 142-143. Hendricks
speaks of the “animosity” that had existed between Wells-Barnett and Fannie Barrier Williams. Wells had been
relegated to the position as Vice President of the Frederick Douglass Woman’s Club, which was organized in
1905. Wells charged Celia Parker Wooley of having preferred a white woman for the post, 143.

7 Scholars who studied Fannie Williams such as Mary Jo Deegan have argued that Williams and Cooper must
be studied together because their visions and methods differed: “Cooper and Williams expressed two distinct
voices and visions. They are not dichotomous but they are distinct. Hazel Carby (1986) fruitfully compared the
work of Wells-Barnett and Cooper. The voices of both Cooper and Williams, and more, are needed to help
understand the lives of African Americans, men and women, Americans, and the eras they experienced.”, The
New Woman of Color, ed., Mary Jo Deegan, xli.

3 Yet, as I show in this work, some elite black women claimed to be representatives of African American
womanhood.

™ Most of them may be considered to be the first black feminists and the foremothers of the Civil Rights of the
1950s and 1960s.

> Besides, at times, I also analyze the writings left by women of humbler backgrounds.

® Naomi Wulf, « Biographie et histoire dans la jeune République», Transatlantica [En ligne], 1 | 2002, mis en
ligne le 30 juin 2006. URL : http://transatlantica.revues.org/392., 3-4.
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Despite the extremely dynamic research carried out about these women’, it appears
that no study dealing with black womanhood has relied on the public and private writings of
several women, despite the advantages of this methodology. I aim at redressing this oversight
by partly relying on both private and public writings, using primary sources such as letters,
diaries, autobiographies and memoirs and newspaper articles, essays, and books. My work
also distinguishes itself from previous studies because I analyze diaries which have been little
studied so far. For instance, Mary Church Terrell’s diary in German has received scant
attention in the scholarship78.

Additionally, the writings of these prominent African American women have been
analyzed” but various personal writings of women who came from humble, middle-class or
elite backgrounds and diaries written during Reconstruction and the Jim Crow eras have never
been examined together. In order to redress this oversight, I rely on documents written by
both prominent, well-known African American women and lesser-known women, in an effort
to offer a wide perspective of nineteenth century African American womanhood. For
example, I examine letters and articles left by alumni from Historically Black Colleges and
Universities, such as Spelman College or Howard University®, and also by students from
colleges which historically accepted black students such as Oberlin College or Radcliffe
College. Scholars have pointed out that there has not been any comprehensive research on
HBCU alumni’s writings so far®'. These documents have often been neglected in historical
studies. In “Swept under the Rug?” (2007), Marybeth Gasman has pointed out that research

on black women who attended black co-educational colleges and universities was lacking: “In

" Gerda Lerner, Black Women in White America: A Documentary History, published in 1972, Dorothy Sterling,
We Are Your Sisters: Black Women in the Nineteenth Century, (New York and London: Norton Company,
1984), Black Women in Nineteenth Century American Life: Their Words, Their Thoughts, Their Feelings. ed.,
James Loewenberg and Ruth Bogin, (University Park and London: The Pennsylvania State University Press,
1976).

® While I was working on my dissertation, Joan Quigley published Just Another Southern Town: Mary Church
Terrell and the Struggle for Racial Justice in the Nation’s Capital. She has worked on Mary Church Terrell’s
German and French diaries. Yet such analyses are still rare: to my knowledge, few scholars have widely used
Terrell’s French and German diaries. Moreover, she uses them in order to examine Terrell’s fight against
segregation in Washington D.C..

7 Since the 1980s, diaries like those of Charlotte Forten and Ida B. Wells have been widely studied and many of
them are available in published form.

%0 use writings left by Spelman College alumnae, along with students’ letters to University journals at Spelman
College and Howard or Fisk Universities for instance. My method is similar to that of Beverly Guy-Sheftall who
relied on alumni’s writings in Daughters of Sorrow: Attitudes Toward Black Women, 1880-1920. Guy-Sheftall’s
dissertation drew on the personal testimonies of Spelman College black female students, along with the diaries of
the two white female founders of Spelman. They did not however constitute her main primary sources. Beverly
Guy-Sheftall, Daughters of Sorrow: Attitudes Toward Black Women, 1880-1920. (Brooklyn, New York: Carlson
Pub., 1990).

*1 Stephanie Shaw has extensively drawn on sources held at the major HBCU in her book though. Each HBCU
such as Hampton, Howard and Spelman Colleges for example, hold their own respective alumni files. My aim is
to document the lives of former students because a larger study has not been undertaken.
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articles and books related to the history of black women, black colleges are rarely discussed
with any depth”. Instead, black women who met difficulties getting access to white

institutions have been studied®’.

Until recently, black and white men have written much of the literature on black colleges. Perhaps as a
result, black women have been placed at the margins, their lives rarely explored. In effect, race becomes
masculine. The fact that, for black women, differences of race and gender are equally important has been
. 83
ignored™.

Moreover, Gasman argues that “when black women were studied, they have been in

»$ My work does not exclusively focus on all-

“all-female colleges, Bennett and Spelman
female Colleges: I use writings left by women who attended Spelman and Radcliffe Colleges
and I also rely on writings left by Howard University and Fisk University alumnae.
Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, when the question of womanhood was tackled, it
was often limited to the study of clubwomen’s writings. My approach is different in the sense
that I use writings by clubwomen and by other women who did not belong to any clubs. Some
of these women were housewives — married to ministers —, or teachers. Such writings dealing
with womanhood have never been analyzed together. Besides, when comparative studies were

8 When scholars wrote

carried out, they often dealt with no more than two women
biographies about two women who had lived in the same era, they generally focused on the
educational philosophy of these activists*®. Scholars wrote biographies about these four

extraordinary women®’. Yet, overall, no collective interpretive biography focusing on these

%2 On that point, see Elizabeth Higginbotham, Too Much To Ask: Black Women in the Era of Integration.
(London and Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001).

% Mary Beth Gasman, “Swept under the Rug?: A Historiography of Gender and Black Colleges”. Graduate
School of Education. GSE Publications. University of Pennsylvania, 2007. The American Educational Research
Journal, Volume 44, Issue 4, December 2007: 760-805. <SAGE >Publications, Inc. or Society/Proprietor, 2008>

by SAGE Publications, Inc. at http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/44/4/760.
http://repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1194&context=gse pubs.
84 17

Ibid.

% See for instance the book dealing with Anna Cooper and Nannie Helen Burroughs: Karen Johnson’s Uplifting
the Women and the Race: The Lives, Educational Philosophies and Social Activism of Anna Julia Cooper and
Nannie Helen Burroughs, published in 2000. Yet, this book also focused its attention on their educational
activism, not on their views about being women in the United States.

% For instance, a Ph.D dissertation dealt with Fanny Coppin and Hallie Quinn Brown. Faye Emily Spencer
Maor, “Lifting Word by Word: Ideologies of Literacy, Education and Feminism in the Rhetoric of Two
Nineteenth Century African American Women”. Ph.D Diss. (University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2004).
This work dealt with their views on education, and did not address their views about womanhood. Moreover, the
lives of two other women were studied together.

*7 The only biography of Mary Church Terrell is entitled Quest for Equality: The Life and Writings of Mary Eliza
Church Terrell was written by Beverly Washington Jones in 1990. Beverly Washington Jones, Quest for
Equality: The Life and Writings of Mary Eliza Church Terrell, 1863-1954 (Brooklyn: New York, 1990). Several
biographies were devoted to Ida B. Wells. Linda O. McMurry, To Keep the Waters Troubled: The Life of Ida B.
Wells, (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998) and Mia Bay, To Tell the Truth Freely: The Life
of Ida B. Wells, (New York: Hill and Wang, 2009). Several studies have been published about Anna Julia
Cooper: Leona C. Gabel, From Slavery to the Sorbonne and Beyond: The Life and Writings of Anna J. Cooper,
(Northampton, Massachusetts: Smith College Studies History, 1982); Vivian M. May, Anna Julia Cooper,
Visionary Black Feminist: A Critical Introduction (New York and London: Routledge, 2012) and Christiane
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women’s views on womanhood has ever been written. Their philosophies have often been
analyzed separately — or those of two women were studied jointly — but they have never been
explored together and I plan to correct this oversight.

Additionally, scholars such as Kathryn T. Giles argue that the biographical aspect
often overrides the analysis on the philosophies of these women: “As Lewis Gordon has noted
in Existentia Africana: Understanding Africana Existential Thought (2000), too often we find
a close examination of the ideas and theories of Black intellectuals absent because
interpretations of their biographies and experiences have been preferred focal points.” * This
dissertation is different in the sense that, because it lies at the intersection of social history and
intellectual history, it is both a study of the life experiences of several African American
women and an analysis of the philosophies and intellectual legacy of these women.

Finally, my approach differs from previous works because I give special attention to
region and nation. I compare black women’s life experiences from different regions, thus

offering a contrasting image of nineteenth century African American womanhood.

This dissertation — which presents a gallery of interwoven portraits — should permit me
to show that some African American women — influenced by their regional affiliation, their
social class or background — understood womanhood in very modern ways and broke free
from the stranglehold of the cult of true womanhood, yet at the same time kept embracing
Victorian ideals and defended a very strict definition of “proper” womanhood. This work
should also enable me to determine the extent to which race, gender, region and class played a
part in the definition these women had of being a woman and how this evolved in time. This
study should also allow me to examine the strategies upper and middle-class black women
adopted to defend their reputation as a group along with the impact of class, region and color
in the crafting of these strategies.

This work is an interpretive collective biography. In the first part (1860s-1880s), I first
provide the theoretical, conceptual and methodological frameworks of this work and expound
how I use intersectionality as a methodological tool to understand women in History. In this
first chapter, I also focus on the use of the biographical method in social and intellectual
history, I tackle the question of representativeness and I also provide a survey of the

specificities of the primary sources I used to complete this work. In the second chapter, I

Warren, Anna Julia Cooper, Feminist and Scholar: A Textual Analysis. The first autobiography about Fannie
Barrier Williams was written by Wanda A. Hendricks: Fannie Barrier Williams: Crossing the Borders of Region
and Race.

% Kathryn T. Gines, "Anna Julia Cooper", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2015 Edition),
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/anna-julia-cooper/.
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study these women’s girlhood and examine how they reflected upon education, marriage,
coming of age and upon society in general in America. I also analyze how their parental role
models may have played a role in the way they envisaged work and gender roles. I also
examine their early adult years, their life experience on American — and at times, on foreign —
campuses, their career choices, their views on courtship, reflections on friendships, men,
marriage and sexuality. For this part, I rely on their public and private writings, their journals
and autobiographies or memoirs but also on their early newspaper articles and essays or
speeches. When I could, I compared their “writings of the instant” to their “a posteriori
writings”, as in the case of Mary Church Terrell and Ida B. Wells.

In the second part (1890s-1920s), I provide a brief overview of American womanhood
from the Colonial period to the early twentieth century in order to understand the changes
operating in the “woman’s era” (1890-1920) and account for the advent of the “new woman”.
Then, I study how these elite activists presented themselves as representative role models and
ambassadors of African American womanhood who had “a special role” to play in the
community and in the country during the Progressive era. I examine how, in their writings —
articles, speeches or etiquette books — and club work, they emphasized traditional — Victorian
— values and insisted on piety, purity, morality and respectability. For these last three parts, I
rely upon these women’s newspaper articles, speeches and addresses delivered at women’s
conventions, alongside their private correspondence, diaries, and autobiographies or memoirs.

The third part (1890s-1920s) is about the strategies clubwomen and activists used to
organize racial uplift, emphasizing the importance of education for women, women’s
paramount role as mothers in society and on their responsibility in building “better homes”. I
also examine how some working-class and bourgeois women personally experienced
motherhood and juggled motherhood and professional engagements. Lastly, I analyze how
and why they insisted on the necessity for women to obtain the right to vote and consider how
this question largely impacted the community at large.

The fourth and last part (1890s-1920s) of this dissertation analyzes how women
intellectuals and activists envisaged activism through the prism of region and nation. I first
study the way they expressed their regional identity — their Northernness or Southernness —
and understood the images created by the New South as political manipulations. I also
examine how they denounced the fact that lynching was linked to constructions of gender and
sex in the South. Then, I analyze the strategies clubwomen resorted to within their clubs and
the NACW and determine to what extent their regional identities and political sensitivities

impacted their activism. To do so, I use clubwomen’s speeches and professional
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correspondence — such as the NACW presidents’ correspondence. Finally, I note that, at a
period when Pan-Africanist thoughts were gaining ground, they prized their Americanness
and developed international consciousness with people of color.

Nota Bene: I use the terms “African American women”, “black women”, “women of
color” or “women of African descent” to refer to these women in order to limit unnecessary

repetitions.
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Part ONE: Becoming A Woman in White America:
Building a Unique Womanhood (1860s-1880s)
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This part focuses on the period 1860s-1880s, which was a period of important
political, social, and economic changes in the United States — for all Americans, and for
African Americans in particular —, since it encompasses a brief period prior to the war, the
Civil War, the period of the Reconstruction and the Redemption®. The first chapter provides
the theoretical, conceptual and methodological frameworks of this study and reveals how this
work — which presents a gallery of interwoven portraits — uses intersectionality and relies on a

set of specific primary sources.

In the three following chapters, the analysis of sources left by African American
intellectuals, educators and activists reveals what it was like to be an African American girl in
the United States in the 1860s, 1870s and 1880s. I first focus on the way these women built
their gender, racial and regional identity as they grew up; then I expound how they thought
about their professional lives; finally, I study their various experiences as young women —

their views about courtship, love, men and marriage.

% The 1870s and 1880s were decades when white southern Democrats “redeemed” their governments from
Republicans and reasserted the doctrine of white supremacy.
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Chapter 1: Theoretical, Conceptual and Methodological
Frameworks

1. Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

Working on “women”, not “the woman”
This dissertation examines how a sample of African American women understood

womanhood between 1865 and 1920, through an analysis of their private and public writings
— their autobiographical writings such as their diaries, autobiographies, memoirs and
correspondence, alongside their newspaper articles, speeches and essays.

It is necessary to clarify some points when working on women. Even if, as I will soon
see, the intellectuals of this study often spoke about “the black woman” — thus using the
singular form — to speak about African American women in their writings, it is important to
emphasize that one may not speak of the history of a or the black woman™. In fact, as Ginette
Castro has emphasized, the History of women in America is plural and diverse: “there is not
the History of American women but there are women in American History”. This French
scholar has also emphasized the crucial role played by American women in the history of their
country: “Women have contributed to the History of the United States. Recording this
contribution means reintroducing them in the national experience which they share with men.
It means compensating historians’ silence about them™'. There is a need to study the wide
variety of women’s life experiences. As Sumi Cho, Kimberl¢ Williams Crenshaw, and Leslie
McCall have shown, there is a need to reveal “the range of diversity and difference within”

the category ‘women’’”.

The project of Alison M. Parker and Carol Faulkner in
Interconnections: Gender and Race in American History, was to “blur the artificial
boundaries between the scholarship on race, gender, and American politics and between the
fields of African American history, women’s history, and mainstream American history”®”
and I aim to do the same in this dissertation, since women’s History constitutes History,
African American History and African American women’s History is United States History.
In addition, the historical period under study — the post-war era and Progressive Era —

also accentuates the necessity to assess the importance of gender. Studying women between

® Ginette Castro, Les femmes dans [’histoire américaine. (Nancy : Presses Universitaires de France, 1991), First
g)lublished 1988. Ginette Castro has argued: “The black woman is a construction, a simplification”.

Ibid.
%2 See “Intersectionality: Theorizing Power, Empowering Theory”, in Signs, ed. Sumi Cho, Kimberl¢ Williams
Crenshaw, and Leslie McCall. Volume 38., No4. Summer 2013 http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/669610.
% Carol Faulkner and Alison M. Parker. Interconnections: Gender and Race in American History. (Rochester:
University of Rochester Press, 2012), 3.
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1865 and 1920 — which is a period of especially important changes for women in America — is
particularly interesting since the Civil War impacted the way Americans thought about the
roles of men and women in America. Nina Silber has emphasized in Battle Scars: Gender and
Sexuality in the American Civil War that there is a need to continue exploring questions of
gender in the current historiography because like all other wars, the Civil War challenged

established gender roles among both white and black people®.

Women’s historical role has long been neglected by historians yet studying women is
indispensable to examine the history of a country and to understand the past more fully.
Additionally, studying gender offers the opportunity to finally recognize women as « agents
of history », as independent, active historical actors. As Francoise Thébaud, an eminent
French scholar, explains, gender studies enables the historian to “seize, beyond few individual
rebellions, women as agents of History, in their diffuse resistance, their gestures, or their
positive actions ; unveiling a woman’s identity and an ability for women to be autonomous in
both men’s or women’s domains but even more in domains which are typically their own™’.

Gender studies developed widely in the United States from the 1960s onwards and
historical studies on women and gender have gradually developed later in France — in the
1970s and 1980s. Many scholars first devoted their research to powerful women and then to
ordinary women, specifically in the field of Social History’®. Francoise Thébaud gives a
remarkably detailed survey of the development of the studies about women in France,

Germany, Europe and the United States since the 1960s and 1970s in the monograph Ecrire

[’histoire des femmes et du genre. She highlights the “long deafness of the historical

d”97 9998

method™’, pointing to women’s “invisibility
Even more, too little is known today about the roles of black women in Intellectual
History. Black women intellectuals indeed still suffer from a certain invisibility in historical

studies. As the authors of Black Women'’s Intellectual Traditions have pointed out: “women’s

% Catherine Clinton and Nina Silber eds., Battle Scars: Gender and Sexuality in the American Civil War.
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). Years before, Catherine Clinton and Nina Silber had already insisted
on the need to focus on gender when studying the civil war and the post-war era. See Catherine Clinton and Nina
Silber eds., Divided Houses: Gender and the Civil War. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992). “In the end,
the entire Civil War experience — from its causes to its legacy — can best be understood if historians analyze how
gender shaped the actions and the attitudes of the participants in this central historical event”, 339.

% Frangoise Thébaud, Ecrire Ihistoire des femmes et du genre, 2™ ed. (Lyon : ENS Editions, 2007), 86.

% Historians generally widely studied the lives of powerful women before studying ordinary women.

°7 Frangoise Thébaud, Ecrire [’histoire des femmes et du genre, 30.

* Ibid., 33.
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knowledge is excluded by silencing women’s speech and erasing the historical
accomplishments and ideas of women™”.

To chronicle the lives of these African American women — some of whom were
intellectuals — and to fight against this invisibility, I used intersectionality because it is an

efficient tool to carry out research on women and minorities'®.

Intersectionality: Definitions

In Interconnections: Gender and Race in American History, Alison M. Parker and
Carol Faulkner have emphasized that “intersectionality is a vital tool for exploring the
historical experiences of multiple groups”™'°".

In 1891- 1892, Anna Cooper was the first black feminist to analyze social and racial
relations in the United States thinking in terms of a person’s “race, color, sex, condition” —

therefore using intersectionality'*

. With the development of feminist thoughts and the
scholarship about African American women from the 1970s onwards, several scholars started

to use intersectionality. Kimberlé Crenshaw theorized the concept in 1989'®, showing how

% Kristin Waters and Carol B. Conaway, eds., Black Women’s Intellectual Traditions: Speaking Their Minds,
(Burlington, Vermont: University of Vermont Press, Published by University Press of New England), 387.
“Maria W. Stewart was one of the first feminists to note the systematic erasure of women as a way of controlling
knowledge”.

1% Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Politics, and Violence against Women of
Color”, Stanford Law Review 43(6): 1241-1299. Each of the facets of a person — gender, race, social class — is
imbricated and form their unique identity. In the case of African American women, their identities as women, as
blacks, as heterosexual or homosexual and as working-class, middle-class or upper-class Americans shape their
identities. Moreover, the concept of intersectionality is not an abstract notion but a description of the way
multiple oppressions are exerted. It enables scholars to study the different relations of power and domination. On
this question, see Kimberlé Crenshaw’s seminal article: “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex : A
Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics”, in University
of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989, 139-167. This concept is widely used by scholars today, since it is an efficient
tool to show how discrimination has diverse (and sometimes simultaneous) causes Numerous scholars such as
Michelle Wallace, bell hooks, and Patricia Hill Collins —to name only a few — use intersectionality. Like
Crenshaw, Patricia Hill Collins has used the “concept of intersectionality to analyze how ‘oppressions [such as
‘race and gender’ or ‘sexuality and nation’] work together in producing injustice’” Yet, Collins adds the concept
“matrix of dominations” to this formulation: “In contrast, the matrix of dominations refers to how these
intersecting oppressions are actually organized. Regardless of the particular intersections involved, structural,
disciplinary, hegemonic, and interpersonal domains of power reappear across quite different forms of
oppression.”, as cited in Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the
Politics of Empowerment, second edition (New York: Routledge, 2001), 11-12.

191 Alison Parker and Carol Faulkner. Interconnections: Gender and Race in American History. (Rochester, New
York: University of Rochester Press, 2012), 2.

192 Charles Lemert and Esme Bhan eds., The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper, including A Voice from the South and
Other Important Essays, Papers and Letters, (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1998), 108. She
thought that these were “accidents, not the substance of life”.

' Kimberlé¢ Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Politics, and Violence against Women of
Color”, Stanford Law Review 43(6): 1241-1299 and “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black
Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics,” University
of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989, 139-67.
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some exclusive categories such as race, sex and class could be reifed'®. Combining useful
tools and categories — class, gender, region — to study social phenonema is paramount and it is
the interconnectedness of these categories that enable the sociologist or historian to study
effectively the effects of social domination and discrimination. According to this analytical
method, the different aspects of a personality are imbricated, intertwined and cannot be
studied separately.

This method has been internationally used. Raymonde Séchet believed that the
imbrication of all sections were to be considered when studying women: “Feminist thought
has endeavored to show that domination does not only emerge in social relations through
class [...] The concept of intersectionality has permitted to offer a feminist thought combining

195 'In 1991, Kimberl¢ Crenshaw, an American jurist and

the dominations of sex, race, class
writer, presented the assets of this method in her seminal article “Mapping the Margins:
Intersectionality, Politics, and Violence against Women of Color”. She contended that race,
gender, sexuality and class are the most important categories by which individuals are socially
characterized.

Yet, for Elsa Dorlin, a French scholar, a problem still lay in the fact that “the life
experiences of black women remained perceived as experiences which were different from
patriarchal domination, which articulated different power relations, exactly the same way
femininity had been for a long time perceived as a variation, a differentiation from the norm
of masculinity”'%. In “De 1’usage épistémologique et politique des catégories de ‘sexe’, et de
‘race’ dans les études sur le genre”, Dorlin has shown that this epistemological approach was
problematic because it tended to “reify” groups of people and create “a myriad of sub-
categories” such as black women, migrant women or veiled women'?’. In the case of African
American women, it is highly important to use intersectionality since, as Dorlin explains, they

fall into different categories, possessing a “hybrid identity”. She explained that the experience

104 Kimberlé Crenshaw, as cited in Raymonde Séchet, « Sexe, race, classe, pour une épistémologie de la
domination. Morceaux choisis ». ESO Rennes, Espaces et Sociétés - UMR 6590 CNRS — Université Rennes II.
Numéro 33, juin 2012 : 77-83, 80.

195 Raymonde Séchet, « Sexe, race, classe, pour une épistémologie de la domination. Morceaux choisis », 77.

1% Elsa Dorlin, « De l'usage épistémologique et politique des catégories de ‘sexe’ et de ‘race’ dans les études sur
le genre », Cahiers du Genre, 2/2005 (n° 39): 83-105. URL : http://www.cairn.info/revue-cahiers-du-genre-
2005-2-page-83.htm. DOI : 10.3917/cdge.039.0083. See page 89.

17 Elsa Dorlin, “De 1’usage épistémologique et politique des catégories de ‘sexe’ et de ‘race’ dans les études sur
le genre », 96. Moreover, Dorlin refers to Franz Fanon’s work on racialization. Fanon argued that the oppressed
are often given the same analytic tools to fight against their domination as those used by the oppressive powers.
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of African American women shows well how the sexist and racist ideologies excluded them

from the categories “black” or “woman” and negated their hybrid identity'*.

Definitions of Concepts : “Race”, “Class”, “Gender”, “Sex” and “Region”

Despite the fact that race, class and gender are social constructs, they are essential
instruments to study social groups in History and Social Sciences. As Professor Héléne Le
Dantec-Lowry has shown in her study of African American families, “almost all experts today
agree that race/class/gender must be taken into account” in research'?”. Like Céline Bessiére,
Le Dantec-Lowry believed that “when one attempts to examine the dominations linked to
class and gender, one tends to ‘subsume one to the other’ and she suggests thinking about
inequalities linked to gender, race and class as historical and concrete configurations of
relations of power”''’. As Bessiére has emphasized, the concepts of gender, class and race are
not “fixed, natural entities but above all social and historic, arbitrary and unstable contructs,
tools to polarize domination and power in society”. Consequently, it is necessary to conduct
analyses in terms of relationships and configurations between race, class and gender'".

These concepts must indeed be studied together — gender and race are often
intertwined. For example, some scholars have shown that many women leaders such as Anna
Julia Cooper have at an early stage of their lives and activism, “inextricably linked [their]
racial identity” to their womanhood, therefore showing the “inseparable unity of race and
gender in their thought”''>. On this question, Raymonde Séchet has underscored: “race and
gender are socially constructed and imbricated relations which are inextricably linked. Their
relationship makes them categories which are defined according to one another and which are
experienced in differentiated ways™'"”.

The term “race” is widely used in scholarship in English-speaking countries but very
little in French-speaking countries, where the term “color” is often preferred. I used the term

“race” for concepts in this dissertation because I carried out my research in English and

108
109

Elsa Dorlin, « De 1’'usage épistémologique et politique des catégories de ‘sexe’ et de ‘race’ », 99.

Héléne Le Dantec-Lowry, De ’esclave au président : Discours sur les familles noires aux Etats-Unis, (Paris :
CNRS Editions, 2010), 221.

10 Hélene Le Dantec-Lowry, De [’esclave au président, 225.

" Céline Bessiére, « Race/classe/genre. Parcours dans I’historiographie américaine des femmes du Sud autour
de la guerre de Sécession », Clio. Histoire, femmes et sociétés [En ligne], 17 | 2003, mis en ligne le 27 novembre
2006. URL : http://clio.revues.org/591 ; DOI : 10.4000/clio.591, 3 and 8, as cited in Le Dantec-Lowry, Héléne,
De [’esclave au président, 225.

"> Evelyn Higgingbotham, “African American Women’s History and the Metalanguage of Race”, Signs, Vol.
17, No. 2 (Winter, 1992): 251-274, 273. Cooper “inextricably linked her racial identity” to her gender identity.

'3 Raymonde Séchet, « Sexe, race, classe, pour une épistémologie de la domination. Morceaux choisis », 77-83,
78.
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because I study American women using intersectionality within the field of American
Studies'"*.

Using an intersectional approach enables scholars to analyze social groups who share
common racial origins and/or culture. In the Oxford English Dictionary, race is defined as
“racial origin or the qualities associated with this: rights based on race”. “Ethnicity” on the
contrary is derived from “ethnic”, defined as “relating to a group of people who have a
common national or cultural tradition” or “referring to origin by birth rather than by present
nationality: ethnic Albanians”. According to Evelyn Higginbotham — who has widely worked
on the notion of race — in the late nineteenth century, race signified for African Americans “a
cultural identity that defined and connected them as a people, even as a nation”, “For blacks,
race signified cultural identity and heritage, not biological inferiority”'"”. African Americans
perceived themselves as belonging to a group, as forming “a nation within a nation”'',
“Through a range of shifting, even contradictory meanings and accentuations expressed at the
level of individual and group consciousness, blacks fashioned race into a cultural identity that
resisted white hegemonic discourses™'"”.

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, gender is “the state of being male or
female (with reference to social or cultural differences rather than biological ones)”. In
December 1985, in “Gender : A Useful Category of Historical Analysis”, Joan Scott

suggested using the concept of gender — “a constitutive element of social relations founded on

perceived differences between sexes, and gender — [as] a first manner to signify

"4 Some American scholars criticize the use of the term “race” because it emphasizes racial differences. For
example, in “Race”, Writing and Difference, race is defined “as ‘the ultimate trope of difference’ and is said to
have ‘artificially and arbitrarily contributed to produce and maintain relations of power and subordination’”. See
“African American Women’s History and The metalanguage of Race” in “Race”, Writing and Difference, ed. by
Henry Louis Gates, art 1, p 1-20; 21-37; 370-80. See also Héléne Le Dantec-Lowry, De [’esclave au president:
Discours sur les familles noires aux Etats-Unis, 21. As Professor Le Dantec-Lowry underscores in her book,
“the term ‘race’ and its derivatives are less commonly used in France than in the United States. Moreover, the
“notion of ‘race’ is linked to a social, political and cultural construction and has of course no biological
legitimacy” yet it “is pertinent to speak about black Americans because it is commonly used in this country and
because this group has long been defined in opposition to a white “race”. Evelyn Higginbotham believes that
race “is a highly contested representation of relations of power between social categories by which individuals
are identified and identify themselves”. Evelyn Higginbotham, “African American Women’s History and The
metalanguage of Race”, Signs, Vol. 17, No. 2, (Winter 1992): 251-274, 253.

'3 Evelyn Higginbotham, “African American Women’s History and The metalanguage of Race”, Signs, Vol. 17,
No. 2, (Winter 1992): 251-274, 268.

16 Martin Robinson Delany coined the term « a nation within a nation » in his “The Condition, Elevation,
Emigration and Destiny of the Colored People of the United States”, 209. The term “race work™ conveyed the
idea of praise: “it expressed both allegiance and commitment to the concerns of black people”, Higginbotham,
“African American Women’s History and The metalanguage of Race”, 267.

"7 Evelyn Higginbotham. “The Metalanguage of Race”, 267. Higginbotham believed that backs, throughout the
nineteenth century, “constructed and valorized a self-representation essentially antithetical to that of whites”,
269. Was there a sense of “spiritual, psychical” uniqueness” among black people, as Du Bois argued?, 269.
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power relations”''"®. The concept of gender is useful because it enables the historian or
scholar to “hunt down all form of explicit or implicit ‘gendered’ politics or discourse — in
French one would more easily say “sexu¢”— gendered-related — to understand how gender
constructs social relations™''’. According to Gisela Bock, gender enables historians to think in
terms of “relations and articulation”: “The interest lies in the possibility to invite historians to
think in terms of relation and articulation of socio-cultural relations™'*°.

It is important to take sex and gender into account when one analyzes History and to
consider that there are differences between sex and gender. First, as Francoise Thébaud
explains, “sex” has to do with what nature assigns humans to be and do'*'. “Sex” is therefore
perceived as an “invariant whereas ‘gender’ may vary in time and space. Masculinity or
femininity — being a man or a woman or being treated as such — does not have the same
meaning at all time periods and in all cultures”'*?. On the contrary, gender also has to do with
the specific role one is ready to embrace in a given society. I aim at examining women’s
definitions and resistances to the roles they were given by the society they were living in. For
Judith Butler, identity is composed of several “stabilizing concepts such as sex, gender and

59123

sexuality and gender is purely a product of what society wants people to be'*. She also

argues that “If Simone de Beauvoir was right to say that one was not born a woman, but that

one becomes one, one realizes then that the term ‘woman’ refers to a process”'*

. In my
dissertation, I precisely aim at studying how this process took place, how these women built
their identities as women, and how they defined and redefined womanhood'*°.

When studying black women in America, connecting race, gender and sexuality is
relevant because race and sex are closely linked. The image of black women’s sexuality in the

larger nation impacted the way women of color represented themselves in their writings,

precisely because they were aware of the negative images circulating about them. Women of

"8 Francoise Thébaud, 125.

"9 Francoise Thébaud, 125.

120 Gisela Boch, Beyond Equality and Difference, 1989, as cited in Thébaud, 127-128.

2! The Oxford English Dictionary defines sex as first: either of the two main categories — male and female — into
which humans and most other living things are divided on the basis of their reproductive functions, and secondly
as the fact of being male or female.

122 Frangoise Thébaud, Ecrire ['histoire des femmes et du genre, 121.

123 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble, Feminism and the Politics of Subversion. First edition 1990, 84.

2% Judith Butler, Trouble dans le genre, le féminisme et la subversion de lidentité, (Paris: Editions La
Découverte, 2005), 109-111. Butler even speaks of “founding illusions of identity” when referring to the
mechanisms of gender.

123 Judith Butler, 109, italics hers. See also page 71 : Butler explains that Beauvoir asserts that “one ‘becomes’ a
woman because one is compelled by culture to become one”, 71.

12 In Anglo-Saxon countries, the concept of gender is widely used yet French scholars tend not to use the term
‘gender’, even though they have adopted the method. In 2007, Frangoise Thébaud has shown that French
scholars do not often use the term “gender” yet have widely adopted the concept. French scholars generally use
terms such as “masculine and feminine” or “men and women”. Thébaud, 123.
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African descent reacted in various, different ways to the attacks against African American
men and women: some displayed more conservative attitudes than women of other racial
groups, while others remained silent about questions related to sex. Black clubwomen’s
adherence to Victorian ideology, as well as their self-representation as “super moral”, was,
according to Darlene Clark Hine, perceived as crucial not only to the protection and upward
mobility of black women but also to the attainment of respect, justice, and opportunity for all
black Americans”'*’. According to Hine, “in response to assaults upon black sexuality, there

128 11 order to

arose among black women a politics of silence, a ‘culture of dissemblance
protect “the sanctity of inner aspects of their lives”, black women, especially those of the
middle class, reconstructed and represented their sexuality through its absence — through
silence, secrecy, and invisibility. In so doing, they sought to combat the pervasive negative
images and stereotypes. Gender and sex therefore appear as critically linked to community
and race.

Like race or class, gender is a power-related category. For Dani¢le Kergoat, a French
scholar, Kimberlé Crenshaw’s most famous 1994 article entitled “Mapping the Margins :

59129

Intersectionality, identity politics, and violence against women of color summarizes well

the problem linked to Black Feminism and intersectionality : “speaking about cartography is
equivalent to making categories solid, natural*®. Our study precisely aims at reaching the
opposite goal since these categories are unfixed, mutable. Like Elsa Dorlin and many

scholars, I believe that it is necessary to stop thinking in terms of fixed categories:

We cannot admit the stability or unicity of the categories ‘race’, ‘class’, ‘religion’, etc. on the pretext of
historicizing the category of ‘sex’. In other words, one cannot historicize the gender-based domination,
work on its multiple historical applications, while merely subdividing the gender-based domination into
different differenciating factors (class, ‘race’, sex, nation, culture, religion [...]). Black women do not
constitute a social category which designates a well-defined identity of “black women”. Similarly, what
does the expression “Western women” mean? In these conditions, one cannot accept to racialize the
subject of feminism, because one claims to denaturalize or desessentialize it”"*'.

From the Latin “classis”, class is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary first as a set

of category of things having a common characteristic, and secondly as a system that divides

2" Darlene Clark Hine, “Rape and the Inner Lives of Black Women in the Middle West : Preliminary Thoughts
on the Culture of Dissemblance”, Signs 14, no. 4 (Summer 1989): 912-920, 915, a cited in Higginbotham,
Evelyn. “The Metalanguage of Race », Signs, Winter 1992, 266.

128 Darlene Clark Hine, « Rape and the Inner Lives of Black Women in the Middle West : Preliminary Thoughts
on the Culture of Dissemblance”, Signs 14, no. 4 (Summer 1989): 912-920, 915, a cited in Higginbotham,
Evelyn. “African American Women’s History and The metalanguage of Race”, Signs, Winter 1992, 266.

129 Kimberlé Crenshaw, « Cartographies des marges : intersectionnalité, politique de I'identité et violences contre
les femmes de couleur », Cahiers du Genre, 2005/2 (n° 39): 51-82. DOI : 10.3917/cdge.039.0051. URL :
http://www.cairn.info/revue-cahiers-du-genre-2005-2-page-51.htm.

1% Séchet cites Kergoat here. Raymonde Séchet, « Sexe, race, classe, pour une épistémologie de la domination.
Morceaux choisis ». ESO Rennes, Espaces et Sociétés - UMR 6590 CNRS — Université Rennes II. Numéro 33,
juin 2012 : 77-83, 81.

! Elsa Dorlin, « De I’usage épistémologique et politique des catégories de ‘sexe’ et de ‘race’ », 100.
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members of a society into sets based on social or economic status. 3) a set in a society based
on social or economic status.

As Elsa Dorlin has shown, contrary to race and gender, class — despite its importance —
has tended to be insufficiently taken into account in the scholarship: “geometrical concepts
promoted by post colonial studies and Black Feminism have mostly focused on the
intersection between race and gender and have left little room for social class”'*%. According
to Elsa Dorlin, contrary to social class, “sex and race are old ideological categories —
supposedly natural —, categories of critical analysis and political categories. Using “race” as a
category for analysis enables the scholar to designate racializing relations'*® yet social class is
one of the most important factors to consider when one studies women in History because
with gender, race, and sex, class determines the identity of a person, their economic and
educational opportunities. As Raymonde Séchet points out, “studying the social interractions

at stake is indispensable”'**

. In this dissertation, I will address questions such as: How are
gender and class related? How did women construe their affiliation to a certain social class?
How did their sense of belonging to a certain social class impact their definitions of gender
roles and their sense of being a woman?

To consider these questions, the work accomplished by William Dow on social class is
enlightening. Professor Dow insists that class is an ever-evolving concept which must always
be historicized. In the introduction to Class Matters: Representing Class in American Culture,
Literature, and Film, “like race and gender, [class] is always being recast in changing

135
”'>° Moreover, class

historical circumstances, and needs to be seen constantly in formation
should no longer only be understood as “a ‘structure’ in its own terms, constituted as either a
historical subject — ‘the’ engine of history — or a theoretical objective of ‘objective’ empirical
dynamics”. Instead, it must be understood as “a dynamic discursive product of history”'*°.
Class in an extremely determinant factor in the study of the lives and actions of black
women in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries since class impacted their access to
literacy and education, the way they lived and thought about gender, race, region and nation.

It shaped the way they positioned themselves as a group vis-a-vis other groups of different

132 Raymonde Séchet, « Sexe, race, classe, pour une épistéemologie de la domination. Morceaux choisis ». ESO
Rennes, Espaces et Sociétés - UMR 6590 CNRS — Université Rennes II. Numéro 33, juin 2012 : 77-83, 81.

133 S¢chet cites Elsa Dorlin. See Elsa Dorlin, 15. Ibid., 77.

B4 Ibid., 81.

135 William Dow, Introduction: “The Continuum of Class.” Class Matters: Representing Class in American
Culture, Literature, and Film, eds, William Dow, John Chandler and Yann Roblou. (Valenciennes: University
of Valenciennes Press, 2010): 8-16, 8.

136 Wwilliam Dow, Class Matters: Representing Class in American Culture, Literature, and Film, 14. Professor
Dow cites E.P. Thompson’s work in The Making of the English Working Class.
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social classes. For instance, as Evelyn Higginbotham has argued in “African American
Women’s History and The metalanguage of Race” (1992), the “racial uplift” activists of the
late nineteenth century “remained locked within hegemonic articulations of gender, class, and
sexuality”. Indeed, “race work” or “racial uplift” equated normality with conformity to white
middle-class models of gender roles and sexuality” and “many black women linked
mainstream domestic duties, codes of dress, sexual conduct, and public etiquette with both

137 Black leaders — such as the women under study

individual success and group progress
here — “argued that ‘proper’ and ‘respectable’ behavior proved blacks worthy of equal civil
and political rights. Conversely, nonconformity was equated with deviance and pathology and
was often cited as a cause of racial inequality and injustice”'**. For instance, in 1904 the elite,
college-educated Sarah Willie Layten spoke about members of the working-class in these
terms: “Unfortunately the minority or bad Negroes have given the race a questionable
reputation; these degenerates are responsible for every discrimination we suffer”'*’. Similar
remarks made by Mary Terrell and other leaders can be found in their articles or life writings.
As Jessie Carney Smith has shown when writing the biography of S. Willie Layten, “The
politics of ‘respectability’ disavowed, in often repressive ways, much of the expressive
culture of the ‘folk’, for example, sexual behavior, dress style, leisure activity, music, speech

55140

patterns, and religious worship patterns” ™. In this dissertation, I analyze the “class and

sexual tensions between the discourse of the intelligentsia — the ‘New Negro’ — and that of the
‘people’”.

Some scholars demonstrated that defiance of nineteenth century middle-class
Victorian codes was also found in literary practices among African American women. Two
female writers combined two genres, fiction and autobiography, to write stories that suggest
that this harmonious combination of qualities in a woman was possible. In her study of

Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl and Harriet Wilson’s Our Nig, Beth

Maclay Doriani has said:

Harriet Jacobs and Harriet Wilson both create identities that defied the nineteenth century stereotypes
and exploit autobiographical forms to teach their readers about the black female self. They define a sort
of womanhood that is different from the definitions advanced by the white world, and then demonstrate

7 Evelyn Higginbotham, “African American Women’s History and The metalanguage of Race”, Signs, Vol. 17,
No. 2, (Winter 1992): 251-274.
" Ibid., 271.
139§ Willie Layten, in Notable Black American Women, Book 11, ed. Jessie Carney Smith, 404. According to the
Journal of the Fifth Annual Assembly of the Woman'’s Convention held in 1904, Layten urged women to react.
Layten was raised in a family of affluence and was college-educated, contrary to other women such as Nannie
Burrough or Maggie Lena Walker. She was able to pursue studies at LeMoyne College in Memphis and attend
courses at the University of Philadelphia as a young woman. After living a few years in California from 1882 to
1148094, she finally settled down for good in Philadelphia.

Ibid.
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that autobiography can have as its aim is to record messages as well as the creation of identity. Like the
white heroine of women'’s fiction, they show their sense of communal identity, portraying themselves as
bound to their children and extended families. Resourceful and intelligent, they take responsibility for
the welfare of their children, and like the white, male, Emersonian hero, they show themselves to be
self-reliant -- shapers of their own destinies and responsible for their own survival'*',

I will now detail the methodology used in this dissertation.

2. Methodological Framework

I chose to study womanhood through the filter of women’s life writings for a variety of
reasons. Francoise Thébaud contends that new studies on men and masculinities and women
and femininities constitute “a ‘history of genders’ which highlight, for both men and women,
the search for and the consultation of sources on the self — correspondence, diaries and
autobiographies — and [...] invite to give historical actors their place back and to question the
meaning individuals give to their own practice as the modes of expression of the

. 142
experiences” .

Using Specific Sources to Study Women: Women’s Public and Private Writings

Because the best way to understand History is through the words and voices of historical
protagonists, when studying women — and therefore when making women visible in History —,
it is important to rely on their own words and documents. Frangoise Thébaud has written
that making women visible consists in “breaking the distorting mirror of the myths which
surround femininity, going and searching for real women, women in action and replacing
these women in their historical contexts, unearthing their statuses, their works, their joys and
sorrows, and their fights. It means making women full historical subjects — and this is no easy
task. It is to give oneself a past, it means recovering our memory”'*.

Like Caroll Smith-Rosenberg who believed that “letters and diaries provide us with a

unique opportunity to hear women’s own words directly, not filtered through a male

record”'*, I think that it is through the study of women’s private and public writings that the

1 Beth McClay Doriani, “Black Womanhood in Nineteenth Century America: Subversion and Self-
Construction in Two Women's Autobiographies”, American Quarterly. Vol 43, No 2, June. 1991 : 199- 222,
218-219.

12 Erancoise Thébaud, Ecrire [’histoire des femmes et du genre, 202.

' bid., 69, italics mine. This expression is reminiscent of the formula used by the scholar Anne Firor Scott on
white southern women : Making the Invisible Woman Visible, published in 1984.

144 Caroll Smith-Rosenberg, “Hearing Women’s Words: A Feminist Reconstruction of History”, Disorderly
Conduct: Visions of Gender in Victorian America, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 29.
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History of American women — and black American women in this precise case — may be
written. In order to give African American women their voices back, it is fundamental to look
for and listen to what these women said, wrote and left our contemporaries to peruse.
Women’s accounts are the best narrative forms for this study because they offer a unique
insight into their thoughts and ideas and a “wide window [...] upon the larger culture”'®. As a
result, to carry out this research, I used private and public writings which reveal specific,
individual trajectories. I drew upon private writings — “writings of the self” such as
correspondence, diaries or journals meant to be kept secret — or not — and unpublished
autobiographies and memoirs — alongside public writings — articles, pamphlets, essays,
published autobiographies and memoirs — written by African American women themselves or
their descendants.

As for life narratives or “writings of the self”, I relied on two types of primary sources:
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first, a category which Margo Culley terms “writings of the instant” ™ — diaries and letters —

14 . . . ..
147 _ autobiographies, memoirs and reminiscences. These sources

and “a posteriori writings
constitute the basis of what a social historian should use in order to understand the way people
lived during a specific period. As Thébaud has said, numerous sources “lie at the back of
attics. These documents are precious if they can be consulted to know the way women have
lived, worked, loved or thought. They constitute the main part of the family archives which
historians have neglected for a long time but which can shed light on the private and social
life of the groups which have preserved them in an unprecedented way”'*®.

The analysis of such personal histories enabled me to unveil a collective history of
several African American women in the post-Civil War era. Analyzing black women’s
rhetoric in their speeches and published articles alongside their diaries, correspondence and
autobiographical writings — when available — helps determine the contours of the concept of
“womanhood”.

Life writings have long been deemed as unacceptable sources in History yet historians

started using them at the end of the nineteenth century and at the beginning of the twentieth

century. Similarly, biographies were not considered as proper or reliable contributions to the

143 peggy Whitman Prenshaw, Composing Selves : Southern Women and Autobiography, 294. “What has proved
most interesting to me in this study of southern women’s autobiographies is the wide window these texts open
upon the larger culture. The writers may not be representative selves; but taken together their narratives vividly
convey the daily and local felt life of women across the South in a great variety of life circumstances, women of
different classes, races, places, ages, careers, political views, and familial roles”.

1% Margo Culley, 4 Day at A time: The Diary Literature of American Women from 1794 to the Present, (New
York, Feminist Press, 1985).

"7 Jean-Philippe Miraux, L autobiographie: Ecriture de soi et sincérité. First published 1996. (Paris : Armand
Colin, 2009).

'8 Frangoise Thébaud, Ecrire ['histoire des femmes et du genre, 73.
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historic field. It took up to the beginning of the twentieth century for these sources and this
method to be regarded as acceptable. In the 1920s and 1930s, life writings began to be more
widely used thanks to the emergence of the “Chicago School”'®. Biographical sources
present undeniable qualities: they enable scholars to renew research and historiography'*’.
Investigating how black women construed and viewed womanhood between 1865 and
1920 presents challenges because primary sources left by nineteenth century women are
somewhat scarce — this is even more true for African American women. As a result, one
important difficulty for both European and American scholars is to locate primary sources. As
the French scholar Frangoise Thébaud has emphasized, “Writing the History of women indeed

first poses the problem of sources”"'

. Similarly, the American researcher Deborah Gray
White has emphasized the difficulty of finding elements of private life of black women'*.
Working on the papers of African American women has been challenging for a
variesty of reasons. First, it is difficult to consult women’s documents because most sources
are often catalogued under male names. As Francoise Thébaud indicates, “the preservation of
archives is not neutral. Because they were often not properly preserved, the documents
dealing with women have not always been properly preserved or cataloged as such, they have
been buried in files which were classified in a conventional way”'>*. Thébaud adds: “Women
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did not leave traces because they were ‘excluded from the public sphere . “They are

almost completely absent from the traditional material used by historians, documents left by

9 In 1908, two sociologists named William I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki used life writings for their study of
Polish immigrants in America and Polish peasants in Poland. Clifford Shaw also penned another major
contribution to the field: The Jack-Roller. A second wave saw the emergence of the influence of Howard
Becker’s work on deviance. On this, see Vincent Broqua and Guillaume Marche, L épuisement du
biographique ?, (Cambridge : Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2011), 3 and Alain Coulon, L 'école de Chicago.
5¢ edition, (Paris : Que sais-je ?, 2012), 75, 76 and 79. “Qualitative sociology” relies on “autobiographies,
private correspondence, newpspaer and narratives made by the inidivuduals under study themselves”, 75-76.
Thomas used inhabitual documents inhabituels such as “letters, newspaper articles, court documents, ministers’
sermons, political parties’ leaflets, notes”, 83. Then, in the 1940s and 1950s, the method supplanted Robert K.
Merton et Talcott Parsons’ functionalism — where the individual was above all « envisaged for its functions in a
given system » and born in the 1920s-1940s. See Broqua and Marche, L épuisement du biographique ?, 3. The
method was less and less popular in the 1960s before its revival in the 1980s.
10 Broqua and Marche, L ’épuisement du biographique ?, 7.
! Frangoise Thébaud, Ecrire I'histoire des femmes et du genre, 71.
132 Deborah Gray White, Too Heavy a Load: Black Women in Defense of Themselves. 1894-1994, 88. “Few left
records that revealed their private selves; most of the collections left are filled with public memorabilia rather
than personal materials. Even though it makes the historian’s job of piecing together their private lives almost
impossible, for women who wanted their public identity to stand in for the private, this was a good strategy.
Nevertheless, some private records have survived, and they point to a heavy and complex burden of being black,
female, and a committed leader”. Paula Giddings has emphasized that “because there is so little evidence of the
thoughts and ideas of Black women, their own words, whenever possible, were used to record that experience”.
Paula Giddings, When and Where I Enter : The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America. (New
York: Bantham Books, 1984), 6. Italics hers.
ii Thébaud, Ecrire ['histoire des femmes et du genre, 71.

Ibid.
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men who possessed knowledge and power : diplomatic and administrative archives, the press
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or diplomatic documents” ~". This was also true for all American women — including African

American women.

Secondly, working on African American women’s documents is doubly difficult
because primary sources by ordinary black and white women were generally catalogued
differently. For example, some women such as Fannie Williams believed as early as 1893 that
white women’s lives could be more easily documented — because sources left by white
women were often catalogued separately from men’s, — whereas black women’s writings
were often hidden in black men’s sources'*®. She argued:

Separate facts and figures relative to colored women are not easily obtainable. Among the white women

of the country, independence, progressive intelligence, and definite interests have done so much that

nearly every fact and item illustrative of their progress and status is classified and easily accessible. Our

women, on the contrary, have had no advantage of interests peculiar and distinct and separable from

those of men that have yet excited public attention and kindly recognition'’.

The situation is different for famous black women or leaders — their Papers being preserved in

repositories.

Sources are often difficult to find because to this day, many African American families
have still not entrusted a repository with their documents'®. As a result, research has
sometimes been conducted by family members of women diarists or authors of life narratives.
For instance, Elizabeth Petry, the daughter of the writer Ann Petry recently found the James
family papers in her mother’s house. Her book Can Anything Beat White? A Black Family’s
Letters published in 2005 tells the story of the James family members from the 1860s to the
1900s. Nevertheless, several unique collections have become public after being retrieved from
family attics, basements or repositories by historians. This is the case of Virginia Gould with

the Papers of the Johnson Family — a free family of color in the Old South — who published

"*> Thébaud, 71.

1% Contrary to black women, the documents left by white women could be catalogued separately from their
husbands’, Fannie Barrier Williams believed.

17 Fannie Barrier Williams, “The Intellectual Progress of the Colored Women of the United States since the
Emancipation Proclamation”, 1893, in The World’s Congress of Representative Women, ed. May Wright Sewall,
Chicago: Rand, Mc Nally, 1894. 2: 696-711, as cited in The New Woman of Color, 18.

'8 Deborah Gray White has discussed this problem in “Mining the Forgotten: Manuscript Sources for Black
Women’s History”, Journal of American History 74 (June 1987): 237-242. See pages 237-238, as cited in
Darlene Clark Hine, “Rape and the Inner Lives of Black Women in the Middle West”, Signs. Vol. 14, No. 4:
912-920, 916. “Black women have also been reluctant to donate their papers to manuscript repositories [because
of their] perennial concern with image, a justifiable concern born of centuries of vilification [and also because
the] adversarial nature of the relationship that countless black women have had with many public institutions,
and the resultant suspicion of anyone seeking private information”.
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Chained to the Rock of Adversity: To Be Free, Black and Female in the Old South"’. Farah
Jasmine Griffin also unearthed and edited the letters which testifiy of the love and friendly
relationship between domestic servant Addie Brown and middle-class teacher Rebecca
Primus between 1854 and the late 1860s in Hartford, Connecticut, in Beloved Sisters and

10 Undoubtedly, many other diaries and letters are yet to be found in the attics

Loving Friends
of African American families and in the archives of Historically Black Colleges and
Universities (HBCUs) and other repositories in the United States. [ am happy to be able to use

- 161
some of these resources in my work .

The dearth of women’s sources contrasts with the profusion of documents about
women written by men. Thébaud explains that many of the writings dealing with womanhood
were generally written by men and not by women: “the excess of males’ discourses on ‘the’
woman : lawyers, moralists, instructors, doctors say what she is and what she must be and do”
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contrasts with the rarity of “traces left by women” >". This can be seen in the profusion of

both white and African American men’s articles about women or “the woman”, or articles

discussing what women “should” or “ought to” be and do'®’.

For this study, I looked for both published and unpublished diaries, autobiographies,

correspondence and newspaper articles written by African American women'®*. Contrary to

1% Virginia Mecheam Gould, ed., Chained to the Rock of Adversity: To Be Free, Black and Female in the Old
South. Southern Voices from the Past: Women’s Letters, Diaries, and Writings Series, (Athens, Georgia and
London: University of Georgia Press, 1998). Likewise, letters between an ex-mistress and her former slave were
very recently disclosed in the book entitled Cecelia and Fanny: A Remarkable Friendship Between an Escaped
Slave and her Former Mistress (2011).

10 Farah Jasmine Griffin, ed., Beloved Sisters and Loving Friends : Letters from Rebecca Primus of Royal Oak,
Maryland and Addie Brown of Hartford, Connecticut, 1854-1868. (New York: Knopf, 1999).

"I T rely on sources found for example at Howard University, Spelman College, Fisk University. I also rely on
primary sources preserved at the Library of Congress, as in the case of Mary Church Terrell or the NACW, and
in other repositories, such as the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture at NYPL, or Radcliffe
College. Sources left by some women were generally uneasy to consult since very few documents are digitized.
Some, like Mary Church Terrell and Ida B. Wells left numerous sources, which were available in published
form. Unfortunately, in some cases, some documents left by these women were lost. For instance, in Crusade for
Justice, Alfreda Duster indicates that many of Ida B. Wells’s papers were lost to a fire. See Ida B. Wells-Barnett,
Crusade for Justice: The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells. ed., Alfreda Duster. (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1970). As for Fannie Barrier Williams, there seems to be no Family Papers available about her or her
husband, S. Laing Williams. The documents left by Williams are a short autobiography published in the
Independent in 1904 and numerous newspaper articles which are now in published form in: Mary Jo Deegan,
ed., The New Woman of Color: The Collected Writings of Fannie Barrier Williams, 1893-1918, (DeKalb: IlL.:
Northern Illinois University Press, 2002). See Wanda Hendricks, Fannie Barrier Williams: Crossing the Borders
of Region and Race. (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2014).

192 Frangoise Thébaud, 71.

' This formula is reminiscent of the title of Stéphanie Shaw’s book What a Woman Ought to Be and Do : Black
Professional Workers During the Jim Crow Era published in 1996.

1% While locating published documents was easy, locating unpublished sources was a much more complex task.
African American women’s diaries in particular were not easy to find. I started by consulting the four journals
Dorothy Sterling had presented in We Are Your Sisters: Black Women in the Nineteenth Century. See Part IV:
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Fannie Barrier Williams, Ida B. Wells and Mary Church Terrell who left autobiographical
writings (autobiographies, either short or long), Anna Cooper did not leave any diaries and
left a very short autobiographical extract’®. Since there is always an autobiographical aspect
in one’s writings — and Cooper left numerous writings — and since Cooper is not an exception,
I decided to include Anna Julia Cooper in the corpus. Cooper’s essays, articles and pamphlets
— which are always political pieces — were often autobiographical. In 4 Voice from the South
by a Black Woman from the South published in 1892, when she was aged 34, her design was
to expose her political and intellectual philosophy. Being among the firsts to publish such a
long collection of essays, she became one of the first and most talented intellectuals and

feminists of her times'®®.

Nevertheless, when using diaries, letters and autobiographies as primary sources, some
precautions must be taken. For instance, historians have to take into account the reasons for
writing, the moment of publication and above all the subjectivity of the account. As much as
possible, they must verify the information present in these narratives — which are often replete
with errors or approximations due to memory impairment. Once such precautions are taken,
the wealth of information available in these types of writings is immensely valuable. Life
writings such as diaries, journals, letters — “writing of the instant” — and autobiographies — “a

posteriori writing” — enable readers to grasp the writer’s state of mind at specific moments in

“Epilogue: Four Women”. Sterling published parts of the diaries of Frances Anne Rollin (1868), Mary Virginia
Montgomery (1872), Laura Hamilton Murray (1885-1886) and Ida B. Wells (1886-1887, the “Memphis Diary”).
Frances Anne Rollin, originally from Charleston, South Carolina, published the biography of Major Martin
Delany, Life and Public Services of Martin R. Delany, in 1868. Rollin soon married and later lived in Columbia,
South Carolina. Dorthy Sterling, We Are Your Sisters: Black Women in the Nineteenth Century, (New York and
London: Norton & Company, 1984). Carole Ione, one of Frances Rollin’s descendants, published Pride of
Family, Four Generations of American Women of Color, in 1991. See Pride of Family: Four Generations of
American Women of Color. (New York: Harlem Moon Classics, 2004). Mary Virginia Washington lived on the
Davis Bend plantation during the 1870s. In her 1885-1886 diary, a middle-class housewife named Laura
Hamilton expressed her concerns with motherhood and housekeeping. I learned about additional diaries and
letters when contacting archivists of HBCUs such as Fisk, Howard Universities and Spelman College, and I also
had good results at the NYPL Schomburg Library. At Fisk University, I learnt about America Robinson’s letters
to her fiancé James Burrus, and the diary of Ella Sheppard. I could also easily obtain copies of Maritcha Lyons
Williamson and Pauline Lyons Williamson’s Papers at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture at
the New York Public Library.

19 She did leave a very short autobiographical extract named “Autobiographical Fragment” in a draft which is
available at the Howard Spingarn Research Center, probably written in the 1930s and reprinted in Charles
Lemert’s monograh The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper, 331. Cooper wrote a few additional autobiographical
pieces: “The Early Years in Washington: Reminiscences of Life with the Grimkés” (1951), The Voice of Anna
Julia Cooper, 310 to 319 and in 1945-1950, Cooper described her experience of the preparation of the Doctorate
and her defense at the Université de la Sorbonne in the piece entitled “The Third Step”, to leave a mark in
History about her remarkable experience. See “The Third Step: Cooper’s Memoir of the Sorbonne Doctorate”
(1945-1950?), in The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper, 320 to 330.

1% She wrote on various subjects such as education, politics, history, philosophy, making her one of the most
talented woman intellectuals of the nineteenth century.
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History and since the way historical actors evaluate and perceive events constitutes and makes

History, these sources are immensely valuable.

“Writings of the Self”’: Definitions

“Writings of the Instant”: Diaries and Correspondence

Even if diaries and letters have for a long time not been used by historians, with the
emergence of the Chicago School and changing practices, these sources have become
precious, habitual and legitimate sources of information about women’s private worlds for

historians nowadays.

Diaries — when unintended for readership — possess an additional, unique quality to
document intellectual history: such sources enable readers to enter the mind of men and
women at a given historical period. First, a diary is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary
as “a book in which one keeps a daily records of events and experiences” — offering twenty-
first century readers a window in nineteenth century women’s intimate thoughts and personal
reflections. The “Latin root of diary means ‘daily allowance’; and the very repetitiveness and
frequent interruptions of a day’s work for most women make diaries a logical mode for
women writers to choose to pen their life stories”'®’. The term “diary, or journal”, implies a
quotidian activity — “jour” meaning “day” in French — but it is rarely the case'®®. Contrary to
French where there is often an added notion that the diary may be “secret” or “intimate” — one
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says “journal intime” "~ in English the term diary does not evoke such a notion.

In the sixteenth century, keeping a diary was a common activity — which developed as
paper was more and more widely available. Even if diary keeping is often widely deemed
today as a primarily feminine activity, it has not always been so. In fact, diary keeping in
America was originally a masculine activity. For example, Puritans confided their faith in
God and narrated their experience in the New World in religious journals. This practice grew
increasingly popular in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. As Margo Culley has shown
in A Day at a Time: The Diary Literature of American Women from 1794 to the present

“American men kept journals in numbers far exceeding those kept by women until well past

17 Cynthia A. Huff and Suzanne L. Bunkers, Inscribing the Daily: Critical Essays on Women’s Diaries.
(Amherst: The University of Massachusetts, 1996), 5.

'8 In French, the neologism “diarisme” was invented by Michéle Leleu, a scholar who published Les Journaux
intimes. Leleu invented the neologism “diarist”. The term “diarism” comes from the English “diary”.

' In French, the second term “intime”, “intimate” evokes the notion of personal, private and of course intimacy.
The French dictionary Le Robert gives this definition — translated here : it is “something completely private and

generally withheld from others’ attention (opposed to public)”.
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the middle of the nineteenthcentury”. Many men — who were often tradesmen, artisans or
landowners, kept diaries which were often closer in form to the logbook than to the diary as
one understands it today. They often listed the tasks to accomplish, the accounts of the
property or the store. For instance, plantation owners kept logbooks to keep track of the
number of slaves they possessed — indicating their names, sex, age, and worth — to manage the
plantation and keep records of crop sales, and family expenses. etc. Additionally, diary-
writing was a common form of expression for soldiers in wartime and numerous men left

“war journals”'"

. It is only during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that the practice
became feminized and came to be viewed as a purely feminine activity. Margo Culley argues
that “diary writing becomes increasingly a woman’s activity, as the diary becomes associated

»° 7", Diary-keeping came to be viewed more and

more and more with the writer’s secret life
more as a leisure habit or as a desirable activity for a woman — it became part of a lady’s
accomplishments. Class therefore became an important factor in the development of this
activity. What is more, scholars such as Culley, Elizabeth Hampsten, Rebecca Hogan and
Minrose Gwin believe that diaries are “a form particularly conducive to women writing”.

What form did women’s diaries take initially in the United States?

American women kept diaries for various reasons: before the mid-1850s, most diarists
wrote factual notes in their diaries. They used their diaries as a sort of log-books: as a space to
draw lists — of objects they needed, of tasks they had to accomplish, of recipes or of their
household’s expenses. They also used this space to note down the visits they received or paid,
or even the list of the illnesses or deaths which had occurred in the community over the year.
One therefore often kept a diary for practical reasons. Many women’s diaries are closer in
form to logbooks, agendas or pre-dated “pocket-books” than to diaries containing very

personal information and which one could term as “intimate”.

Two types of diaries exist: “situational diaries” and “life diaries”. “Situational” diaries
are diaries which authors begin writing at a precise, key moment in their lives — after their
marriage, courtship, after the death of a member of their family, during a trip or an expedition,
during a war or because of a migration. Such diaries end when the author of the diary, for one

reason or another, stops writing — perhaps because they did not feel the necessity to continue

170 Because black men were forbidden to learn how to read and write, most diaries were kept by educated white
men. Many men kept diaries during the Civil War. The most famous war diary is that of New Yorker Elisha
Hunt Rhodes. Nevertheless, several black men managed to keep diaries during the Civil War: Thomas
Wentworth Higginson published his war journal under the title Army Life in a Black Regiment in 1870.

" Margo Culley, 4 Day at a Time: The Diary Literature of American Women from 1794 to the Present, 3-4.
Introduction.
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writing anymore, or because of an external factor — lack of time or of paper — common in
172

wartime.

In this study, most diarists kept situational diaries to organize their thoughts or express
their emotions at key moments or turning-points in their lives — often during the transitional
passage from childhood to adulthood. For instance, Charlotte Forten kept her diary during a
traumatic experience — the Civil War, when she was teaching freedmen, alone and away from
home. This is also the case of Laura Hamilton Murray who kept a diary at a key moment of
her life: when experiencing marriage and motherhood. She indeed started writing after her
wedding and kept doing so during her pregnancy, confiding her doubts and fears about her
changing body, motherhood and family life'”*. Similarly, Frances Anne Rollin kept a diary
during her passage to adulthood, while living far from her native South Carolina, completing
her first manuscript under a penname and being courted by the man who would become her
husband'”™*. Ida B. Wells kept a diary at different moments in her life: in 1885- 1887, 1893
and 1930'". In the late 1880s (1885-1887), Ida Wells wrote at a time of transition from
girlhood to adulthood in Memphis, Tennessee, depicting her coming of age and passage from
girlhood to adulthood and her first professional experiences as a teacher and a journalist. The
1893 diary is different in nature, since it is a short travel diary which she kept when travelling
to the United Kingdom on her own, when making her first steps as a crusader against
lynching'’®. In her 1930 diary — kept one year before her death —, the mature Wells-Barnett
discussed her daily life in Chicago, her family activities, her son Hermann, alongside her

177

activism ''. Mary Church Terrell’s 1880s diary may be deemed as both a youthful and a travel

diary. In it, she kept a record of her trip in Europe in 1888-1890. The young Mary Church

"2 Such journals differ from “life diaries” which the diarist keeps throughout their entire life.

' Gerda Lerner, Black Women in White America, 472- 479 and Murray Papers. Moorland Spingarn Research
Center. Howard University. Washington D.C.

" Dorothy Sterling, We Are Your Sisters, 453- 461. The diary starts on 1 January 1868 and ends on 28 July
1868. See also the following diary entries printed on pages 366- 369. She started writing again on 2 August 1868
and stopped on 19 October 1868. Frances Anne Rollin (1847-1901) from Columbia, South Carolina, married
William J. Whipper, a norther-born lawyer and legislator on 17 September 1868. The marriage was not a happy
one. Frances Rollin had three children: Winifred Whipper — who became a teacher —, Ionia Whipper — a doctor
— and Leigh Whipper — a “distinguished actor”, 461.

"> Her “Memphis Diary” deals with the period 1885-1887. She also kept a very short diary when she was in
England in April 1893 and later, in 1930 in which she discussed family and political matters. Miriam DeCosta
Willis has emphasized the similarity of her style between her youth diary and the 1930 diary. See Ida B. Wells,
The Memphis Diary of Ida B. Wells: An Intimate Portrait of the Activist as a Young Woman, ed., Miriam
DeCosta-Willis, 165.

7% In it, she explained being sea sick. See Memphis Diary, 161-163.

"7 See Memphis Diary, 165-175.
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envisaged diary-keeping rigorously'’® and seemed to be disappointed with herself when she

failed to write!”’

. Her diary appears as a companion during her exile on the European
continent, a friend whom she could speak to in the language she was studying, as if this
practice was a way of improving her skills in the desired language. She indeed envisaged her
diary as a place where she could make progress in French first (1888-1889) and in German
then (from 20 September 1889 to 1890)'*’. She resumed this activity in 1905 and 1908, when

81 The format and tone of

she had achieved fame and was active as a clubwoman and lecturer
these diaries were very different from that of the late 1880s. In 1905 and 1908, she wrote
short entries during the entire year, adapting to the format of the little books issued by “the
Standard Daily Reminder” for 1905 and the “Date Book for 1908”. In the short diary entries,
she mostly discusses her busy schedule, motherly duties, trips and other conference
engagements.

This form of writing is specific because it often projects the thoughts of the diarist
soon after the event recounted — therefore offering an almost immediate impression of the
facts. Margo Culley terms this “writing of the instant”'**. The lapse of time may indeed be
very short — a few minutes — or longer — a few months — or years in certain cases. In the case
of the diary, the temporal distance between the moment of the events and the moment of
writing is often much shorter than for the memoir or the autobiography. The lapse of time

does not generally need to be taken into account — unless the diarist has edited their work

years later'™.

'8 Mary Church, Diary in French. She strove to write as regularly as she could. On 25 October 1888, from
Lausanne, she indicated being sleepy but could not go to sleep before writing a few lines. See page 50. On 3
February 1889, after a two-month stop, she called her diary “my friend”, 62. On 30 November 1888, again, she
made a point of honor in writing in her journal, although it was already eleven o’clock at night, 58. Mary Church
Terrell Papers. My translation. I translated the diary into English, as a result, each of the diary entries cited in
English in this work is my translation.

7" On 18 November 1888, she regretted having neglected writing in « her poor journal » for two weeks, and
lacking time to accomplish things. Diary entry dated 18 November 1888, 57.

"0 Tbid. She began writing her diary in French on 26 August 1888 and stopped on 11 February 1889. On 26
August 1888, she envisaged her diary as a space for linguistic practice. She decided to write a few lines in
French every evening in order to make progress. She explained that she came to Paris to learn the language — and
“to learn Germand and music, if it was possible” — and wanted people to stop speaking English to her. See pages
1-2. She also kept a diary in Italian for a short period of time, and mostly depicted her visits of Italy in it.

'8 Terrell kept a diary during the entire year in 1905 and 1908 years. There are no traces of Terrell keeping a
diary between 1890 — when she ceased keeping her diary in German and Italian — and 1905. Mary Church Terrell
Papers. University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Microfilm Collections. At the age of 42, her handwriting
was obviously more mature in 1905 than in 1890, and so were the notes she made. Three years later, in 1908, at
the age of 45, she resumed this activity for one year.

"2 Margo Culley, 4 Day at A time: The Diary Literature of American Women from 1794 to the Present.

' In that case, diaries must be approached completely differently. When a diarist decided to make a manuscript
public, they may be tempted to rewrite or rearrange the manuscript years after the facts, therefore changing the
perspective for good. Some precautions when dealing with such diaries should be taken when studying History.
In America, some diaries such as Mary Chestnut’s were indeed modified years after being written. See for
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The writing generally reveals “raw” information, which is not generally re-read or
corrected by the diarist themselves, as it is the case for memoirs or autobiographies. Yet
Pierre-Jean Dufief warns readers that “diaries — written in secrecy toward a possible or distant
publication, can be the object of many manipulations ; writers work on them for posterity,
modifying and rewriting essential passages like incipits”'®*. Nevertheless, using diaries in
historical studies is informative of the way the diarist perceived events. This immediacy gives
the diary a particular quality: it reveals the thoughts and ideas of diarists a/most on the spot.
Yet as Béatrice Didier has argued, one cannot really speak of immediacy but rather of quasi-
immediacy, since the diarist has to remember the event — which took place some time ago —

before telling their diary what happened a few hours, days or months before'*’.

When one writes an autobiography or an article, the purpose is often political, since
the writer has an addressee in mind while penning their story. This is somewhat different
when a diarist leaves a journal and it is sometimes difficult to imagine the diarist’s purpose.
One has to wonder when perusing a dairy: Did the diarist wish or plan to be read one day, or
were these confidences supposed to remain secret?

Diary-keeping is often — although it is not always the case — a private, secret activity
which enable the diarist to pen intimate thoughts in a free space'. In this study, it seems that
the diarists often kept their diaries to themselves since they did not intend to publish their
journal. For instance, Charlotte Forten mostly kept her diary to herself and did not seem to
exert any sort of self-censorship since she did not intend to publish it'"’. Likewise, Ida Wells’s
“Memphis Diary” was also not meant to be read by others and was kept locked in a drawer.
As the biographer Linda O. McCurry wrote in 1998 in her biography of Ida B. Wells-Barnett

To Keep the Waters Troubled: “Wells may have done some self-censoring, but she clearly

instance C. Vann Woodward, ed., Mary Chestnut’s Civil War, (New Haven and London, Connecticut: Yake
University Press, 1981).

'8 Pierre-Jean Dufief, Les Ecritures de ’intime. La correspondance et le journal. Actes du colloque de Brest,
23-24-25 octobre 1997. (Paris : Honoré Champion, 2000), 9.

185 Beatrice Didier, Le Jjournal intime, (Paris : Presses Universitaires de France, 2002), 9.

"% 1 am referring to diaries left untouched after being written, not diaries such as Mary Chestnut’s that were
rewritten years later. The existence of the diary could be kept secret but it could also be disclosed to family
members. For instance, the white diarist Kate Stone read her Civil War journal to her offspring in the late
nineteenth century and Gertrude Thomas wrote in 1859 that she wished her grand-children to remember her. She
wrote: “For my girl or girls should I have others, these pages are penned”. Virginia Ingraham Burr, ed., The
Secret Eye, The Journal of Ella Gertrude Clanton Thomas, 1848-1889, (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1990), 167.

87 Yet, parts of her diary were disclosed during the war because the “abolitionist poet John Greenleaf Whittier, a
friend and supporter of Charlotte’s, published excerpts of her journal she had sent him that chronicled ‘Life on
the Sea Islands’ in the May and June 1864 issues of Atlantic Monthly.” Karen M. Davis, “Charlotte Lottie Forten
Grimké (1837-1914),” African-American Authors, 1745-1945: A Bio-Biographical Critical Sourcebook, ed.
Emmanuel S. Nelson, (Westport, Greenwood Press, 2000), 200.
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intended her diary to be a private place to express freely things she never would have

188 Tt seems that

discussed with others. She kept it locked in her writing desk and hid the key
the situation was similar for Mary Terrell. When she was in Paris, this curious, cultured
unmarried woman — who was then in her mid-twenties did not intend her diary to be read.

In addition, Béatrice Didier, a French scholar, argued that the notion of secrecy is not
scientifically exact since the diarist always writes for an imaginary reader. “Isn’t the reader

189 Another French scholar, Marc-Antoine Kaeser, has also

always here, after all?”, she asks
contended: “Putting one’s thoughts on paper implies the unconscious desire for a reader, even
a virtual one”'”’. Diarists indeed often write to themselves or to an imaginary friend. For
example, Mary Church used to call her diary “my friend” or “my poor diary” when she failed

! In that sense, the diary appears as close in nature to correspondence; the only

to write
difference being that the diary often implies an imaginary reader while the personal letter
targets a real reader. What is more, in some cases the activity of keeping a diary is not secret:
some diarists sometimes read their journal to family members or descendants as a source of
inspiration'*?.

Diaries often serve as a place of transformation, where it is possible to craft one’s self-
narrative. In Inscribing the Daily, Cynthia A. Huff and Suzanne L. Bunkers have examined
the function of a diary and argued that diarists used the journal as a means to “transform
themselves and their culture”'®. In the diary, language is constructed: the diary evokes “a
question of historical and textual self-construction through language”. They also showed that
“the “diary [a woman] keeps is often a testing ground for construction of identity and

narrativity. It is a subversive tool and an aid to cultural reinforcement.”'**. The reader of her

"8 Mc Curry, Linda O.. , 69. See the footnote 65 in which she cites the 4 July 1886: “I took my writing desk to
town to have it filed open & when I returned found my keys where I had hidden them over a week before”, 349-
350.

189 Beatrice Didier, Le journal intime, 8.

10 Marc-Antoine Kaeser, « La science vécue. Les potentialités de la biographie en histoire des sciences », Revue
d'Histoire des Sciences Humaines, 1/2003 (n° 8): 139-160.
URL:http://www.cairn.info/revue-histoire-des-sciences-humaines-2003-1-page-139.htm

DOI: 10.3917/rhsh.008.0139, 150.

" She called her diary “my friend” —“mon amie”, and “mon pauvre journal” — my “poor journal”. She seemed
to view it as a real person, apologizing to it when she failed to write in it.

"2 This is not the case in this study yet the existence of the diary could be kept secret but it could also be
disclosed to family members. For instance, the white diarist Kate Stone read her Civil War journal to her
offspring in the late nineteenth century. See Kate Stone, Brokenburn: The Journal of Kate Stone, 1861-1868.
John Anderson ed., (Baton Rouge, Louisana: Louisiana State University Press, 1972). Gertrude Thomas wrote in
1859 that she wished her grand-children to remember her: “For my girl or girls should I have others, these pages
are penned”. See Ella Gertrude Clanton Thomas, The Secret Eye: The Journal of Ella Gertrude Clanton Thomas,
1848-1889, 167.

'3 Cynthia Huff and Suzanne Bunkers, eds., Inscribing the Daily: Critical Essays on Women's Diaries.
(Ambherst: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1996), 8-9.

1% Cynthia Huff and Suzanne Bunkers, Inscribing the Daily, 17.
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youthful diary can sense the change operating within the young Mary Church. From the
unsure woman of 24, she grew into a more mature woman at the end of her trip in Germany in
1890

Diaries can also be places where diarists can express their personal and political
voices. The scholar Kimberly Harrison has pointed out that “[t]he personal spaces of women’s
diaries provided room for rhetorical rehearsals and allowed women to persuade themselves

196 For instance, in the

that they could and should take on the new roles thrust upon them.
1860s Charlotte Forten, and Mary Church or Ida Wells used their diaries as places of
rhetorical rehearsal in the 1880s. It is important to peruse the diaries of women who were
politically engaged in national struggles for African Americans between 1865 and 1920
because it is there that they developed their political voices and crafted their emerging
activism and feminism. Joanne Braxton has also demonstrated that the diary can serve
multiple purposes: in the case of Charlotte Forten, the diary was in turn “a private (and
therefore defensible) ‘territory’ of the mind and a retreat from the racism and sexism of the

59197

dominant culture” "', or “a testing ground for the development of a poetic identity [...] she

continues her use of the diary as a tool of personal restoration and self-healing”'*®.

I also used — although less widely — both personal and professional correspondence in
this study. Correspondence is a letter or series of letters written for a real addressee or
recipient. Contrary to diaries, letters imply the existence of a real reader. With this form of
personal writings, the text is no longer self-oriented, as it is in the case of the diary, but it is
addressed to an intended reader. As a result, correspondence appears as more authentic than
diaries'””.

Depending on the degree of intimacy between the two correspondents, the reader of
personal letters is often able to peruse intimate details of the writer’s life and thoughts.

Depending on the addressee — it can be a spouse or friend, daughter or sister, in-laws, relatives

15 When she wrote in German, her handwriting changed as well, as if the language in which she expressed

herself changed her personality. From an agreeable, loose and well-spaced handwriting, she wrote in a smaller,
denser manner in German.

1% «[TThe personal spaces of women’s diaries provided room for rhetorical rehearsals and allowed women to
persuade themselves that they could and should take on the new roles thrust upon them.”Kimberly Harrison,
“Rhetorical Rehearsals: The Construction of Ethos in Confederate Women’s Civil War Diaries,” Rhetoric
Review 22 / 3 (2003): 243-263.

7 Joanne Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography: A Tradition Within A Tradition, (Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 1989), 87.

%8 Joanne Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography 92.

"% Pierre-Jean Dufief, « Le colloque a donc souligné I’authenticité, la sincérité de la correspondance par rapport
au journal, car cette derniére est constamment confrontée a l’épreuve de la réalité avec la présence du
destinataire », 9 and 11. « Le journal et la correspondance se rejoignent souvent dans leur pratique du discours
et de la communication » , 10.
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or colleagues —, the authors of letters often allude to personal and private matters. In this
study, I used for instance the letters of two friends — Addie Brown and Rebecca Primus — to
document their relationship and the way they envisaged men and marriage in the mid-1860s.
In these letters, there was no censorship because as the editor of the letters explains, both
women were “not concerned with publication or with a white audience. As such, their letters
provide a rare glimpse into the day-to-day activities of two ordinary black women.”**’. Both
diaries and letters — when they are not censored — offer insights into women’s intimate lives.
Professional letters offer other types of information: they may reveal the way strategies were
adopted within an association or the divergences of opinion over certain matters — as in the
case of the National Association of Colored Women (NACW) in this present study.
Correspondence may belong both to the writing of the instant (if the letter is written
immediately after the facts described or not long after them, as in the case of the diary), but it
may also belong to a posteriori writings if the message is written months or years or even
decades after the facts, for instance when the writer shares memories of facts which occurred
decades before with his addressee. Yet generally the lapse of time between events and the
moment of writing is often short. A person indeed generally writes to a friend, relative or

acquaintance, in order to provide news or share one’s thoughts over recent developments.

Letters and diaries present similarities. As Pierre-Jean Dufief indicates, “a network of
resemblances and continuities [...] is forged between letters and diaries” since some diaries

can take the form of a letter written to oneself*"!

. As seen before, diaries may be less authentic
because the diarist can decide to edit their document, erase words or more or less long
passages of their diary a long time after writing it. On the contrary, the author of a letter
generally cannot make changes to the letter or destroy it — except perhaps when they have
access to the addressee’s place — in the case of a sibling or a spouse. In this work, I also
occasionally relied on the extracts of interviews of the descendants of some women in this
study, as in the case of Dorothy Sterling’s interview of Alfreda Barnett Duster made in
1976°”.

While diaries and letters offer unique insights into the thoughts of women almost on

the moment, other forms of “a posteriori writings” such as memoirs, autobiographies and

200 parah Jasmine Griffin, ed., Beloved Sisters and Loving Friends, 4. Griffin adds: “The Brown-Primus
correspondence provides material needed for moving beyond both the silence in the historical record and black
women’s self-imposed silence about their inner lives”.

! Pierre-Jean Dufief, Les Ecritures de I'intime. La correspondance et le journal. Actes du colloque de Brest,
23-24-25 octobre 1997. (Paris : Honoré Champion, 2000), 9.

92 See the “Afterword” in Memphis Diary, 193-199.
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reminiscences, which are often carefully crafted narratives — offer alternative information on

women'’s lives.

“A Posteriori Writing”: Memoirs, Autobiographies and Reminiscences: Definitions and
Differences

I also relied on memoirs, reminiscences and autobiographies — which sometimes
partly belonged to the genre of the slave narrative, as in the case of Kate Drumgoold. These
constitute what the French literary scholar Jean-Philippe Miraux has termed “I’écriture a
posteriori” — a posteriori wrz’z‘ing.zo3

It 1s necessary to explain — albeit briefly — the differences between autobiographies,
memoirs and reminiscences. According to Philippe Lejeune, a French specialist of the genre,
an autobiography is, “a retrospective in prose which a real person makes of his or her own
existence, when he or she places the emphasis on his or her individual life, in particular on the

history of his or her personality.”***

This literary genre is widely studied in both literary
studies and History*®”.

The term memoir comes from the French word “mémoire” (“memory”’) and according
to the Oxford English Dictionary, the first definition is: “a historical account or biography
written from personal knowledge”. The second definition is: “An account written by a public
figure of their life and experiences”. While memoirs place the emphasis on historical events,
external to the person, autobiographies and reminiscences reveal elements of the writer’s
private life and are centered on the self. As Jennifer Wallach asserts, memoirs are historically
valuable because they lay “at the crossroads of memory and history”. Moreover, Wallach
explains that writing one’s memoir has to do with what “is a lifeless representation of what is
no longer [...] a memoir does not remain in the domain of memory for long. After it is written
down, it becomes fixed, a set interpretation, somewhat akin to historiography. When
memoirists write their life story, they are, in a sense, transforming living memories into a
fixed history”. Memoir writings, like history, like memory itself, is partially “reconstruction of
lived movements, but is invariably a construction too™*%.

Two of the main sources — Ida B. Wells’s Crusade for Justice and Mary Church
Terrell’s A Colored Woman in a White World — are both memoirs. Although the title Crusade

293 Jean-Philippe Miraux, L Autobiographie: écriture de soi et sincérité, (Paris, Armand Colin, 2009).

2% Philippe Lejeune, Le pacte autobiographique, (Paris : Seuil, 1975), 14. Women’s autobiography is a complex
text as well because it can, according to Estelle Jelinek, often be ‘“characterized by irregularity, discontinuity,
and fragmentation rather than a coherent shaping of life events”, Huff and Bunkers, /nscribing the Daily, 7.

2% http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/autobiography.

2% Jennifer Jensen Wallach, ‘Closer to the Truth than any Fact’: Memoir, Memory, and Jim Crow, (Athens,
Georgia: University of Georgia Press, 2008), 32.
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for Justice: The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells — chosen by her daughter Alfreda Duster in
1970 — suggests that this is an autobiography, the scholar Joanne Braxton argues that Crusade
for Justice is in fact a memoir which constitutes “part of the ‘lost ground’ of Afro-American

literary tradition*"’

and which does much to “establish continuity within black female
autobiographical tradition™*". This memoir also borrows “from the confessional mode of
autobiography to allow Wells the latitude to discuss her experience of marriage and family as
it influenced her work and public life”. Braxton indeed thought that “the confessional aspect
is more fully developed in Crusade than in most historical memoirs” and Braxton concluded

that

Wells’s autobiographical consciousness alternates between the confession and the historical memoir,
allowing the autobiographer the necessary latitude to discuss both her public and her private duty.
This Wells required in order to demonstrate her development, not only as a political activist, but as a
wife and mother. [...] In this way, Crusade for Justice, Wells’s historical memoir, looks forward to
the modern political autobiographies of Ann Moody, Shirley Chisolm, and Angela Davis™*”.

It is also built as a scientific work, since Wells used correspondence, newspaper clippings and
figures to support her claims or illustrate her statements. Joanne Braxton has shown that in
Crusade for Justice Wells adopted a “documentary mode”, in the form of a “linear narrative,
which is heavily influenced by journalism and reportage, and authenticated by quotes from
newspapers, letters, and other verifiable, external records”, as if she wanted to make sure her
reader could verify the verity or authenticity of her account. Wells was also careful about the
chronology of events — this was not the case for all women in this study —, Braxton called it
her “brooding historical consciousness™*'’. Similarly, Mary Church Terrell’s life writing is
more a memoir than an autobiography. Terrell relied on her diaries, newspaper articles,
speeches, personal documents and memory to pen her life story. By using this method, Terrell
depicted events with numerous details. Braxton believed that Terrell’s 4 Colored Woman in a
White World was ““a formidable historical and personal memoir closely related to the Ida B.
Wells type” which nevertheless differed from Ida Wells’s memoir because the author

“demonstrate[ed] a broader cultural sensibility and a wider range of knowledge™*'".

27 Joanne Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography, 103.

2% j e. the slave narrative, Joanne Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography, 104.

299 Joanne Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography, 138.

219 Joanne Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography, 110. Terrell used the same techniques as well in her
writings, sometimes publishing letters she received or sent on a particular question, sometimes to justify her acts.
See for instance The Unpublished Papers of Mary Church Terrell, (Alexandria, Virginia: Alexander Street Press,
2004).

' Joanne Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography, 140. Terrell published 4 Colored Woman in a White
World in 1940 at the age of 77 and lived fourteen years after penning her autobiography. The title of her
autobiography suggests an emphasis on her sense of isolation in the country and world she lived in, and the sense
of uniqueness she felt as a woman of the educated African American elite. What “world” did she mean? She
obviously not only had her nation in mind but also the Western world. Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman
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A reminiscence is defined in the Oxford Dictionary as a “story told about a past event
remembered by the narrator. It is also a collection in literary form of incidents that someone
remembers.” The word comes the late Latin reminiscentia, from Latin reminisci

“remember’?'?

. Many authors of the writings used in this study thought that their works were
reminiscences or autobiographies rather than memoirs, perhaps because they humbly believed
that they were the sum of their memories of a given period and in this way did not constitute
real historical memoirs. Several women — Elizabeth Johnson Harris, Frances Jackson Coppin
or Susie King Taylor — entitled their life writings “reminiscence” or simply “life story” yet
these were in fact memoirs. For instance, Frances Coppin entitled her piece Reminiscences of
School Life and Hints of Teaching, but it is a hybrid form. In the first part, she focused on her
personal life experience, and in a second part, she dwelt on teaching methods. Susie Taylor
also entitled her autobiographical piece Reminiscences of my Life in Camp with the 33"
United States Colored Troops Late I*' S.C. Volunteers, which is in fact a memoir®". Elizabeth
Johnson Harris evoked her childhood with her family, her courtship, marriage and her role as

a mother as well as her children’s achievements and evoked few historical events in Life

Story214.

Furthermore, “a posteriori writings” provide a distinct look upon History and historical
events because personal thoughts are evoked differently than if they had been written on the
moment. Compared to the diary, in the case of autobiographical writings, a longer period of
time usually goes by between the events and their recounting. This difference is important
because it influences the content and the style of the writing — notes written a posteriori being
informed by the passage of time*'>. As a result, since authors may have experienced social
and political transformations, their style may be altered: they can be more or less nostalgic,

angry, happy or disappointed since the act of remembering events may rekindle happy or

in a White World. (London: G.K. & Co, 1996). First published 1940. Moreover, as her biographer indicates, the
book was originally entitled A Mighty Rocky Road. See Beverly Washington Jones, Quest for Equality: The Life
and Writings of Mary Eliza Church Terrell, 1863-1954. (Brooklyn, New York: Carlson Publishing Inc., 1990),

62.
212 http.//www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/reminiscence?q=reminiscences#reminiscence__8,

3 Susie King Taylor, Reminiscences of My Life in Camp With the 33d United States Colored Troops Late Ist S.
C. Volunteers. (Boston: The author, 1902). See: http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/taylorsu/menu.html. See also Susie
King Taylor, Reminiscences of My Life in Camp: An African American Woman'’s Civil the War Memoir, first
published 1906 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2006).

214 Elizabeth Johnson Harris, Life Story, 1867-1923. Special Collections Library at Duke University. Elizabeth
Johnson  Harris  wrote  her life story  in 1923, at the age of 56. See
http://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/scriptorium/harris/.

1 The writer may have changed over time and these changes may alter his or her style: he or she can experience
a wide array of feelings: she may feel more or less nostalgic, angry, happy or disappointed.
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traumatic experience.”’'®. As a result, the time gap between the events described and the
moment when these women penned their life story is important to consider since this
obviously plays a part in the way they wrote their stories.

What is more, autobiographical writings are not reliable sources to chronicle historical
facts since they are not devoid of mistakes or oversights. An autobiographer may have a
faulty memory, time may have altered the way they envisaged the difficulties met or may in
some cases deliberately choose to present erroneous facts. For instance, Elizabeth Johnson
Harris apologized in her introduction to Life Story, saying that she wrote this piece from
memory and may have forgotten some elements or may have committed some mistakes in her
account®'’. Some writers adopted strategies to fight against memory impairment. For
example, Mary Church Terrell wrote her autobiography from “one of her diaries” to write a
reliable account, using documents — her diaries and newspaper clippings — to remember
moments she may otherwise have forgotten to mention®'®. Ida Wells proceeded similarly,
using articles and newspaper clippings to justify her statements. Despite these flaws and the
fact that they may offer an incomplete picture of the author’s life, autobiographical writings
are interesting for historians because they present the author’s views of events. In fact, these
sources provide information on how the writer views events that occurred years or decades
carlier”"”.

The nature of these women’s autobiographical writings may also be very different
depending on the context of publication and the time which elapsed between the facts and the
time of publication. For instance, Fannie Barrier Williams wrote an autobiography of a
different nature from those of Church Terrell or Wells-Barnett: Williams wrote a six page-

long life story whereas Wells and Terrell wrote memoirs of more than 300 pages.

216 This is the case for instance of Susie King Taylor who recounted her son’s demise in Louisiana and the
difficulties she met to secure a berth to bring her son’s body back home with her. See Reminiscences of My Life
in Camp. In the case of the WPA interviews conducted during the Great Depression among former slaves, the
context of the interviews surely influenced their contents. Some former slaves evoked slavery with nostalgia
because they remembered having enough to eat when living on their former masters’ plantation, precisely
because they were now experiencing hunger and poverty due to the major economic crisis of the 1930s. Not all
of them did, though, and it is likely that they would not have given such interviews in the late 1860s or in the
1890s.

27 She indicated that one day, she may decide to re-write her story in order to rectify these errors or follow a
proper order: “Please forgive the errors that my be found in these work from an unfinished scholar. Many of the
contents in part second should have been included in part first. But as all could not be remembered in one or the
same time, I would write as such, came in my mind or memory. A few articles in print included are clippings
from papers and magazines. Those in the signature E.J.H. are all my own work. I may rewrite this in more proper
form at some convenient time.”. http:/library.duke.edu/rubenstein/scriptorium/harris/section-01/harris01.html.
*!% See the introduction written by Nellie Y. McKay, Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman in a White World,
XV.

*!% This can be constrated with the diarist of autobiographer’s articles written during the period.
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The context for writing was very different for Williams, Wells and Terrell. Contrary to
Williams — who wrote her autobiography in the /ndependent in 1904 in her late forties (at the
age of 49) when she was an active clubwoman during the woman’s era, Ida Wells and Mary
Terrell wrote their memoirs in old age, at the twilight of their lives — one might say — having
had the opportunity to reflect on the events depicted and society in general and being surely
influenced by the recent developments in society as they penned their stories®*’. Wells-Barnett
was 66 years old when she began writing her autobiography in 1928-1929, Mary Terrell was
in her seventies in the late 1930s. Consequently, using writings of the instant and a posteriori
writings demands careful treatment.

There are major differences between diaries and autobiographical writings even if they
are written by the same historical actor because the stance of the writer is obviously different,
influenced by the passage of time. It is important to indicate that in this study Mary Terrell
and Ida Wells are the only two women in this study who left both diaries and autobiographies.
Ida B. Wells wrote her diary in 1886-1887 at the age of 24 and 25 and penned her
autobiography in 1928 at the age of 66; her stance is therefore completely different in each
document. The same is true for Mary Terrell who was aged 25 during her European trip and
was in her sixties when she penned A4 Colored Woman in a White World**'. This change in
time must always be taken into account when studying such sources. The study of their
writings shows that the purpose of these two women was obviously very different when they
put their thoughts on paper in a diary, building a space for themselves and their rhetoric, from
when they penned life narratives — telling readers about their life experiences and narrating
historical events from their viewpoints and building their self-image for posterity.

Moreover, the difference in nature between an autobiography and a diary induces a
difference of treatment by the historian. The fact that the autobiography is written for an
audience and intends to be a public document influences the writing. This is visible in the
writings of women who left both diaries and autobiographies — Wells and Terrell. Terrell’s
1889-1890, 1905 and 1908 diaries were not written in the same manner as was her
autobiography — the tone differs quite dramatically. This is particularly true when Terrell

discusses political subjects such as racial or gender discrimination. It may be said that there is

220 Eor example, Jim Crow laws, disenfranshisement in the South and the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment.

221 As her biographer, Beverly Washington Jones, has explained, Mary Terrell was 64 when she began writing
her manuscript. She “wrote and rewrote for almost ten years, finally completing the book in 1938”. Beverly
Washington Jones, Quest for Equality: The Life and Writings of Mary Eliza Church Terrell, 1863-1954, 62. She
was able to complete her manuscript and have it published in 1940, at the age of 77, living to see the passage of
the Supreme Court case Civil Rights Act of July 1954 and died in the summer of 1954 at the age of 91, at the
dawn of the Civil Rights movement.
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more emotional depth and perhaps more authenticity in diaries. As some critics have
underscored: “While Terrell intended the book to be a forthright account of the prejudice she
had experienced, the autobiography described events in polite terms and was less critical of
American society than she perhaps intended. In contrast, her diaries reveal a more emotional
response to the treatment she had endured.”***

Lastly, these “a posteriori writings” also show twentieth century readers how the
author would like to be remembered. Jennifer Wallach, a historian and specialist of memoirs
has said that the main richness of autobiographical writings rests upon the fact that it enables
the historian to learn “a great deal about the way an individual perceived him or herself and
his or her times — if the witness’s misrepresentation is honest — or about how the individual
would like to be remembered”*>.

Why did these women — who often were teachers, clubwomen and activists — become
writers? What pushed them to pen their life stories? These women often had both personal
and political reasons to pen their life writings. In many cases, it resulted from a wish to leave
a trace of and explain their actions as clubwomen, activists and American women who had
experienced racial and gendered discrimination.

Numerous scholars have proven that American women of African descent felt the need
to either pen or speak about their stories, sometimes in search of a self-definition. For
instance, in Inventing Black Women: African American Women Poets and Self-representation.
1877-2000, Ajuan Maria Mance underscored women writers or poets’ need for self-definition.
Likewise, in Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of
Empowerment, Patricia Collins, a sociologist and feminist, also emphasized the need for
oppressed minority women to pen their stories in order to define their self-identities***. The
act of defining themselves on paper was political in itself. This self-definition illuminates the
crusades women of African descent have fought since the birth of America. Writing diaries or
letters or autobiographies helped these women explore their inner selves and shape their
personal and collective image®”. As Collins argues, “black women have also stressed the
importance of self-definition as part of the journey from victimization to a free mind in their

blues™*°. Collins claims that crafting self-definition was a vital, “essential part of [women’s]

22 “Mary Church Terrell." Encyclopedia of World Biography. 2004. Encyclopedia.com.
http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G2-3404708316.html.

223 Jennifer Wallach, Closer to the Truth, 31.

4 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment,
Perspectives on Gender, Volume 2, (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1990).

3 There was a double purpose.

226 patricia Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 104.
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survival”*?’. For her, this self-definition was empowering: finding a voice was important to
fight racism and protect the image of black womanhood.

Autobiographical writings are places of self-liberation and free speech. It is not “just
[...] a literary form but [...] something of a literary ‘venue’, a site of negotiation among the
principal agents — memory, unfolding identity, and the demands of inscribed narrative, that is,
sequence, causality, and coherence. As such sites, writers persevere, struggling to compose
texts that mirror their own lives™**.

Then, it is also a place which enables the author to express the multiplicity of their
identities, all the aspects which compose their identities — gender, race, region or class.
“Autobiography is the genre most at war with itself” because “it may be the genre most

22 1t is interesting to

expressive of the multiplicity of selves that complicate human identity
study such texts in the case of African American women because they often spoke about the
different facets of their identity.

Moreover, in the nineteenth century, women of color in America had to — and
probably still have to today — deal with their dual racial identity. In the twentieth century,
Patricia Collins highlighted the fact that women of color possessed a dual culture and thus, a
dual self-identity. Collins believes that being ““watched” by society — as a minority —
generates a dual consciousness in women of African descent, one in which they became
familiar with the language and manners of the oppressor, sometimes adopting them for some
illusion or protection, while hiding a self-defined standpoint from the prying eyes of dominant
groups [...] We’ve always had to live two lives — one for them and one for ourselves” **°. This
dichotomized vision of the self was already present in African American women’s life
writings between 1865 and 1920, a period of significant change for African Americans. This
suggests that black women leaders’ self-definition was influenced by an intended readership —
which I must consider throughout my research. A black woman may present her message in
diverse ways, depending on whether she spoke to a black or white, working-class or middle-
class audience.

In other cases, the authors did not participate in the publication process themselves:
their stories were published thanks to the help of family members. For example, Alfreda

Duster and Karen Fields helped family members publish life writings: Mamie Garvin Fields’

7 Ibid.

228 Composing Selves, 294.

** Ibid.

2 Patricia Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 91. This is reminiscent of W.E.B. Du Bois’s concept of “two-ness
of being both American and Negro”, as Du Bois terms it in The Souls of Black Folk. Du Bois, The Souls of Black
Folk, 3.
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Lemon Swamp and Ida B. Wells’s Crusade for Justice. These women wished to publish their
kin’s narratives to preserve the memory and history of African Americans. Mamie Fields
passed on her passion for history to her descendants, and this is probably the reason why her
granddaughter completed and published her story years later. “An appreciation of history that
is at one a large uncomplicated and complex runs through my grandmother’s doings, as well
as through the way she recounts events”*'. Karen Fields explains that Mamie Fields and she

had different ways of apprehending memory and history.

The difference between my abstract South and my grandmother’s South as lived often triggered
passionate discussion. It also exposed different uses of remembering. Looking back with my
grandmother, I was trying to relegate childhood shocks about Dixie to their proper place. Looking back
with me, my grandmother was determined to pass on a heritage. I focused on the past, therefore; she
upon the future. But she focused upon the future in a special way that comes naturally to a

Charlestonian, the native of a city which weathers its daughters and sons in an atmosphere of continual

remembering™”.

In the case of Wells’s Crusade for Justice, the publication process was an uneasy one. After
penning her account in the late 1920s, Ida B. Wells unfortunately did not have time to
complete her manuscript — her last sentence remains incomplete™”. After the death of her
mother, Alfreda Duster rapidly started looking for a publisher but soon met difficulties. As
Braxton explains, the “cycle of rejection started shorty after her mother’s death and went on

for about thirty-five years™**

. It indeed took many years for Alfreda Barnett Duster to finally
be able to publish her mother’s account. Duster did everything in her power to publish it in
order for her mother to gain national and international recognition. About the publication
process, Duster wrote: “My role was a determination to see that this book was published. 1
knew it was a valuable story — one that should be published by a press which had nation-wide
and even international distribution facilities, and I would not settle for less. So I just kept
seeking and sending, and when the manuscript was returned, I just kept looking for another
publisher”**. As a result, Ida B. Wells’s Crusade for justice is “a family and community

document as well as a celebration of an individual triumph”**°.

! Mamie Garvin Fields and Karen Fields, Lemon Swamp and Other Places: A Carolina Memoir, (New York

and London: The Free Press, 1983), xxii.

22 Mamie Fields, Lemon Swamp, xX.

33 She became ill very soon after penning the last sentences and died shorty after in 1931. As a result, a long
period of time elapsed between the time the document was written and its publication. The family had the
documents in its possession.

34 Joanne Braxton, 106. See also Crusade, xxxi. Introduction by Alfreda M. Duster.“The few papers and diaries
and the autobiography on which [Ida B. Wells-Barnett] had been working have remained in the possession of her
family since her death”.

> Alfreda M. Duster, letter to Joanne M. Braxton, 30 January 1983. As cited in Braxton, Black Women Writing
Autobiography, 106. Duster added “I knew it had significance”.

3¢ Joanne Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography, 106.
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Alfreda Duster not only managed to find a publisher: she also edited the
autobiography, accomplishing an extremely demanding job of fact-checking, reading and
editing with John Hope Franklin. Franklin said about Duster: “Duster... has accurately
perceived her role as an understating and sympathetic editor, scrupulously avoiding the
pitfalls of filial subjectivity”*’. The autobiography was finally published in 1970, thirty-nine
years after the death of Ida B. Wells and 108 years after her birth. Since Ida Wells had not had
time to give a title to her pages, the choice of the title Crusade for Justice: The Autobiography
of Ida B. Wells was made by her daughter Alfreda Duster. She chose a title which chronicled
her mother’s fights and evoked a holy struggle. As Braxton has showed: “Crusade for Justice
signals the central concerns of the text; it also suggests a holy war, a figure of thought that
runs throughout Wells’ narrative. The subtitle, The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells, indicates
the intention to minimize the autobiographer’s personal life in order to portray her
participation in a vast historical drama; Crusade for Justice is clearly presented as the story
not only of Ida B. Wells but also of her times™**®.

Other women wrote their autobiography to keep up with a family tradition of “keeping
a family record”. This was the case of Maritcha Remond Lyons, who penned Memories of
Yesterday: All of Which I Saw and Part of Which I Was and entrusted her “literary nephew”
with continuing her life story. Her purpose was to honor her predecessors, to make “a
permanent tribute to the noble men and women of our contigent who bore unflinchingly, toil,

discomfort [...] never swerving from the path of duty”**.

The publication of these women’s life stories was very often a political gesture. They
used the space of these publications to express their activism on a variety of questions — racial
and gender-related questions.

Famous feminists generally used their life writings to express and diffuse their
thoughts about womanhood while lesser-known women published autobiographical pieces in
university newspapers to testify about their lives and actions and communicate their ideas

240
about womanhood

. Leaders such as Anna Cooper or Mary Terrell wished to speak for the
oppressed and the voiceless, especially women; this is evident in Cooper’s A Voice from The

South. In “Our raison d’étre”, written in 1892, Cooper explained that she published A4 Voice

27 Ibid. “For three years after the book was accepted, she worked under the supervision of the historian John
Hope Franklin” and did “scrupulous editing”, 106.

% Joanne Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography, 107.

% Maritcha Remond Lyons, Memories of Yesterdays: All of Which I Saw and Part of Which I Was, An
Autobiography, Introduction, Williamson Papers, Schomburg Center, NYPL, New York City.

0 In the Howard University Journal or the Spelman Messenger for instance.
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from the South to put an end to the silence surrounding black women, and finally give them a

voice. For Cooper, the “sadly expectant Black Woman” was indeed “mute and voiceless™:

The colored man’s inheritance and apportionment is still the somber crux, the perplexing cul de sac of
the nation, — the dumb skeleton in the closet provoking ceaseless harangues, indeed, but little
understood and seldom consulted. [...] One important witness has not yet been heard from. The
summing up of the evidence deposed, and the charge to the jury has been made — but no word from the
Black Woman™?*'. “The ‘other side’ has not been represented by one who ‘lives there’. And not many
can more sensibly realize and more accurately tell the weight and the fret of the ‘long dull pain’ in the
open-eyed but hitherto voiceless Black Woman of America”*.

In 1892, when she decided to break that silence, Cooper was a pioneer indeed, being
among the first women to voice the cause of black women. Fannie Barrier Williams had
gotten married five years earlier — in 1887 — and had settled in Chicago and was starting her
fight for black women’s rights. Ida Wells had not yet left the South and was about to begin
her crusade against lynching — the lynching of Thomas Moss occurred the same year’* —,
Mary Church Terrell, back from Europe, had recently wedded Robert Terrell — in 1891 — and
was living in Washington D.C.. Cooper not only believed that as women, they “assume[d] to
be leaders of thought and guardians of society. Our country’s manners and morals are under
our tutoring”***, but she also maintained that black men could not speak for black women.
Black women themselves had to raise their voices because they were unique and no group

could explain their situation better than themselves.

Their voice is in consequence not always temperate and calm, and at the same time radically corrective
and sanitary. At any rate, as our Caucasian barristers are not to blame if they cannot quite put

themselves in the dark man’s place, neither should the dark man be wholly expected fully and

adequately to reproduce the exact Voice of the Black Woman®*.

Cooper wrote to solve the American racial problem. On 17 September 1892, she hoped: “If
these broken utterances can in any way help to a clearer vision and a truer pulse-beat in
studying our Nation’s Problem, this Voice by a Black Woman of the South will not have been
raised in Vain”246,

Many women wished to have space to speak one’s mind freely, to demonstrate their
agency and assert their power through words. This was the case for most women of this study.
For example, Fannie Williams — who published during the heart of race riots and the woman’s

era in 1904**", aimed at drawing the attention of the editor and readers of the Independent to

21 Anna Julia Cooper, ed. Charles Lemert, The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper, 51.
2 Anna Julia Cooper, “Our Raison d’Etre”, in The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper, 51-52, written on 17 September
1892 at Tawawa Chimney Corner, in The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper, 51.
3 Wells published her first study upon lynching in 1892. Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases. See
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/14975/14975-h/14975-h.htm.
*** Anna Julia Cooper, “Woman vs. the Indian”, The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper, 90.
ziz Anna Julia Cooper, “Our Raison d’Etre”, 1892, in The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper, 52.
Ibid.
71904 was a year of popular unrest: a riot occurred in Springfield, Ohio, that year.
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the existence of educated black women in the northern States®*®. Her short autobiography —
written in the form of an article — indeed came as a response to a previous publication which
had presented the voices of black and white women from the North and the South®*’. Up to
that point, the only testimony about northern womanhood in the newspaper had come from a
white woman of the North®’. Williams also aimed at arousing interest and sympathy for the
black woman and encouraging women of African descent to act for the community, as she
was doing herself — by helping young women migrants recently arrived in Illinois with the
Frederick Douglass Center.

Moreover, many women wished to raise their voices against racial injustice in the
United States. Many wrote autobiographies to leave a testimony of a period. For instance, in
1904 Fannie Williams wished to draw white Americans’ attention to racial injustice and to
change whites’ perceptions about African Americans. Like Anna Cooper years before,
Williams hoped African Americans would soon be granted their rights. In 1912, one nurse
wrote to denounce racism and the dire economic situations blacks suffered from in the post-

war United States®'

. This was also the case for Kate Drumgoold — who published her
autobiography in 1898, at the heart of the Jim Crow era when black men were being
disenfranchised and Susie King Taylor — who published her reminiscences in 1906 at the
height of racial strife — 1906 was the year of the Atlanta race riot — and deplored the lack of
patriotism and the inertia of younger African Americans. Mary Terrell and Ida Wells, who
both published their autobiographies at the twilight of their lives, used their memoirs to
denounce the continuation of lynching, segregation and racism in the country.

Black women writers also often intended to leave a legacy of activism. For example,

being a famous figure of the anti-lynching struggle in the late 1920s, Ida Wells-Barnett

wished to inspire other members of the community and to pass on her knowledge to younger

*® Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro's Autobiography”, the Independent, July 1904.

* Four articles were published to present the difficult existing race relations and the difficulties met by
Americans of color in the early 1900s. The editor of the /ndependent indicated that this article “discusse[d] a
phase of the Negro problem not touched upon by the three anonymous women, and often generally overlooked
by the American people. This article therefore supplement[ed] the others, and the four taken together picture the
negro problem from the feminine standpoint in the most genuine and realistic manner shown in any articles we
ha[d] seen in print”. See page 91. As the editor of the newspaper indicated, the voice of the woman of color of
the North had been silenced thus far. Williams’s testimony broke that silence.

20 See “Observations on the Southern Race Feeling by a Northern Woman”, the Independent, 56. 17 March
1904: 594-599. As for the South, two — black and white — southern women had published articles. These articles
were written shortly after the race riots going on in Ohio in March 1904. The names of the authors were kept
secret because of the late events. “The Race Problem: An Autobiography by a Southern Colored Woman” , the
Independent, 56. 17 March 1904: 586- 589. “Experiences of the Race Problem by a Southern white woman”, the
Independent: 590- 594.

> A Negro Nurse, “More Slavery At the South”, New York: the Independent. 25 January 1912. From the
Independent. New York: published for the proprietors, 1848-1921. v. 72, Jan. 25, 1912: 196-200.
http://docsouth.unc.edu/fpn/negnurse/negnurse.html.
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ones: “It is therefore for the young who have so little of our history recorded that I am for the
first time in my life writing about myself”, she wrote. She also felt compelled, “constrained”
to do so to offset the lack of “authentic race history of Reconstruction times written by a
Negro himself?. Her goal was two-fold: she wished to leave a legacy for African
Americans and to voice her life story to enhance her image in the United States. As Braxton
argues, Wells was writing to “set the record straight” about her, because she had been widely
attacked in the white press®>. Writing her autobiography was obviously political in the late
1920s, a period of profound instability in the United States. Ida B. Wells penned her life story
to fight first against racism, and then against sexism. Braxton has argued that “race, not sex,
served Wells’s point of departure, for she knew that black women were oppressed primarily

»23% “Racial oppression, not

because they were black and not because they were women
sexism, was the primary issue” for Wells*>. Joanne Braxton contended that Wells positioned
herself, not as a “wise and paternal elder, some ‘articulate hero’ but as a “protector of black
manhood and a nurturer and defender of black womanhood” in her memoir”°. On the
contrary, Terrell wrote her life story having race but also gender-related questions in mind
when she wrote 4 Colored Woman in a White World in 1938 -1939 — this is visible in the
choice of the title. The title indeed places less emphasis on activism and struggle for racial
justice and more emphasis on gender than Wells-Barnett’s memoir. What is more, as Peebles-
Wilkins and Aracelis Francis have said about Terrell’s account, compared to Wells-Barnett’s
work, Terrell used a feminine style to narrate her life: “Her personal presentation was more

37 Nevertheless, Mary Church Terrell had a political

characteristic of the ‘feminine’ style
goal in mind when writing her life story. She was one of the most famous black woman
activists of the United States — and remains so today — probably thanks to her role as the first
President of the NACW from 1896 to 1900 but also to her numerous publications and
unwavering activism in favor of desegregation in Washington D.C. in the 1950s>%,

Region also informs such documents quite strongly. Southern women often had two
sets of goals when writing: denouncing racial oppression and women’s oppression by men. In

Composing Selves : Southern Women and Autobiography, Prenshaw writes that in their

22 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 3-4, as cited in Joanne Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography, 109.

233 Joanne Braxton, 111. “Wells attempts to compensate for a public image frequently maligned in the white
press. Like the fugitive slaves, Wells feels compelled to tell her story from her own point of view”, 110.

2% Joanne Braxton, 120.

> Ibid., 122.

** Ibid., 104.

*7 Wilma Peebles-Wilkins and E. Aracelis Francis, “Two Outstanding Black Women in Social Welfare History:
Mary Church Terrell and Ida B. Wells-Barnett”, Affilia. Vol 5, No. 4, Winter 1990: 87-100, 98.

¥ See the 1953 Supreme Court Case District of Columbia v. John Thompson. Terrell played a major role in the
desegregation of Washington D.C..
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writings, southern women — regardless of color — were “motivated by a moral purpose — and
thereby justified by a higher calling than self-revelation — writers like Anna Julia Cooper,
Belle Kearney, and, later, Katharine DuPre Lumpkin and Lillian Smith draw upon life
experience to bear witness to the white South’s oppression of African Americans and,

especially in Kearney’s narrative, to oppose the patriarchal subjection of women™**’.

Because they were famous or had achieved relative fame as lecturers, several women used
the opportunity of writing an autobiography to tell their truth about their themselves, their
ideas, deeds, lives, black womanhood and the community. For example, Mary Terrell starts
her autobiography in her introduction by stating: “In relating the story of my life 1 shall
simply tell the truth and nothing but the truth — but not the whole truth, for that would be
impossible.”, as if she was swearing on the Bible before a judicial hearing.”®’. Like all other
diarists or memoirists or autobiographers, Terrell was telling her truth about America of the
1860s to the late 1930s and these truths constitute a fragment of a larger historical,
multifaceted truth — which constitute History®®'. Terrell claimed in her introduction that she
had pledged to represent facts fairly: “I have been obliged to refer to incidents which have
wounded my feelings, crushed my pride and saddened my heart. I have touched upon this
phase of my life as lightly as I could without misrepresenting the facts.” Above all, she did
not want her readers to think that she was complaining in her life-writing?®>. By writing about
their personal lives, these women defended the reputation of all black women in America, at a

time when black womanhood was heavily attacked.

29 Peggy Whitman Prenshaw, Composing Selves. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University, 2011), 292.
Prenshaw identifies a typical slave narrative: “African American writers such as Harriet Jacobs focus more
directly upon the protagonist-self, her struggles and emotions, for she is the embodied victim of racial
oppression, as well as the emancipated victor who outwits and escapes slavery”, 292.

20 Mary Terrell, 4 Colored Woman in a White World, Introduction.

261 Aware that telling facts about racial relations in 1940 — the time of publication — could lead some readers to
view her as a “bitter” woman, she wished to make it plain that her account was in fact factual: “And even if I
tried to tell the whole truth few people would believe me. I am well aware that truth will be interpreted by some
to mean bitterness. But [ am not bitter.”.

262 Mary Church Terrell, A Colored Woman, Introduction, “I do not want to be accused of “whining”, she says.
Mary Church Terrell did not wish to declare war on white Americans with this publication in 1940: “I do not
want to wage a holy war or any other kind of war upon a group which is strong and powerful enough to
circumscribe my activities and prevent me from entering fields in which I should like to work. I wish to insist
upon this with all the emphasis which I can command. No colored woman clothed in her right mind who has had
as many genuine friends in the dominant race as I have had and who has been given by them as many
opportunities to render the service which I have tried to give could be bitter toward the whole group”. She
decidedly posed herself as a bridge between black and white Americans in 1940, simply giving a factual
description of her life. Terrell did not want her descriptions to be considered as controversial or as an attack
against whites.
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To conclude, these women penned their life writings of various nature for diverse reasons.
In their diaries, they at times sought a comforting imaginary friend to whom they could
confide their secrets or intimate thoughts, or used their journals as places of rehearsals of their
free speech. They envisaged their memoirs or autobiographies as places where they could set
the record straight about themselves but above all about all black women. Studied together,
such sources reveal the thoughts and ideas of women at different moments of their lives and

are informative of the way their personalities were built.

According to Jennifer Wallach, it is simply impossible to write, to understand, or to
experience from an “objective” standpoint. Rather, history is experienced, recorded, and

understood subjectively”263

. History is inherently subjective: “Objectivity is something
historians strive to attain, all the time knowing that it is impossible to attain”***. The author of
the introduction to Mamie Garvin Fields’s autobiography Karen Fields accounts for the
subjectivity of an account: Lemon Swamp is a “subjective, personal account of life and work
in SC from 1888 to now”. It “does not claim to be objective. It has the viewpoint of a woman
who set out her first one-room school in 1908, who joined a national women’s organization in
1916, who became active in Charleston’s affairs in the 1920s, and who still counts herself a
responsible member of her community”*®’,

In addition, all historians are products of their times and of their social background and
environment®®®. All memoirs, autobiographies, biographies or personal accounts for that
matter — because they are written by people who have their own history, origin, set of
customs, frame of mind, etc, — are subjective. Yet this subjectivity is not problematic so long
as historians and readers are aware of it and account for it. In fact, the subjectivity of a person
facing some events informs the historian about a period. The way an autobiography is written
and the manner with which events are told — either orally or not — is informative about
History. These women’s subjectivity is useful to understand the period 1860s-1920s in the
United States. As Broqua and Marche have argued: “The biographical method in Sociology
does not aim at espousing the point of views of the actors without any distance, but it aims at
grasping the perspective which the consideration of their subjectivity offers on how their

99267

experience is made Understanding how these women reflected upon their life

263 Jennifer Wallach, Closer to the Truth, 23.

> Ibid. 17.

29 Mamie Garvin Fields, Lemon Swamp, xiii.

266 Jennifer Wallach, 17 and 22. Historians are confined to their point of view.
*7 Broqua and Marche, 10.
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experiences, how their subjectivity influenced their struggles and their ideas is at the heart of

this study.

Writing A Historical Biography

I chose to write a historical biography because it offers a wide array of advantages. There
is a scientific debate over the use of historical biographies. Why is biography relevant for
historians, in History and Sociology? What does the historical biography have to offer?

In 1988, Philippe Levillain, a French scholar, claimed that this method was interesting
because it shows the bonds between the past and the present and between the individuals and
society: “the now redeemed historical biography is the best way to show the links betwen the
past and the present, memory and project, the individual and the society and to experiment

268 . , C g, . . . .
»7". In « La science vécue. Les potentialités de la biographie en histoire

time as a proof of life
des sciences » (2003), Marc-Antoine Kaeser contends that “the biographical method is
justified [...] because it authorizes a particular viewpoint on the past and provides historians
with rich perspectives and renewed historical questions”*®. The biographical approach is the
best approach for this kind of study because it highlights a historical period in often
unprecedented ways. It also informs readers about women’s long-lasting and ever-important

impact on History and suggests new, pertinent questions about History*”.

One of the most interesting ways to study History is through Social History. The study
of life writings offers access to the process, the construction of a person’s identity and as
Anne Levallois has shown, biographers know today how important a person’ childhood
history is in one’s construction as an individual®”'. Understanding how identity is formed

during childhood is informative about a person’s later life choices and life trajectory. This is

*%% Philippe Levillain, « Les protagonistes : la biographie », in Pour une histoire politique, ed., René Rémond,

(Paris : Seuil, 1988) : 121-159, 158-159, as cited in Anne Levallois, « Le retour de la biographie historique :
L’histoire et la psychanalyse s’y rejoindraient-elles ? », L’ homme et la société, 2002/4 n°146 : 127-140. DOI :
10.3917/1hs.146.0127, 137.

269 Marc-Antoine Kaeser, « La science vécue. Les potentialités de la biographie en histoire des sciences », Revue
d'Histoire des Sciences Humaines, 1/2003 (n° 8): 139-160.
URL: http://www.cairn.info/revue-histoire-des-sciences-humaines-2003-1-page-139.htm
DOI : 10.3917/rhsh.008.0139, 140.

% Eleni Varikas, « L’approche biographique dans I’histoire des femmes », Les Cahiers du GRIF, Année 1988,
Vol. 37, No. 1 : 41-56, 54. http://www.persee.fr/doc/grif 0770-6081 1988 num_37 1 1754.

7' Anne Levallois, « Le retour de la biographie historique. L'histoire et la psychanalyse s'y rejoindraient-
elles ? », L'Homme et la societe, 4/2002 (n°® 146) : 127-140.
URL : http://www.cairn.info/revue-l-homme-et-la-societe-2002-4-page-127.htm
DOI : 10.3917/1hs.146.0127, 138.
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why I wished to study these women’s personal history and life experiences>’. As a result, like
many other biographers, I deem it important to study these women’s childhood and coming of
age as African American women in white America. As Marche and Broqua have noted, the
biographical method enables scholars not only to “write the life of a subject a posteriori, but
also to understand how a trajectory is built throughout a life”*”*. Understanding how these
women, from their childhood, built their identities and became the women they did become
was central in this work. In that regard, the biographical approach was the best alternative
because it informs the reader of the biography of the historical context in which the person
has lived: as Georges Duby has said in 1984 in his book dealing with Guillaume le Maréchal
ou le meilleur chevalier du monde: ‘“throughout the ever-fascinating narrative of an
individual’s adventures, these exemplary witnesses enable [historians and readers] to know

the era of these people””’*

. The biographical approach enables readers to explore the period
these women lived. Praising the works of several scholars such as [Anne] Stefani, Ivol, Serme
and [Claire] Delahaye, Guillaume Marche emphasized that the “stance or the ideology present
in these writings must be historicized and constitute a precious tool of the research used in

Social Sciences 7?7

. Moreover, as Levi-Strauss has argued, “Biographical and anecdotal
history is the least explanatory; but it is the richest in point of information, for it considers
individuals in their particularity and details for each of them the shades of character, the twists

and turns of their motives, the phases of their deliberation™”’°.

The Biographical Approach: Definitions, Advantages and Pitfalls

The biographical method was slowly accepted as an acceptable method in History. In the
introduction to L épuisement du biographique?, Frangois Dosse explains: “From its origins,
the biography has been conceived as being distinct from History”. In the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, it has little been used”’’, even if it became more and more commonly used
at the turn of the century. Biographical studies became fashionable in the late nineteenth
century: several important African American scholars or publishers published numerous

biographical anthologies or encyclopedias. Probably to redress oversights, some publishers

particularly wished to present the lives and work of black women. The first attempts to write

%72 What one calls in French “le vécu”.

23 Broqua and Marche, L épuisement du biograhique ?, 9.

™ Georges Duby, as cited by Anne Levallois, 134.

*” Broqua and Marche, 9.

%76 Claude Lévi-Strauss, 6 as cited in Aileen S. Kraditor, Up from the Pedestal: Selected Writings in the History
of American Feminism, (New York and London: Columbia University Press, 1968), 6.

"7 Frangois Dosse, L épuisement du biographique?, xiv. See pages Xi- Xvi.
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about black women were made in the 1890s, when Major Monroe wrote Noted Negro Women
in 1892 and Gertrude Mossell published The Work of the Afro-American Woman in 1894.
Having women’s names mentioned in the famous Who’s Who in Colored America was a slow
process though. In the early twentieth century, only a handful of women appeared in it.

In the scholarship, the biographical method was nevertheless often decried, being deemed
improper or lacking interest. The 1986 article published by Pierre Bourdieu, an eminent
French scholar, threw opprobrium on this method*’®. In it, he spoke about the “illusion” of the
biographical mode. His article fostered what Broqua and Marche called the “exhaustion” of
the biographical mode at the beginning of the 1990s and from the mid-1980s to the 2000, the
biographical approach was regarded with mistrust, before undergoing a revival in the 2000s.
Several scholars such as Eleni Varikas, Nathalie Heinich, Guillaume Marche and Vincent
Broqua have tried to prove its worth and to explain the reasons for its revival.

Eleni Varikas considers that the biographical approach is critically useful to
understand the impact of gender on constructions of social relations of power. Indeed
studying women’s everyday life and experiences is crucial for historians to understand
gender-related issues®””. According to Varikas, the major goal of the biographical approach is
no longer to submit women’s social experience to ready-made analysis but on the contrary to
elaborate analysis from women’s social experiences. Because “women” as a group has been
reified and objectified, the present challenge for feminists is now to consider women ‘as
scientific objects’**’.

In 2010, Nathalie Heinich tackled the question to prove once and for all that Bourdieu had
in fact wronged himself on the question of the biographical approach®™'. For Heinich,
Bourdieu has “enmeshed himself into the illusion of an illusion” by saying that a life narrative

282
2282 In her

was ‘only’ socially constructed and therefore artificial, misleading and illusory
mind, the biographical method enables readers to “understand the way a journey is
experienced by a traveller”*®. For her, the biography, the “biographical tool” enables the

reader to understand the underlying reasons for the experiences of the subject”**. She thinks

8 Pierre Bourdieu, « L'illusion biographique ». In: Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales. Vol. 62-63, juin

1986. « L’illusion biographique » : 69-72. doi : 10.3406/arss.1986.2317.
http://www.persee.fr/doc/arss_0335-5322 1986 _num 62 1 2317

2 Eleni Varikas, 47. According to her, this is why the biographical historical approach has been often selected to
study women.

*% Ibid.

281 Nathalie Heinich, « Pour en finir avec I’ ‘illusion biographique’ », L ’Homme, 2010/3. N° 195-196 : 421-430.
http://www.cairn.info/revue-1-homme-2010-3-page-42 1 .htm.

22 1bid., 424-425.

>3 Heinich, 424-425.

*% Ibid., 426, italics hers.
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that as long as historians strive to listen to such life narratives, the biographical approach

28 Like Heinich, I believe that the primordial question that

offers particularly rich narratives
biographers should ask themselves is not only: “to what extent is this narrative truthful or
accurate, manipulated or artificial or purely rhetorical? The question should also be : “In
which contexts were these writings produced, published, under which form ? Was it written
by a third party, did the autobiographer write it spontaneously, or were they asked to do so?
Was it the result of an interview?”**® Like Heinich, Francois Dosse, Vincent Broqua and
Guillaume Marche have also aimed at debunking the attacks on the biographical approach. In
the introduction to L ’épuisement du biographique?, Dosse explains that the biographical
genre was criticized because of its “hybrid character” and was deemed for a long time as a
“sub-genre”, suffering from “opprobrium because it was thought to lack reflection”. This
despised genre has nevertheless met public success, proving that it responds to a desire which
transcends the fashions of the time”*®’. For example, since the 1980s, specialists of African
American History in the United States adopted the biographical method and devoted their
energy to crafting encyclopedias on black women to correct women’s invisibility in the
scholarship. For instance, Darlene Clark Hine has widely worked on African American

288
. Dosse, Broqua and Marche have

women and has edited several collections and books
pinpointed the recent revival of the biographical mode in Social Sciences. Frangois Dosse
indicates that the biographical mode has become more and more widely utilized in History”™.
Dosse demonstrates that this “quest for identity” has not disappeared but has been fragmented
into a myriad of ‘biographems’ which no longer need to be linked together”. On the contrary,
he points out that the plurality of identities has now become necessary””’. The biographical
mode has become plural and this plurality can be found in the method chosen by biographers
themselves, who are now prone to write “choral” biographies® .

This dissertation aims to offer a gallery of portraits — a “choral biography”. This
interpretive collective biography present the thoughts, attitudes and the lives of a number of

women — who had dissimilar occupations — from distinct social and regional backgrounds. I

chose to pen a collective biography because it is an innovative and a very efficient manner to

> Ibid., 426.

*% Ibid., 427.

7 Frangois Dosse, xii.

%8 See Darlene Clark Hine ed., Black Women in America. Second Edition. (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2005), see also Notable Black American Women, Vol. I and 11, eds. By Shirelle Phelps and Jessie Carney Smith,
Detroit: Gale Research Inc. Staff, 1992 and 1996). See also Words of Fire: An Anthology of African-American
Feminist Thought, ed., Beverly Guy-Sheftall, (New York: W.W. Norton, 1995).

¥ Frangois Dosse, L ’épuisement du biographique, xiv.

2 1bid., xv.

1 bid., xv.
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write History. I decided to do so after being inspired by Professor Silber and by the theory
articulated by the French scholar Naomi Wulf in her article about the use of historical
biographies in the study of Colonial America®.

First, I was inspired by the valuable advice dispensed by Professor Nina Silber during
the Fall of 2012 when following a seminar entitled “United States History 1830-1900: Race,
Region, Reunion and Disunion in US Historiography” at Boston University. Professor Silber
had her students read John Stauffer’s The Black Hearts of Men, a collective biography which
successfully illustrates the atmosphere and thoughts of a group of men (Gerrit Smith, James
McCune Smith, Frederick Douglass, and John Brown) who had received little attention “as
historical actors”. The biographical approach was especially interesting because a biography
of four to five people living in a given historical period enables readers to learn about
people’s contrasting and/or similar viewpoints and attitudes. For instance, Stauffer has
pointed out:

These lines of influence and interconnectedness are revealed in form as well as in content in the story

line that unfolds in the following pages, which weaves together the four men’s lives by highlighting one

at a time. The overall effect is a kind of collective biography, a braiding together of four lives. Only by

changing perspectives, listening to multiple voices from different social groups and vantage points, is it

possible to understand how racial identities get defined, blurred, and remade™”.

Professor Silber convinced me that this method could effectively help me present and
confront the attitudes and ideas of people in a given period. Because it presents the thoughts
of different historical actors, a collective biography can make readers realize the problems of

a period and give the human experience a unique, central place.

Secondly, the work of the French researcher Naomi Wulf furnished additional
arguments in favor of this method. In her seminal article, Wulf explained that writing a
collective biography enables the historian to “photograph a transition period” 294 Wulf
explained that in the early 2000s, when one witnessed the “revival of the historical biography,
[which was] not exclusively about the history of famous men, the question [was then] to look

at famous or non-famous actors as witnesses of history, reflections, revelators of their time

92 Naomi Wulf, « Biographie et Histoire dans la Jeune République », Transatlantica [en ligne], 1. 2002.

% John Stauffer, The Black Hearts of Men: Radical Abolitionists and the Transformation of Race, (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), 3-4. “The story of this interracial alliance offers a number of new insights
and perspectives on antebellum reform and the Civil War era. It shows how Americans from different social
groups interacted and shaped each other’s worldviews — something no other study of antebellum reform has done
in depth. Additionally, the links between personal faith and behavior on the one hand and broader historical,
political, and literary developments on the other hand have been inadequately addressed, especially among
people from different social groups [...] Together these men also highlight the dynamic interactions between
race, religion, class and gender among moral and social reformers”.

% Naomi Wulf, « Biographie et Histoire dans la Jeune République », Transatlantica [en ligne], 1. 2002.
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[....] Biography is not about one single individual: it is about history as it is viewed through
the eyes of the individual — or a group of individuals, who is no longer represented as a hero
but as a sort of repository who happens to be at a crossroads of events, of trends and moves
which his or her life narrative make more tangible”®”. This method enables historians to
present the stories of one person or several persons through a collective history. Wulf
explained that biography liberates from the false opposition between the individual and
society: the individual does not exist on its own, it exists only within a network of diversified
social relations™®. It is also a way of blending the personal and the collective, making sense of
the personal history of individuals to narrate History™’. This dissertation aims at doing
precisely this. By analyzing the life writings of several women, I aim at exploring the

trajectory of a group of middle and upper-class, educated women.

Naomie Wulf thought that this was an excellent means to efficiently narrate history:
for her, collective biography offered a possible solution to the methodological problems of
representativeness because it enables the historian to study a group of individuals who
represent a social class, have the same job and share similar interests, as long as the historian
precisely defines the place these representative men and women occupy in the social
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structure

. Wulf insisted that the biographical approach represents “a supplemental tool to
New History”, as French scholar Le Goff claimed it in his study on Saint Louis™”’. According

to Wulf:

The individual is at the same time a more or less critical actor and he is a product of its time. Telling his
life experience brings light to the time period in two ways. The first one explicitly illuminates this
period thanks to the observer who voluntarily chooses to propose a critical analysis of his or her
contemporary society. The other way illustrates the tensions, conflicts and contradictions of its time,
which ar3600a11 essential to understand the time period; then the individual sort of embodies these
tensions™ .

The biographical approach is the best way to analyze women’s lives, in particular in
the nineteenth century and early twentieth century. As mentioned before, autobiographical
writings were ways for African American women — even more so than for white American
women — to express their political voices and also to express their humanity and their

womanhood. Studying their autobiographical writings is therefore crucial. The biographical

*3 Naomi Wulf, 2.

* Ibid., 3.

7 Vincent Broqua and Guillaume Marche, L épuisement du biographique ?, 13. Introduction. Vincent Broqua
and Guillaume Marche have written “the biographical approach sheds light on History and society because
individual and collective trajectories meet there”.

2% Naomi Wulf, 4.

2 1bid., 2.

3 1pid., 6.
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approach offers a privileged means to take women — who are denied the dignity due to an
individual — out of the stranglehold of the category “the woman” — which is a mere symbolic —
and not historical--, demographic or biological data®'. Breaking through this abstract and
heterogeneous category does not only mean acknowledging the right for women to exist as
autonomous beings. It is also a sine qua non condition to think about women as a group
susceptible to fight for their own liberation®*%. This is what these women did when they wrote
about what being a black woman meant, or when they organized and ran women’s clubs and
associations at the turn of the century. They were deeply aware of the need to organize as
women and defend their very humanity and womanhood in order for them and their
community to live freer lives.

Were the life stories of Anna Julia Cooper, Mary Church Terrell, Ida B. Wells-Barnett,

239 The answer appears to

Fannie Barrier Williams representative of black women at the time
be in the negative: most of these women had unique and unusual life trajectories. I will
examine to what extent their lives were exceptional and see that these women were

representative members of their social class.

The biographical method provides solutions to the problem of representativeness and
offers an interesting way to study this group of women because as Naomi Wulf has
convincingly shown, the biography offers a concrete look on History and gives a sense of the
development of History that are often wanting in Cultural History”*** This methodology also
enables researchers to draw a gallery of portraits of women at different eras. Broqua and
Marche explain that because she used several autobiographies published at various ages and at
different periods for her research, Anne Stéfani has efficiently managed to draw a fascinating
panorama of white southern women activists during the 1950s and 1960s **. The biographical
approach is also rich because its very nature allows readers to enter directly a historical
period. Frangois Dosse considers that the biographical method can offer privileged access to

the dreams and anxieties of an era’”. He provides the examples of the historian Walter

3 Eleni Varikas, « L’approche biographique dans I’histoire des femmes », Les Cahiers du GRIF, Le genre de
I’histoire. Vol. 37, No. 1, 1988 : 41-56, 55. http://www.persee.fr/doc/grif 0770-6081 1988 num 37 1 1754.

2 Ibid., 55.

3% Broqua and Marche, L épuisement du biographique, 11.

3% Naomi Wulf, 3-4. In this article, Wulf even answered the question about the difference in approaches between
French and American researchers: “Recent French theories indeed meet certain American historiographical
preoccupations on two main axes : that of mutations within intellectual history itself and that of the emergence of
cultural history”.

3% Marche and Broqua, L Epuisement du biographique ?, 12.

% Dosse, L Epuisement du biographique ?, xii.
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Benjamin, who believed that the role of historians was to deconstruct the continuity of an era

and show how the entire life of an individual reveals the reality of an entire era®"’.

Writing about women’s lives enables historians to do microhistory. Microhistory — the
study of people’s or small groups’ lives and experiences — presents numerous advantages.
Like Marc-Antoine Kaeser who has worked on the biographical method, I believe that by
plunging into the experience of actors of the past, by understanding how they perceived the
world and the people around them, by considering how they understood the world in which
they lived, one may have a better sense of the acts and motivations of these historical
actors’™. In “Microhistory, Biography, Fiction, The Politics of Narrating the Lives of People
Under Slavery™”’, Sue Peabody has contended that the great strength of microhistory is that

It joins the elemental power of a good story-telling — characters, plot, description — with a postmodern
commitment to revealing the architecture of historical research and exposition. The microhistory works
on at least three levels: 1) it recovers the lost stories of individuals’ struggles; 2) it situates them in the

wider macrohistorical context of their times; and 3) it illuminates the relations of power and conventions
of representation to show why subalterns’ stories are so very hard to reconstruct in the first place”'".

Furthermore, contrary to biography — which tends to “take as its structure or ‘plot’ the
life of an individual from birth to death and is often celebratory —, microhistory has major
assets: it is more democratic: “It unveils the lives of the masses, often still largely unexplored.
Until the mid-twentieth century, the subjects of biographies were typically members of the
elite or exceptional people, exemplary people whose lives were cast in the heroic mode™'",
According to Peabody, it also enables scholars to study historical actors whose lives are often
largely unexplored: “Microhistory, which emerged first in Italy and was later adopted by
French Annalistes and their emulators in the United States, was a self-consciously political
attempt to move beyond the limitations of previous social history trends, like cliometric
history, to recover the lived experience of the underclass — the ‘people without history’.”
Microhistory enables scholars to examine the lives of many different members of a given

group'%. I relied on the writings of both well-known and lesser-known women to conduct this

7 Dosse, xii-xiii. Moreover, for Frangois Dosse, a biography gives the reader the illusion to have direct access
to the past. Dosse, xii.

3% Kaeser Marc-Antoine, « La science vécue. Les potentialités de la biographie en histoire des sciences », Revue
d'Histoire des Sciences Humaines 1/2003 (n° 8): 139-160.
URL www.cairn.info/revue-histoire-des-sciences-humaines-2003-1-page-139.htm.
DOI : 10.3917/rhsh. 008 0139, 123. See also page 144.

3% Sue Peabody, « Microhistory, Biography, Fiction », Transatlantica [En ligne], 2 | 2012, mis en ligne le 25
mai 2013. URL : http://transatlantica.revues.org/6184.

19 1bid., 3.

M bid., 7.

312 1bid., 7. While cliometric historians, who typically analyzed vast arrays of serial data (e.g. fertility, morbidity
and migration), shared the microhistorians’ goal of writing a “total” history of the popular classes, they
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study. According to Claude Lévi-Strauss, this methodology must be used alongside others yet

is of interest because it considers historical actors in their particularity:

Biographical and anecdotal history [...] is low-powered history, which is not intelligible in itself and
only becomes so when it is transferred en bloc to a form of history of a higher power than itself; and the
latter stands in the same relation to a class above it. It would, however, be a mistake to think that we
progressively reconstitute a total history by dint of these dove-tailings. For any gain on one side is offset
by a loss on the other. Biographical and anecdotal history is the last explanatory; but it is the richest in
point of information, for it considers individuals in their particularity and details for each of them the

shades of their deliberations®'>.

The biographical method presents pitfalls though. According to Marc-Antoine Kaeser,
in the 1970s, prosopography was an “ideal means to have access to the concrete reality of the
context™'* but it could be problematic because the subject served as a pretext to present the

general historical background or because the context was given only to highlight the

315

subject” °. Another pitfall for the historian is the permanent tension between the subject’s

personal history and to the more general context’'.

Moreover, the biographer can sometimes have the illusion of giving the person their
life back'”. Biographers should be careful when writing since they will inevitably be forced
to fill in the blanks of the narrative in a person’s life. As Sue Peabody has said, in that regard,

the biographer becomes a writer and a narrator despite themselves.

The challenges posed to narrating, as opposed to merely researching, Furcy’s life, however, have also
been numerous. As with any microhistory, most of the documentation is produced by people and
institutions that are less interested in the perspectives of the slave than of the institutions they represent.
It is the intersection of Furcy’s life with institutions like the church and the judiciary (and later, the
press) that produces evidence about his life. Between this documentation, there are wide gaps of silence,

which the historian must seek to fill carefully with informed speculation®'®,

Historians must also carefully question biographical sources and, as Kaeser suggests,
must rely on other types of primary sources. Using other sources prevents the biographer’s

voice from being stifled and “breaks the spell of identification.”"”

. In this study, I combined
autobiographical writings with writings of a different nature — for instance, newspaper

articles, essays, speeches and professional correspondence, in which authors discussed the

nevertheless tended to portray the downtrodden as the subjects of external forces: economics, disease, politics or
religion. By casting peasants as the subjects of powerful narratives, the purveyors of microhistory deliberately
cast these people as heroic resistors to official power”.

313 “The historian loses in information what he gains in comprehension or vice versa [...] The historians’ relative
choice, with respect to each domain of history he gives up, is always confined to the choice between history
which teaches us more and explains less, and history which explains more and teaches less”, in The Savage
Mind, published in 1966, 261-262, as cited in Aileen Kraditor, Up From The Pedestal, 6.

3 Prosopography is according to the Merriam-Webster “a study which identifies and relates a group of persons

or characters within a  particular  historical ~or literary  context”.  https:/www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/prosopography. Kaeser, 142.
313 1bid., 142.

*19 Eleni Varikas, « L approche biographique dans ’histoire des femmes », 48.
317 Dosse, xiii.

¥ Sue Peabody, « Microhistory, Biography, Fiction », 6.

319 Kaeser, 151.
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role of women in society or the rights of the African American community — because these
varied sources inform readers about these women’s goals and aspirations.

The ultimate limit for biographers, according to Peabody, is the ability to tell “the
truth” about the past. Is there only one truth after all or are there many truths?, one may ask.
There appear to be several “truths” about the past, and these stories or analyses constitute
“truths” about the past. What is more, the multitude of viewpoints form the wealth of the past.
Analyzing the viewpoints of different historical actors is the best way to understand a
historical period and History more generally’>. In any case, biographers — historians or mere
writers — must be truthful. As Francois Dosse has shown, “The biographical genre implies the
existence of an implicit pact of veracity, similar to Philippe Lejeune’s autobiographical
pact”™?!,

Biographers almost unavoidably relate to one’s subject when they write a biography.
Kaeser explains that biographers often confront their own personality to that of their subject.
Each historian is confronted to this in their work, whether this work is based on
autobiographical writings or not — this is reinforced and perhaps more obvious when a scholar
uses the biographical approach. When research is carried out on autobiographical documents,
the feeling of intimacy — because it can transform into a form of identification — constitutes a
risk’*?. On this topic, Varikas has demonstrated that identification is no longer an inevitable
aspect in the work process but a state which the biographer must reach while constantly
subjecting her own subjectivity to that of the subject’>. Interestingly, Varikas was convinced
that biographies were to a greater or lesser extent autobiographical®**. According to Varikas,
women biographers writing the biography of a woman were often looking to write a new self-
definition — no longer founded on patriarcal norms but on women’s experiences’>. For some
feminists and scholars, the nature of the relation between the biographer and the subject of the
biography is a complex one. Scholars believed that they sometimes found themselves directly
involved in these unequal social relations of power**. As mentioned earlier, there is always

a personal aspect to consider when one studies biographical sources. Speaking about the link

320 Sue Peabody, « Microhistory, Biography, Fiction », 10. Yet as Sue Peabody has pointed out, historians must
acknowledge the limits to their research: “Historians today share the objectivists” aim of telling the truth about
the past, yet following the postmodern turn, we also doubt the capacity of any historical narrative to be fully
objective, if only because, through the selection of topic and argument, our stories are necessarily limited.
Therefore, from the very outset, our histories are embedded in relations of power by virtue of the topics that we
select to research, not only the ways that we tell those stories.”

32! Erangois Dosse, L ’épuisement du biographique ?, xv.

322 Kaeser, 150.

32 Eleni Varikas, 49.

32 1bid., 51.

32 Varikas, 51-52.

326 1bid., 48.
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existing between biography and psychoanalysis, Anne Levallois believed in 2002 that
biographers somehow speak about themselves in the biography they pen. Biographers are
those “who — through their reading and analysis — give life to the text and to the archival
documents at their disposal, and as rigorous or meticulous their method might be, their
sensitivity is not only palpable is their work but it also brings the individual under study to
life”**’. For this reason, some scholars wondered whether the biographer of women must be a
woman herself***. T do not believe that one has to be a woman in order to write the biography
of a woman yet I think that biographers are often drawn to their subject in a personal way —
because of their personal history or because they share the same gender, race or social
class®®. According to Varikas, empathy is often largely created because both the biographer
and the subject belong to the same social class®. While social class may represent a starting
factor, gender or race may be others. In the Preface to L ’épuisement du biographique,
Frangois Dosse argued that biographers necessarily maintain a personal relationship to their
subjects and evolve in a context where the boundaries between their world and the world of
the subject are sometimes in some respects blurred™'. To fight against potential subjectivity,
Dosse evokes the possibility for the biographer of « losing one’s identity » and insists on the

importance of « maintaining a certain distance »*>~.

Having detailed the methodology used in this study, I will now examine the childhood
experiences of these women, analyze how they built their gender, racial and regional identities
in order to understand their respective personal history and to get a better understanding of

their future fights — be they for the African American community or for women in general.

7 Anne Levallois, « Le retour de la biographie historique, L’histoire et la psychanalyse s’y rejoindraient-
elles ? », L’Harmattan, L’homme et la société. 2002/4, n° 146 : 127-140. DOI: 10.3917/1hs.146.0127.
http://www.cairn.info/revue-I-homme-et-la-societe-2002-4-page-127.htm. Last consulted 17 November 2015.
139-140.

328 Eleni Varikas, 46.

3291 did sympathize with the fate of the women under study and reacted to certain situations I read about with
indignation probably partly because I am a woman. As Michelle Duster — Ida B. Wells’s great-granddaughter —
has said, I believe that “there is a common experience between women of African descent in particular, and all
women in general”. Michelle Duster, Ida From Abroad: The Timeless Writings of Ida B. Wells from England in
1894, (Chicago: Benjamin Williams Publishing, 2010), 134.

330 Varikas, 48.

31 Dosse, xiii.

32 1bid., xiv.
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Chapter 2. Building Their Gender, Racial and Regional
Identity

Exploring the early lives of these women is fundamental to understand their life
trajectories and their future fights. Getting a sense of the way these women’s gender, racial
and regional identities were built during their childhood helps twenty-first century readers get
a better understanding of their struggles. In their life writings, most women of this study
naturally evoked their early years, their family life and their origins. The amount of
information available differs from one woman to another: some women such as Mary Terrell
or Ida B. Wells devoted several pages to their childhood while others only penned a few lines,
as in the case of Fannie Williams or Anna Cooper. In their life writings, these women gave
information about their ethnic origins, spoke about their parents and relatives, evoked the
importance of religion growing up and alluded to their relationships with representatives of
the opposite sex. To speak about their early lives, these writers adopted different strategies:
they mostly relied on their own memories and some women additionally relied on family
stories and oral accounts made by family members. For instance, the 77 year-old Mary
Church Terrell depicted the young girl she was in the 1860s and 1870s thanks to stories her
parents or relatives told her. Relying on her own memory and her family’s stories, she
portrayed a chatty, curious and energetic young girl. She remembered that she was sometimes
scolded by the teacher at school because “it was utterly impossible for [her] to keep still”**>.
These stories — which are subjective and potentially flawed by her faulty memory —
nevertheless enabled her to present herself in a specific manner and to share with her

forebears the picture of the young person she was.

1. Parentage and Influences

Frances Barrier Williams was born free in 1855 in Brockport, New York in a free

family of color’®. Fannie was very light-skinned and had “beautiful, wavy brown” hair

333 Mary Church Terrell, A Colored Woman, 13.“As a child, I talked a great deal and was never quiet of my own
free will and accord, if I could find anything to do, which I generally did, or could discover anybody to talk to”.
3% Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro's Autobiography”, the Independent (July 14, 1904). “My mother
was born in New York State and my father in Pennsylvania.” and “my parents and grandparents were free
people”.
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“which any woman might be proud [of] and could easily have been mistaken for white.

She belonged to the educated middle-class of the North, both her parents had attended school

d**. Her father Anthony Barrier, originally from Pennsylvania, “moved to

and were educate
this Western New York village when he was quite a boy” [in 1839] and became a respected
businessman in the town, owning a barber shop while Harriet Barrier kept house and taught

17, Anthony J. Barrier and Harriet Barrier were married on 8 April

the local Sunday schoo
1849°% The pair had three children: George A., born in 1850, Ellen Barrier — nicknamed Ella
—, born in 1852 and Frances — nicknamed Fannie —, born in 1855. As of 1872, George
worked with his father and took over the barbering business of his father in 1874 **°. Fannie’s
father was a respected and influential man in the community and an active Republican **. The
Barriers were well-accepted by the white community of Brockport. Fannie testified that the
Barriers were the “only colored family in the church, in fact, the only one in the town for
many years, and certainly there could not have been a relationship more cordial, respectful

and intimate than that of our family and the white people of this community**'.

A few years later, on 10 August 1858, and thousands of miles away, a light-skinned
girl, Annie Julia Haywood, was born a slave in North Carolina®*’. Her father, probably

George Washington Haywood or Fabius Haywood, belonged to a famous family of slave

335 The Brockport Republic. 6 December 1894. The article was surely written by a white Brockport resident. See
http://brockportcommunitymuseum.org/pdfs/people/misc/Barrier%20-
%20Williams%20family%20newspaper%20chronology%2004-04-16%20FINAL.pdf. This document was
prepared and published by the Brockport Community Museum and edited by Williams G. Andrews.

36 Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro's Autobiography”, as cited in The New Woman of Color, 5.
“They both attended the common schools and were fairly educated”.

337 His obituary in the local newspaper read : Mr. Barrier “was an honest, conscientious and straightforward man,
well meriting the widespread respect which he commanded”, Brockport Republic, 28 August 1890.

33% Anthony J. Barrier was born in Phildelphia in 1824. He died in 1890. Harriet Barrier was born in Sherburne,
Chenango County in the State of New York in 1835. Fannie Barrier Williams said: “My father [...] was married
to my mother in this town and three children were born to them; he created for himself a good business [...] was
able to take good care of his family.”

339 In 1874, Fannie’s father started another business in the coal trade. Barrier became an associate of a certain
“Page” and bought lots to store the coal. The business thrived until 1876, when “the coal firm of Barrier & Page
has sold out its business and dissolved partnership”. See the  Brockport  Republic.
http://brockportcommunitymuseum.org/pdfs/people/misc/Barrier%20-
%20Williams%20family%20newspaper%20chronology%2004-04-16%20FINAL.pdf. Robert married Miss
Delia Pelham of Detroit on 27 May 1874.

340 For instance, he was friends with Frederick Douglass, who lived quite close — in Rochester, New York. In
January 1874, the Barriers received his visit at home. Douglass befriended the Barriers and the Whites — Harriet
Barrier’s sister and brother-in-law — when he lived in Rochester.

! Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro’s Autobiography”, 5-6.

*2 In one of the forms she filled in in 1930 at the age of 72, she wrote that she was born on August 10, 1860
though. Anna Julia Cooper Papers. Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, Washington D.C..
Box 23-1. Nevertheless, Cooper is commonly believed to have been born in 1858.
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owners in North Carolina and was probably Annie’s mother’s slaveowner’”. The
circumstances of her birth — probably in sexual abuse — influenced her vision of white
Southerners in her later writings. What is surprising though is that Anna Julia Haywood bore
the name of her genitor, as if he had acknowledged paternity of the children he had had with
Hannah Stanley. Her mother, Hannah Stanley Haywood, born in 1820, had received very little
education®** , worked as a domestic and raised her children alone**. Anna Haywood had two

brothers, Rufus, born around 1836 and Andrew, born in 1848>*°.

Ida Bell Wells-Barnett was born four years later during the Civil War, on July 16,
1862 in Holly Springs, Mississippi to parents who were successful, literate, skilled former
slaves™’. Her father, James Wells — nicknamed Jim—, had been “taught the carpenter’s trade
and [her] mother was a famous cook™*. Her father “was the son of his master, who owned a
plantation in Tippah County Mississippi, and one of the slavewomen, Peggy”. He never knew
the “cruelties of slavery”, as he “was never whipped or put on the auction block”, Wells

explains. Jim Wells was most probably a Master Mason®*.

Ida’s mother, Elizabeth
Warrington of Virginia, was a “cook to old man Bolling, the contractor and builder to whom
my father was apprenticed. She was born in Virginia and was 1 of 10 children. She and two
sisters were sold to slave traders when young, and were taken to Mississippi and sold again”.
Like many other former slaves, Wells’s mother made efforts to locate her relatives back in
Virginia after the Civil War: “She often wrote back to somewhere in Virginia trying to get

track of her people, but she was never successful. We were too young to realize the

3 1t is believed that either George or Fabius Haywood was her biological father. George Washington Haywood
(1805-1890) was a State attorney in Wake County in North Carolina. Fabius Haywood (1803-1880) was a
physician.

% Anna Julia Cooper Papers, Moorland Spingarn Research Center. Howard University. Washington D.C. Box
23-1. “Tho[ugh] untutored she could read her Bible and write a little. It is one of my happiest childhood
memories explaining for her the subtle differences between q’s and g’s or between b’s and 1’s”.

5 Leona C. Gabel, From Slavery to the Sorbonne and Beyond : The Life and Writings of Anna J. Cooper. Vol.
XLIX. (Smith College Studies in History, 1982), 8. Hannah Stanley Haywood was fifty years old at the time of
the 1870 census. See also Vivian M. May, Anna Julia Cooper, Visionary Black Feminist: A Critical
Introduction, First edition 2007, (New York and London: Routledge, 2012), 14.

3% 1 eona Gabel, From Slavery to the Sorbonne, 8. In 1870, Andrew lived with his mother and his wife Jane.
Andrew and Cooper’s mother were illiterate, except the young Annie, who was then 12 years old. Anna Julia
Cooper Papers, Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, Washington D.C.. Box 23-1. Form.
Rufus Haywood was a North Carolina Band leader — of the Orchestra Stanleys Band — he died in 1892. Andrew
Haywood was also a musician and organizer of state militia who also served during the Spanish American War.
He died in 1918. See also Vivian M. May, Anna Julia Cooper, Visionary Black Feminist: A Critical
Introduction, 14.

347 Ida’s parents were free in the antebellum era.

38 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 7.

** James Wells’s friends assisted Ida and her siblings in 1878 after the yellow fever epidemic. Many middle and
upper-class African American men belonged to the Masons. Mary Church Terrell also made a reference to it in
her autobiography. Fannie Barrier Williams also made allusions to Masons or secret societies in her article
dealing with religion.
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importance of her efforts, and have never remembered the name of the county or people to
whom they “belonged”™’. Along with white ancestry, Wells was told that she had Native
American origins. Her mother often used to say that “her father was half Indian, his father
being of full blood™**".

Mary Eliza Church Terrell was also born free in the South — in Tennessee — in 1863 to
free parents who had both been slaves®>”. Her mother Louisa Ayers Church was a successful
hairdresser and entrepreneur while her father was a businessman who had made a fortune in

real estate®>

. Mary Terrell had diverse racial origins. She used the information passed down
to her when she was young to document her ethnic origins, explaining for instance that her
grandmother on her mother’s side was dark-skinned and that she had Malay blood on her
father’s side — her great-grandmother Emmeline being supposedly “a Malay princess”.To
complete her account on her parentage, Mary Church Terrell relied on a letter she had
received years earlier from a white man from Arkansas who presented himself as the son of
Rosalie, the white woman with whom Terrell’s paternal grandmother Emmeline had been
brought up with. Mary Terrell explained that her great-grandmother, the mother of her

354
4

grandmother Emmeline had been sold in America as a slave at the age of 14”". Her daughter

Emmeline was brought up with her owner’s daughter Rosalie, a white woman — “more as two

d”355

sisters than as mistress and mai . Emmeline successively lived in Virginia, Holly Springs,

Mississippi, and Arkansas but also in New Orleans, Louisiana, where she learned French. Her
mother Louisa Ayers Church was light-skinned: her mother’s “complexion [was] the shade of

a beautiful, yellow peach >>°,

%0 Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade for Justice, 8. Wells probably did not have time to obtain this information from
her mother because of her sudden, unexpected death.
! Tbid., 8.
32 Mary Chuch Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 1. Terrell expressed her gratefulness for having been born free: “The
fates were kind to me in one particular at least. I was born at a time when I did not have to go through life as a
slave. My parents were not so fortunate, for they were both slaves. I am thankful that I was saved from a similar
fate”.
33 Ibid., 4. Robert Church is often called the first black millionaire of the South. He became wealthy after the
1878 Memphis yellow fever epidemic. Mary Terrell was immensely more privileged than other women in this
study.
3% The facts which she described had only been brought to her attention recently. Terrell did not say much on
this man — did not even provide his name —, did not even indicate his name or the date at which she received
this letter yet she copied it in her chapter. The letter read: “You know we Southerners take much pleasure in
watching the advancement and prosperity of even the younger generation of those whose parents were connected
with our household and children's growth. I hope this little memo of history will be interesting to you”.
355 :

Ibid., 4.
6 Mary Church Terrell, “Being a Colored Woman in the United States”, The Unpublished Papers of Mary
Church Terrell, 26.
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Terrell was born into a biracial family on her father’s side. Her father, Robert Church

was the son of Captain Charles B. Church®’

, a white steamboat captain born in Virginia.
Robert Church was so light-skinned that he could easily be mistaken for white: “My father
was so fair that no one would have supposed that he had a drop of African blood in his veins.
As a matter of fact, he had very little”*®. Her father never tried to conceal his racial identity
and his bonds with his white family: “I learned about my father's antecedents in a very matter
of fact, natural sort of way”. Like Cooper, Mary Church was related to a white slaveholding
family of the South. Yet while Cooper’s father was a white slaveholder who had maintained
no relationships with his illegitimate children, “Captain” Church, the patriarch of the family,
maintained cordial relationships with his illegitimate son — who had married a woman of color
and with his children. Mary considered Charles Church as her grandfather and he regarded her
as a granddaughter. Her father indeed regularly took the young Mary on visits to the

“Captain”359

. Robert Church apparently treated Robert almost like a son: “My father
explained the relationship existing between Captain Church and himself, and told me how
kind Captain Church had always been to him. "He raised me from a baby," said he.”**’. From
the very start, it is clear in Terrell’s account that contrary to Cooper, she positioned herself as
an African American woman with strong affectionate ties with the white members of her
family. Ties between the black and white members of the family were tight indeed. According
to Terrell, her father considered James Wilson, a man who was “as fair as a lily”, who had
“eyes as blue as the sky”, and who was the “perfect specimen of the Caucasian as could be
found anywhere in the world” as his brother*®".

Mary Terrell belonged to a family of Southerners who had been torn apart during the
Civil War: while “Captain” Charles B. Church, a slaveholder in Memphis, Tennessee, had
apparently sided with the Union during the Civil War, his own son — James Wilson, whom

362

Terrell affectionately called “Uncle Jim” — sided with the Confederacy™ . Terrell thus

7 His name was Charles B. Church (1812-1879). He was married to “Emmeline”, Mary Church Terrell’s
grandmother (ca.1815-1851). Dennis Brindell Fradin and Judith Bloom Fradin. Fight On! Mary Church Terrell’s
Battle for Integration. (Clarion Books: New York, 2003), vii. See Mary Church Terrell’s family tree.

358 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 2.

% The 77-year-old Mary Church Terrell recalled visiting her grandfather in his beautiful home: “It was [my
father’s] custom to take me in his buggy to see Captain C. B. Church Sunday mornings when I was four or five
years old. Captain Church always welcomed me cordially to his beautiful home”. She “simply adored him”, she
recalled. In her life-writing, she emphasized her father’s physical resemblance to “Captain” Charles Church. She
remembered telling her father.

360 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 1-2.

%! Ibid., 12. She claimed that she affectionately called him “Uncle Jim”.

% Ibid., 2 and 11-12, italics mine. Terrell wrote that “Jim was forced to fight in the Confederate Army very
much against his will”, though she unfortunately did not explain why he was forced to join the forces of the
South, above all when his own father sided with the Union. “I have heard my father say that Captain Church's
sympathy was on the side of the Union, even though he was a slaveholder, and that he suffered financially
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belonged to a family who had had two diverging views about the South, slavery and the

. . 363
sectional conflict™".

Two children Mary (1863-1954) and Thomas (1867-1937) were born of the union
between Robert Church and Louisa Ayers, his second wife’®*. When Mary Church was
young, the couple decided to separate and this deeply affected her. She openly discussed it in
her autobiography, indicating that her parents’ divorce was a source of pain and shame: “My
mother and father separated when I was quite young. This pained and embarrassed me very
much. In those days divorces were not so common as they are now”. Divorce was indeed
deemed as improper in the 1870s and the young Mary seems to have felt the disgrace of her
mother then: “no matter what caused the separation of a couple, the woman was usually
blamed” in those days’®. She and her brother Thomas were placed under the custody of their
mother who then owned a successful shop in the city but they also regularly spent time with
their father’®. Robert Church later married his third wife, Anna Wright Church (1856-1928)
37 on 1 January 1885, when Mary was 22 years old*®®.

These women grew up in very different circumstances, evolved in distinct family

structures, had various social and economic backgrounds and came from diverse areas of the

because he took this stand”, 2. “Although he was usually cool and calm, nothing riled him so quickly as a
reference to what he considered that painful and disgraceful episode in his life”, 11.

%3 Moreover, like Wells, Mary Church grew up in a family where Freemasonry was important. “Captain
Church” was probably a Free Mason since she said in passing that pictures of Captain Church dressed as a
Knight Templar were visible in her home. See Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 2.

34 Her father Robert Reed Church married three times. He first married a slave Margaret Pico during slavery
days in 1857, with whom he had one daughter, Laura Church Napier (1858- ??), Mary’s half-sister. Fradin, Fight
On!, 102. Mary Church Terrell did not acknowledge this marriage in her autobiography, she seemed to consider
that her father had married twice, not three times. See page 12: “Until my father married a second time [i.e. in
1885] , for many years our entire family consisted of my mother, father, brother and myself.”.

365 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 10.

366 Ibid., After the court granted her the custody of both Thomas and Mary, Louisa Ayers Church “sold her store
in Memphis and moved to New York City, where she established another on Sixth Avenue which she managed
with brilliant success”.

%7 She was “a black school principal in Memphis and a well-known pianist who had given piano lessons to
Mary”, Fradin, Fight On!, 37. They had two children together: Robert Reed Church Jr. (1885-1952) and Annette
Church (1887-1975).

3% When the patriarch, Robert Church, died after a short illness on 29 August 1912 at the age of 73, he left a
fortune to his wife and children. Thomas and Mary both equally inherited “forty houses and twenty-three plots of
land” he had owned. Fradin, Fight On !/, 102. Yet, some family difficulties erupted. The daughter of his first wife
Margaret Pico — Laura Church Napier — claimed part of her father’s inheritance. Even if she “did not try to get
any of the inheritance of Mary Church Terrell and her brother Thomas”, Napier sued Anna Wright Church,
Church’s third wife, “who had received the mansion at 84 South Lauderdale Street and other valuable
properties”, Fight On!/, 102-103. The case went up to the Tennessee Supreme Court. Napier lost her case.
Nevertheless, Anna Wright Church spent part of her fortune in this legal procedure and, in 1917, sued her own
children, Robert Jr. and Annette, deeming that she had spent most of her money trying to defend an inheritance
that they would someday obtain. See page 105. Mary Terrell was not affected by these claims and maintained
amicable relationships with the Church family during this period. Fradin, Fight On !, 102-105.
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country. These women also often grew up in families who taught them about their origins and

encouraged them to cherish their family history.

The Importance of the Heritage of Slavery Growing Up

All of these women were aware of the American history of bondage while growing up
and were often told family stories from slavery time. For example, in one of her
autobiographical writings, Anna Cooper linked her own birth to American slavery and to the
memory of the Civil War, saying that she came to the world during the Civil War serving
“many an anxious slave’s superstition to wake the baby up and ask directly ‘which side is
goin’ to win the war?’ Will the Yankee bet the Rebs and will Linkum free de Niggers?*%’,

Similarly, Ida B. Wells also grew up hearing stories about slavery days. Her mother
“used to tell us how she had been beaten by slave owners and the hard times she had as a
slave”. Ida’s father resented the violence committed on his own mother by her “mistress”.
This memory was so painful that “He didn't refer to slave days very often”’’. About Ida’s
grandmother Peggy and her former mistress Miss Polly, James Wells said: “I never want to
see that old woman as long as I live. I’ll never forget how she had you stripped and whipped
the day after the old man died, and I am never going to see her. I guess it all right for you to
take care of her and forgive her for what she did to you, but she could have starved to death if
I’d had my say so. She certainly would have, if it hadn’t been for you™"".

Mary Church Terrell experienced the heritage of slavery quite differently from Wells,
probably because of her light skin color but also because she grew up in a tolerant area in

Ohio after the age of 6. It was there that she first realized that her skin was of a different color

than those of other young girls and it came as a shock:

While we were reciting our history lesson one day, it suddenly occurred to me that I, myself, was
descended from the very slaves whom the Emancipation Proclamation set free. I was stunned. I felt
humiliated and disgraced. When I had read or heard about the Union army and the Rebel forces, I had
never thought about my connection with slavery at all. But now I knew I belonged to a group of people
who had been brutalized, degraded, and sold like animals. This was a rude and terrible shock indeed. 372

As an adult, in an article entitled “Being A Colored Woman in the United States”, Mary

Terrell spoke about the shock she experienced:

39 Anna Julia Cooper Papers. Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, Washington D.C.. Box
23-1.

370 «“The only thing I remember about my father’s reference to slave days was when his mother came to town on
one of her annual visits [after slavery]. She and her husband owned and tilled many acres of land and every fall
brought their cotton and corn to market. She also brought us many souvenirs from hog-killing time”, Crusade, 9.
3" 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade,10.

372 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 20-21.
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I remember distinctly the first time it dawned upon me with irresistible, crushing force that there was
something radically, painfully wrong with the color of my face. After that incident it was borne in upon
my mind more and more that this difference in complexion between me and the strong, white group
which owned the world, the flesh and other things too numerous to mention would cause me a great
deal of trouble if I didn't watch out.*”

Terrell explained having first felt “confusion and shame™ at the thought of “measuring
arms with these white children whose ancestors have always been free”, yet she insists that
the shock was short-lived, for Terrell “recovered [her] composure” and asserted her identity
as the daughter of pre-war free African Americans. She “resolved that so far as this
descendant of slaves was concerned, she would show those white girls and boys whose
forefathers had always been free that she was their equal in every respect. At that time [ was
the only colored girl in the class, and I felt I must hold high the banner of my race’’*. Some
time later, Terrell recovered from the shock when she learned that slavery was a long story in

the history of the world.

When I grew older, however, the stigma of being descended from slaves had lost its power to sting. For
then I discovered that with a single, solitary exception, and that a very small one, no race has lived upon
the face of this earth which has not at some time in its history been the subject of a stronger. [...]
Holding human beings in slavery seems to have been part of the divine plan to bring out the best there is
in them. In being descended from slaves, therefore, I learned that my group and I are no exception to a
general rule. This fact not only comforted and consoled me, but it greatly increased my self-respect. 1
felt I had the right to look the world in the eye like any other free woman and to hold my head as high

as anybody else””.

As Jean Marie Robbins has explained,

The idea that blacks were simply the latest in a long line of victims of slavery was a powerful coping
narrative for Terrell, it allowed her emotional distance from the shame and stigma of slavery and

became a source of strength and determination. This realization was a pivotal moment in the

development of Terrell’s identity, as it is for many black children®’®.

Because they reminded these women of their heritage of slavery, mothers and
grandmothers were often role models as well. Terrell’s grandmother was a very important

feminine figure for Mary because she embodied resistance to slavery’’’. She kept in tender

B Mary Church Terrell, “Being A Colored Woman in the United States”, in Unpublished Papers of Mary
Church Terrell. Black Thought and Culture, Alexander Street Press, Alexandria, Virginia, 2004. Last accessed
October 2012, 26.

3 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 20-21. Fannie Jackson Coppin lived a similar experience at school.
Like Terrell, she felt that she represented the whole race when she studied at Oberlin and therefore, had to be
flawless: ““ I never rose to recite in my classes at Oberlin but I felt that I had the honor of the whole African race
upon my shoulders. I felt that, should I fail, it would be ascribed to the fact that I was colored, Reminiscences of
School life, and Hints on Teaching, http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/jacksonc/jackson.html, 15.

375 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 21.

%76 Jean Marie Robbins, “Black Club Women’s Purposes for Establishing Kindergartens in the Progressive Era,
1890-1910”. Loyola University Chicago, 2011. Ph.D. Diss. http://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_diss/99.

"7 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 10. “In complexion she was very dark brown, almost black, with a
straight, shapely nose and a small mouth. In her manner she was quiet, refined, and reserved”.
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regard her grandmother, whom she affectionately called “Aunt Liza”. The figure of Terrell’s
courageous, dignified grand-mother appears to have had the greatest influence on her. Her
grandmother Liza could seldom tell the end of her stories about slavery days because the
young, impressionable Mary often started crying’’®. Of all the stories her grandmother told
her about her life in bondage, the one in which she had threatened her master to death when
he was about to whip her made the biggest impression on Terrell’”’.

Likewise, Susie King Taylor enjoyed listening to her grandmother’s stories. As
Catherine Clinton indicates in the introduction of Susie King Taylor’s book, Taylor “was
descended from a long line of proud females who passed on their stories to their daughters
and instilled in them a sense of pride in heritage that was not dimmed by generations of

bondage™**

. Women of African descent passed on stories of resistance from mothers to
daughters. The figures of uncompromising women deeply inspired their daughters and
instilled them with racial pride.

I will now analyze how these writers spoke about their parental figures in their
narratives. The paternal and maternal figures undoubtedly shaped these women’s opinions of
men and women and their understanding of gendered-based attitudes. Many women of this
study greatly admired their father, whom they often portrayed as bold and courageous, — in
brief possessing the characteristics of manhood — whereas they tended to depict their mother
figures as frail, religious, gentle and nurturing beings — in short, as purely feminine beings,

possessing the necessary qualities to be regarded as “true women” according to Victorian

standards.

The Importance of Paternal Figures

381

Most of them praised both of their parents but for possessing different qualities™ . For

example, like many women of this study, Maritcha Remond Lyons attributed traditionally

38 1bid., “’Never mind, honey,” she used to say to comfort me, ‘Gramma ain't a slave no more.’”, 11. Terrell
could not explain why the pain that discovering that her grandmother had once been a slave was greater than for
her parents: “It nearly killed me to think that my dear grandmother, whom I loved so devotedly, had once been a
slave”.

" Ibid., 11. She threatened him to “knock your brains out with this here chair”. Terrell wrote that her
grandmother said that the master “never c[a]me a step nearer”. See also page 41.

%0 Susie King Taylor, xxi. Introduction by Catherine Clinton.

! Fannie Williams did not say much about her family in her writings but it is possible to assert that she
maintained close relationships with members of her family and frequently visited her parents in Brockport.
Williams often used the opportunity to deliver lectures in the area. For example, she delivered a lecture in 1898
at the First Baptist Church entitled “What can she do?”. New York Sun. 14 July 1898. Reprinted in
http://brockportcommunitymuseum.org/pdfs/people/misc/Barrier%20-
%20Williams%20family%20newspaper%20chronology%2004-04-16%20FINAL.pdf. She was present when her
father Anthony Barrier suffered from a stroke in 1890. Fannie and her husband had just entered Anthony
Barrier’s store in Brockport when her father was taken very ill. He collapsed in his barber shop and died eight
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feminine qualities to women and traditionally masculine qualities to men. Maritcha Remond
wrote: “My faithful father, my wonderful mother! Never can I adequately express my
obligations to them. They practically ‘made over’ a sickly, peevish, unproposing girl into a
woman with a new lease of life”**?.

Many women indeed held their fathers in high esteem in their narratives. For instance,
the father figure in the Remond family naturally possessed masculine qualities, he was
“ambitious and enterprising” which enabled him to run a successful business in Salem,
Massachusetts, and Newport, Rhode Island**’. Maritcha Remond Lyons expressed her
gratitude to her father Harry Albro in the very first pages of her autobiography published in
1928, saying that he had shaped the type of woman she had become: “This simple essay is
also an expression of the very tender regard in which I hold my father. He, at the cost of
personal sacrifice, enabled me to attain what was regarded in my youth as a liberal education
for a woman™®*. According to her, writing this autobiography was for Lyons the possibility to

write the book her father had never been able to pen.

Ida B. Wells stressed her father’s courage in her memoir. She strongly admired her
father, whom she depicted as a courageous man who stood up to his former master, Mr.
Bolling. Very early, the family story that was passed on to Wells was that of courage. After
being intimidated during the elections of 1867, Jim Wells “said nothing to anyone...and went
across the street and rented another house. When Mr. Bolling returned he found he had lost a

workman and a tenant, for already Wells had moved his family off the Bolling place™**. In

days later. The Brockport Republic. 21 August 1890. Harriet Barrier died in her home on Erié Street at the age of
79. The Brockport Republic, 22 April 1915. It is unclear if Williams was present in Brockport when her mother
died on 16 April 1915. I was unfortunately unable to find any letter or document received or sent to or by her
parents. As Wanda Hendricks has emphasized, “in spite of of her public celebrity, Barrier Williams left few
personal papers”, Fannie Barrier Williams: Crossing the Borders of Region and Race, ix.

#%2 Maritcha Remond Lyons, 5. She described a family full of love: when speaking about her parents in their old
age (both lived up to their eighties) “Each was happy in the consciousness of loving and being loved. The home
spirit they inculcated has descended a precious legacy unto the third generation”.

3 He raised his children in order to make them employable people: “the girls were educated fully up to the
standards of the time and had trades”, while the sons “received all the training then available”. This family
displayed typical “Yankee thrift and ingenuity and simplicity”, 58.

¥ Maritcha Remond Lyons, Memories of Yesterdays: All of Which I Saw and Part of Which I Was, An
Autobiography, Introduction, Williamson Papers, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, NYPL. The
autobiography contains 8 chapters and is 81 page-long. Maritcha Lyons was born on 31 may 1848. Their family
lived in Brooklyn. Her sister, Pauline Lyons Williamson, worked as a nurse and lived in California at some
point. Their parents were Mary Joseph Marshall and Harry Albro. The pair got married on 14 May 1840. They
were friends of the white Remonds. Maritcha was named after the woman who was a personal friend of her
mother’s. Pauline Lyons Williamson married Mr. William Edward Williamson, “a cabinet maker of Plainfield”,
Maritcha Lyons, Memories, 29. She had a son, Henry Albro, who later worked at the New York Post Office.
This son became an “enthusiastic Prince Hall Mason”. Pauline “was married a second time to a Mr. Marshall
Kingsland of Morristown, New Jersey. They had one son, James Lyons, who also worked at the New York Post
Office. Chapter 5, 29.

% 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 8-9.
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her autobiography, Ida Wells constructed the image of her father as a politically committed
man “interested in politics” who did not hesitate to brave the Ku Klux Klan to defend his
political views: “I heard the words of the Ku Klux Klan long before I knew what they meant. I
dimly knew that it meant something fearful, by the way my mother walked the floor at night
when my father was at a political meeting”**. Wells’s admiration for her father’s bravery
undoubtedly played a part in the young girl’s character building.

Contrary to Ida Wells of Holly Springs, Mary Church grew up in an affluent black
family of Memphis and was raised with a sense of belonging to an influential white family of
the South as well. Her father Robert Reed Church was the son of a white entrepreneur of
Memphis who worked his way up from being a dishwasher to being a steward. She built the
image of a man who despite his handicaps — his illiteracy —, possessed the necessary qualities
and intelligence to get out of potentially dangerous or uncomfortable situations. He “had a
certain innate culture which men deprived of educational opportunities, as he was, rarely

possess.” He was also a talented businessman who possessed “ability of high order™*’.

On the subject of her father, Terrell’s narration may give the impression that she had
let herself be carried away. Her sentences flow and seem to follow her stream of
consciousness. Since Mary Church Terrell seemed to be aware that her account may appear as
biased to her readers, she acknowledged the “temptation” of picturing her father only in a
favorable light. Several times in her life writing, Mary Church defended herself from painting
him with partiality: “I am not trying to paint him as a saint, for he was far from being one. He
had the vices and defects common to men born at that time under similar circumstances,
reared as a slave, and environed as he was for so many years, from necessity rather than
choice, after he was freed*™. Like Wells, she painted her father as a courageous and even
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bold man: “He was one of the most courageous men I have ever known.”

she says,
providing two examples of his “fearlessness”. Both times, it appears that Robert Church was
the victim of racial attacks. Depicted as either bold or unaware of danger, he challenged peril:
first, in 1866, during what was termed the “Irish riot”, he was: “shot in the back of his head at

his place of business and left there for dead. He had been warned by friends that he was one

* Ibid., 9.

37 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 5-6. “He taught himself to write his name legibly — even beautifully
-- but he never wrote a letter in his life to my knowledge. I do not know whether he would not or could not do
this, but he always had an employee or a member of his family write his letters for him”. Mary Terrell also
remembered him as a loving father who enjoyed spending time with his children and cooking nice meals for her.
¥ It is a great temptation to say much about my father, for he was a remarkable man in many respects”.

¥ Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 6.
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of the colored men to be shot.” yet ignoring his wife’s advice, he went to work>*’. The second
time, “one winter” when it was extremely cold — Terrell does not provide the exact date —,
Robert Church was stoned when he was in his sleigh and decided to use his revolver to defend
himself*’!. As Robbins has argued, “Terrell paints her father as fearless and daring as he
continued to build his financial empire in the midst of this hostile atmosphere™*. As Terrell
suggested, it is a wonder that no harm was done to him. Perhaps his extraordinary status as the
wealthiest black man in Memphis prevented his assassination or his lynching®”*. Terrell sang
her father’s praises, portraying him at times as a loving and protective father who regularly
took her on trips, at times as a shrewed and experienced businessman, and also as a very strict
man whose reactions she dreaded as an adult woman. She nevertheless pointed out his bad
qualities in her autobiography. This “reserved” man could also be bad-tempered and could
easily get angry. “My father had the most violent temper of any human being with whom I
have come in contact. In a fit of anger he seemed completely to lose control of himself, and he
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might have done anything desperate in a rage.”” . Despite his faults, Mary Terrell’s father

figure remained important throughout her life, until his death in 1912.

Women whose fathers were white Southerners tended to remember their fathers in a
less flattering light because of the domination they had exerted onto their mothers under
slavery. For example, Anna Cooper did not hold her father in high esteem or maintain a tie
with him, considering him as little more than her biological father or genitor. She once wrote:

“I owe nothing to my white father beyond the initial act of procreation.”**>

. In fact, she always
referred to him in harsh terms in her articles®”®. As an adult, in one of the forms she filled in in
1930, Anna Cooper made it very clear from the start that she had always fought her battles
alone, without her father’s help: “Presumably my father was her master, if so I owe him not a

397
sou’””"".

0 Ibid., 7. “They and my mother begged him not to leave his home that day. But he went to work as usual in
spite of the peril he knew he faced. He would undoubtedly have been shot to death if the rioters had not believed
they had finished him when he fell to the ground.”

**! This was a dangerous thing to do for an African American man at the time, for he risked retaliation.

392 Jean Marie Robbins, “Black Club Women’s Purposes for Establishing Kindergartens”, 83.

393 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 7-8.

**Ibid., 6.

3% Anna Julia Cooper Papers. Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, Washington D.C.. Box
23-1. Form for Negro College Graduates, seemingly filled in in 1930.

3% Leona C. Gabel, From Slavery to the Sorbonne and Beyond, 8. “The fact that her mother was her father’s
slave was “resented by the slave mother and obviously by the daughter”.

7 Anna Julia Cooper Papers, Box 23-1. Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, Washington
D.C.. She used the French term “sou”, which in French means a very small amount of money and is equivalent
to a cent or a penny. Italics mine.
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Grandfathers or parents’ male friends also played key roles in the childhood of these
women. For many memoirists, the figure of the grandfather was that of a slave or a free man
who had courageously achieved freedom or ceaselessly worked for the country and for its
values. Grandfathers also sometimes played the role of surrogate fathers. For instance,
because she was raised by her grandfather, Elizabeth Johnson Harris speaks extensively of her

beloved “dear old grandpa” who raised her like his own child**®.

The Importance of Feminine Figures

While they attributed qualities of courage and boldness to their fathers, many women
of this study often placed their mothers on a pedestal and described them as models in their
life writings. For example, while she described her father as her genitor, Anna Cooper
emphasized her mother’s position of weakness when she implied that the latter had probably
been forced to have sexual intercourse with her master. Cooper used positive terms to depict
her mother in her writings: “My mother’s self sacrificing toil to give me advantages she had
never enjoyed is worthy of the highest praise and undying gratitude”. Her mother
apparently rarely spoke about Anna’s father, being “always too modest and shamefaced ever

to mention him”*%

, thus giving the impression that Cooper grew up under the exclusive care
of her mother, in a very feminine atmosphere. As Leona Gabel has indicated in her biography
of Cooper, “her silence on the subject [of her father | and the note of bitterness in her allusion
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7", In one

to her white father [is] in sharp contrast to her praise of her slave mother
autobiographical writing, she indicated that her mother “was a slave and the finest woman
[she] ha[d] ever known”***. Similarly, Mary Church Terrell praised her mother in her account
and dedicated the first words of her life writing to her. Likewise, Fannie Barrier Williams
explains that Harriet Barrier was a model for her and her sister, Ellen Barrier. As an active
woman, she sent her children to school, instilled religious values in them, was active in the

local Church and served in the Woman’s Baptist Foreign Mission Society in the 1890s." Mrs

Barrier was also a teacher of the Bible class in the Sabbath school in Brockport for

3% Elizabeth Johnson Harris, Life Story, see Chapter 3 : Life with her Grandparents, Daily Chores.

3% Anna Julia Cooper Papers. Box 23-1. Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, Washington
D.C.. Form for Negro College Graduates, seemingly filled in in 1930. To the question: “birthplace of father”: she
answered “I do not know”. Her mother was born in Raleigh, North Carolina.

4 Anna Julia Cooper Papers, Box 23-1. Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, Washington
D.C..

' 1 eona C. Gabel, From Slavery to the Sorbonne and Beyond, 8.

2 Anna Julia Cooper. Box 23-1. Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, Washington D.C..

* Brockport Republic. 6 February 1890. Harriet was elected solicitor. In April 1890, she was elected as Vice
President of the Women’s Foreign Missionary society of the First Baptist Church. April, 10, 1890.
http://brockportcommunitymuseum.org/pdfs/people/misc/Barrier%20-

%20Williams%20family%20newspaper%20chronology%2004-04-16%20FINAL.pdf.
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approximately twenty years*”*. She also defended the cause of Temperance: in 1895, she was
elected as the officers of the WCTU of Brockport and was active until 1906

Several women used apparently contradictory terms to speak about their mothers in
their life writings, often initially portraying them as frail, sociable and nurturing beings and
yet strong at the same time. At the beginning of her account, the figure of Mary Terrell’s
mother is that of a fragile yet deeply loving and maternal being. Indicating that she could
never have been born, Terrell highlighted the despair in which her mother found herself at the
time. Her mother apparently attempted to commit suicide before her birth, or so she was told:

TO TELL THE TRUTH, I came very near not being on this mundane sphere at all. In a fit of

despondency my dear mother tried to end her life a few months before I was born. By a miracle she was

saved, and I finally arrived on scheduled time none the worse for the prenatal experience which might
have proved decidedly disagreeable, if not fatal, to my future*®.

Like Cooper and Wells, Mary Church Terrell very often expressed deep affection for
her mother in her life writings and never ceased to praise her, saying that she was an example
of modesty, good will, generosity and cheerfulness*’’. She “irradiated good will and cheer
upon all with whom she came into contact. She was a ray of sunshine all the time, and
nobody, no matter how depressed he might be, could withstand the infection of her hearty,

"% For Remond Lyons, the mother figure was also that of a physically weak

musical laugh’
woman. Mary Joseph Lyons was a “slightly formed, slender woman”, a “frail little” being
“whose body deemed almost too fragile for the lofty soul it enshrined” who nevertheless
brought “love, attention and harmony” and “ruled by love rather than by fear, still remaining
loyal to the essentials of her puritanical inheritance”. She was depicted as being the family

and community “advisor, comforter and friend”*"”’

. Maritcha Remond Lyons also emphasized
certain feminine qualities in her mother. Drawing a portrait of her mother as a sociable and
entertaining host for her many and “frequent” guests, she highlighted for instance that she

mastered the art of small talk and was always pleasant. She was a “social woman whose

%% Brockport Republic. 31 October 1895. She was already a teacher in 1895. In 1899, 25 “ladies who have been,
or who are now, connected to her Bible class” came to her home one evening to offer her presents to thank her
for getting involved for the class. Brockport Republic. December, 7, 1899. The article informed citizens about
the departure of Mrs Barrier to her daughter’s residence in Chicago, for a prolonged stay. It is unclear how long
she had served as teacher though. Another article published in The Brockport Republic refers to a repast given to
honor Harriet Barrier for her 20 years of service. “Class Reunion”, The date is unclear, yet it probably occurred
in 1915.

95 Brockport Republic. 19 September 1895. Her sister Mrs White was also elected. In 1906, at the age of 71,
Harriet was “chosen to represent the Union [WCTU] at the State Convention” which was to be held in Norwich
in October 1906.

406 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 1.

*7 Ibid., 8. On her grand-mother, see page 11. She had been so affected by slavery that when Mollie asked her to
speak about it, she seldom could finish her story, being too emotional.

%8 Ibid.,, 8.

9% Maritcha Remond Lyons, Memories of Yesterdays, 58.
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company was as agreeable as when she was a maiden, with her it was possible to have a good
time without ‘furs and feathers’. One could expect to “pass many delightful hours with her in
the home where courtesy, sociability and friendliness reigned supreme”*'’. In addition,
Several women presented their mothers as disciplined, religious and loving women. Ida B.
Wells described her mother, Elizabeth Wells, who worked as a domestic worker, very
positively and as a “deeply religious woman” who “won the prize for regular attendance at
Sunday church, taking the whole brood of 6 to 9 o’clock Sunday school the year before she
died.”. This disciplined woman taught her children how to accomplish domestic duties but she

also encouraged them to study hard at school.

She taught us how to do the work of the home -- each had a regular task besides schoolwork, and I often
compare her work in training her children to that of other women who had not her handicaps. She was
not 40 when she died, but she had born eight children and brought us up with a strict discipline that
many mothers who have had educational advantages have not exceeded*'".

It seems that while these women used Victorian terms to present their mothers and
speak about their qualities, they showed that these role models were in fact active,
independent and enterprising women who did not embody the passive, fragile Victorian
woman. They often emphasized their mothers’ courage and keen sense of initiative. For
instance, Maritcha Remond Lyons praised the courage of her mother when they had to flee
New York City after the terrible riots of the summer of 1863: “Mother’s fortitude never
relaxed nor did her courage fail”*'>. Similarly, Drumgoold’s female family figures highly
prized their independence and adopted strategies to defend it. Kate Drumgoold’s mother did
not relent before adversity. After being sold in Georgia and being separated from her children,
she came back to get them at the end of the war, defying her former master who refused to
free her offspring. A Bureau agent named Major Bailley, helped her reach Brooklyn with her
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13 At the end of her account, Drumgoold rendered a vibrant tribute to her mother*'*.

family
Likewise, according to Terrell, her mother possessed the necessary qualities to be a

successful career woman. Mary Church’s mother was a respected and energetic

19 Maritcha Remond Lyons, 45.

411 Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 9-10.

12 Maritcha Remond Lyons, Memories. Chapter 2, 10. Her mother had been closely “associated” with the
Remonds, serving as clerk “in their confectionery store in the summer, and instructor of the daughters in the
various branches of hair work during the winter”. Lyons, 10 and 59. The bonds were very strong: Maritcha
Remond was mother’s bridesmaid and I am named for her”. Maritcha’s mother had also been a pupil of “Martel,
a noted New York French hairdresser”.

413 See Kate Drumgoold, Women's Slave Narratives: Annie L. Burton and Others. (Mineola, New York: Dover
Publications, Inc., 2006).

14 Kate Drumgoold, Ibid., 133. “And there is another dear one that God will help me to remember with all the
love and gratitude, and it makes me feel sad as I have to speak of her once more [...] She was the one that
brought me on to this lovely city, and that is my mother, who has gone to that land of song where there is no
more of sickness or sorrow and where God will dry every tear”.
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businesswoman who undoubtedly played a central role in the shaping of Mary’s personality.
Her mother’s ability to combine the roles of mother and businesswoman definitely influenced
Mary’s conception of gender roles. Her mother was indeed a very progressive woman.
Economically independent, she was the first of the pair to succeed financially thanks to her
business — Robert Church building his fortune some time later: “To her husband Mother was a
helpmeet indeed, for it was she who bought the first home and the first carriage we had”. As
Robbins has shown, after separating from her husband, she lived on her own and ran her own
business in a fashionable district of Memphis — which was quite popular*"”. “Her mother’s
ability to provide the family’s first house, her decision to divorce, and continued success as an
independent woman shaped Terrell’s sense of what women could accomplish even in a male-

59416

dominated society”” °. This very talented and fashionable hairdresser showed Mary that

women were capable of many achievements both as women, mothers and as professionals.

Moreover, many women of this study grew up in families where it was perfectly
acceptable for a woman to be active socially and politically. Many of these women’s mothers
were involved in their local communities. For example, Ida Wells’s and Fannie Barrier’s
mothers ran the Sunday schools and were appreciated members of their communities. The
mothers of these writers were often politically active and committed to high ideals of liberty.
These women’s upbringing often awakened in them a strong sense of race consciousness.
Some were born in families with a heritage of activism. For example, Charlotte Forten or
Maritcha Remond Lyons were born in families where there was a strong tradition of political
activism. Lyons’s mother was described as a patient, discreet yet hard-working and
committed partner to Maritcha’s father in the Underground Railroad*!”. She was a lover of
freedom who “transmitted to her children the priceless heritage of a keen aspiration toward a
higher plane of living”, as her daughter put it*'®. Being in contact with abolitionists during her
childhood, growing up listening to stories of the family’s engagement in the anti-slavery

struggle sensitized Maritcha to the cause of those of her race who were kept in bondage in the

415 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 9.

*16 Jean Marie Robbins, “Black Club Women’s Purposes for Establishing Kindergartens”, 93.

1" Maritcha Lyons, Memories, 46. Maritcha Remond Lyons (1848-1929). Maritcha’s parents were Mary Joseph
Lyons and Albro Lyons Sr.. The pair married in 1840 and the Lyons became involved in the abolitionist
movement in the 1850s. They belonged to the Underground Railroad network — their house was a stop on the
way to freedom. As a result, as a young girl, Maritcha was used to meeting runaways at home and listening to
abolitionist speeches. Moreover, her mother was an important member of this network: “At anti-slavery
meetings and conferences, mother was almost invariably present; not to agitate but to learn her duty in the
premises”, 46. Both parents believed that helping refugees was a “duty lying next”.

*% Tbid., 58. “In her soul burned an ardent thirst for lawful liberty, a devotion [to] the cult of individual freedom,
unrestricted by race, sex or religion”.
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South*"”. Similarly, Susie King Taylor’s actions were part of a family tradition in liberation.
Her forefathers had waged war during the American Revolution. It was also the case of one of
Charlotte Forten’s forefathers, James Forten Senior, who had also fought during the
Revolutionary War*?’, Family traditions of resistance and struggle for black freedom were
often passed on to these women. Consequently, these women’s family influence helped
develop their race consciousness since their early childhood.

The image of financially independent, active, politically committed and enterprising
mothers undoubtedly shaped and influenced the views of these future feminists about the roles

men and women could and should play in society.

These women generally developed close ties with their mothers throughout their lives.
For example, Anna Cooper maintained a loving relationship with her mother as an adult and
regularly wrote to her “dear Mother”. For instance, in 1898, Cooper wrote a letter to her
mother from Hampton Institute, telling her “Enjoy yourself and have a good time” with Mrs
Gibble, a friend she was staying with for some time. Another letter dated 1891 from Toronto
reveals how affectionate — and perhaps even overprotective — Cooper was towards her mother:
“Now be good and take care of yourself. [...] Let me know when you need anything more. |

I’ 2421

enclose a dollar for your picnic with Miss Hil . Cooper’s admiration and love for her

mother were so strong that Cooper later decided to honor her mother by naming one of the

schools of Frelinhuysen University after her*>.

Likewise, Fannie and Ella Barrier seemed to have been close to their mother. In the
local press, it appears that Harriet Barrier visited her daughter Fannie in Chicago for long

periods of time. In October 1895, Barrier temporarily stopped giving her Sunday classes

9 1bid., 62. The Remonds were active abolitionists and free-soilers. After the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law

in 1850, the “zeal of this family grew in intensity” and they “never used products of slave labor” — such as sugar
or cotton, molasses or rice. When they could, they used “substitutes or went without. They replaced cotton goods
with silk, linen or woolen materials”.

20 He was a powder-boy.

2! Letter dated 1898 and July 1981, Anna Julia Cooper Papers, Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard
University, Washington D.C., Box 23-1.

22 T eona C. Gabel, From Slavery to the Sorbonne and Beyond, 7-8. It was named the “Hannah Stanley
Opportunity School in memory of her mother”, as Leona Gabel explains. See also the remarks made on
Frelinghuysen University in The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper: Including A Voice from the South and Other
Important Essays, Papers and Letters. eds., Charles Lemert and Esme Bhan, 249. See also Anna Julia Cooper
Papers. Moorland Spingarn Research Center. Howard University. Washington D.C.
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because she was to visit her daughter in Illinois*?. Harriet ended up staying a year at her
daughter’s place in Chicago™*.

Despite her parents’ divorce in the late 1860s, and despite the distance that separated
her from her mother — Mary was in Ohio while her mother was in New York City —, Mary
Church Terrell remained close to her. When she was young, Mary found a faithful confident
in her mother, often confiding her thoughts, pain and worries in her. For example, when she
was in Europe in the late 1880s, she anxiously and impatiently waited for her mother’s letters.
Since Mary sought to maintain a symbiotic relationship, she had difficulties coping with the
geographical distance. For example, on 14 September 1888, she notes having received a letter
from her anxious mother after Mary had informed her that she was feeling sad and
homesick*’. She also expressed her deep affection for her mother, a person she knew would
never be replaced in her life:

Her good letter was so kindly, so full of the heart of an affectionate mother worrying about her

daughter’s happiness, [when] being so far away from her. May God save her, spare her until I see her

again. What would I become if my mother died? [...] I cannot even bear the thought of it. She said that
if I was sad, and if I desired to go back to her place, I could [...] My own good mother! How much pain

and suffering of all sorts she has had [in her life]. Yes, I know, my mother committed mistakes, she was
not always right, but committing mistakes is quite natural. She was compelled to act as she did**°.

Her diary entry, obviously written in times of difficulty — she was experiencing
homesickness — reveals her consideration and value of her mother’s experience but also her
dependence on her. Another time in her diary, she expressed her affection for her mother: “As
usual, I cried when I read the letter from my Mother — whom I love more and more”**’. On 25

428 but she

September 1888, Church missed her mother and desired to be able to be with her
also expressed her deep attachment and gratitude to both her parents: “How I love my mother.
I also love my father who has done so much for me. I am very grateful to him because he has

given me so much”**’. She seems to wish to give as much proof of filial love to her father as

423

The Brockport Republic. 31 October 1895. She also used this opportunity to visit her son George in Detroit.
04

Harriet Barrier came back from Chicago in November 1896. The Brockport Republic. 26 November 1896.
After “receiv[ing] a hearty welcome from many friends”, she probably resumed her work at the Sunday school.
Unfortunately, it is very difficult to find the reason why Harriet stayed at her daughter’s place for so long. It was
common to stay several months at some relatives’ but the length — an entire year — seems curious. 1895-1896
corrresponds to a very busy period in the life of Fannie Williams. Perhaps Harriet Barrier dropped her
engagements to join her daughter, who may have been experiencing personal difficulties — or not, it is difficult to
say. Perhaps Fannie felt overwhelmed by her lecture engagements or by the recent controversy over her
membership at the Chicago Woman’s Club. She may also have been experiencing difficulties as a wife or as a
woman.

2 Mary Church. Diary in French, 19. “This morning, I received a letter from my mother, who was very worried
after receiving my mail. I wrote it while I was feeling deeply sad, sorrowful and homesick. ».

426 1bid., 19.

27 Ibid., 48.

% Tbid., Diary entry 25 September 1888, 40. “I wrote to my Mother today. I wish I could see her”.

42 Ibid., 19-20.
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to her mother, as if she wished to re-establish the balance between her parents — who were
separated. Her emotional dependence on feminine figures was so marked that when she was
abroad for a long period of time, the 24 year-old Mary Church sought a reassuring feminine
presence and attention. Her landlord, Mrs Schmitt, seems to have served as a surrogate mother
for Mary in Paris. She liked her much: “She is so kindly. [...] I like her because she is like a
mother to me”*". Years later, her attachment to her mother grew even stronger. Perhaps
because Mary and her mother had suffered from their separation when Mary Church studied
in Ohio while her mother was in New York City, both women seemed to have tried to make it
for lost time during the rest of their lives*'. For fifteen years, between 1896 and 1911, when
her mother Louisa Ayers Church lived with the Terrells in Washington D.C., Louisa Ayers
played the role of confident and offered psychological support to her daughter. While Mary
Terrell paid tribute to her patience and attentive listening, she expressed regrets for having

burdened her mother’s mind so much during these years*”.

Aunts, mothers’ friends or other protective figures also sometimes inspired these
women. For example, one of Maritcha Remond Lyons’s main inspiring figures was her ‘aunt
Susan’ who had a “mellow and sweet” heart. She admired her for her devotion to the
community, saying that she displayed a “spirit of self-sacrifice, first for her family, next for
her people by race extraction™. This progressive woman definitely played an important role
in the building of Maritcha’s self-image. Susan had “natural dignity that courted friendliness
but rebuffed familiarity”. A deeply devout woman — “she believed in God all the more

zealously” —, she always carried the “Bible, a few volumes of the less orthodox sermons,

“0Ibid., 22.

! Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 115. Louisa Ayers Church lived with her daughter and son-in-law in
Washington for fifteen years in her old age, before her death in 1911. Mary recounted: “In reviewing the period
she spent with me, after she had passed away, it seemed to me that each of us had tried to make up for lost time
by concentrating into those fifteen years all the devotion we could have shown each other during the time we had
been separated. She was a great comfort, and in spite of physical affliction she was an unalloyed joy to us all.”
2 1bid., 8. “If I was gloomy or worried about anything and went to Mother's room to talk matters over with her,
[...] She had a way of really convincing me (and I am not so easily "convinced") that the matter was not so bad
as | thought it was, that the prospects didn't begin to be as gloomy as I had painted them, and that everything
would turn out all right in the end. As I look back upon my habit of confiding my troubles to my mother, I
reproach myself severely for placing upon her mind and heart any burdens which she, herself, was not obliged to
bear. It seems to me it was a weak and inconsiderate thing for a daughter to do. The only reason I can forgive
myself for imposing my woes upon my mother was that she never seemed to let anything worry her at all”.

3 Maritcha Remond Lyons, Memories, 59-60. Susan Remond (1814 - ?) was a successful businesswoman. She
established a bakery at home in Salem, Massachusetts, and expanded her “mother’s enterprise as a pastry cook
and confectioner”. Maritcha recounted that Susan’s kitchen was “a Mecca where gathered radicals, free thinkers,
abolitionists, female suffragists, fugitives all sorts and conditions [...] found rest and refreshment for mind and
body”. This “exceptional woman” ended her life living as a nun. See Juliet E.K. Walker, The History of Black
Business in America: Capitalism, Race, Entrepreneurship. Second Edition. Volume 1, To 1865. (Chapel Hill:
The University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 175.
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with files of the Liberator and Anti-Slavery Standards™**. Aunt Susan was not the only
feminine figure who influenced Maritcha: her aunts Sarah and Caroline Remonds also
inspired her deeply as able and enterprising women**>. These women successfully started a
business together before one of them left for Europe to live in a free country. Maritcha
particulalry admired Sarah Remond, who was, according to her, a “good woman, a refined
woman” who started a “crusade” against slavery because she was “dedicated to freedom”**°.
Likewise, young Fannie and Ella Barrier were deeply inspired by their aunt Mrs Troy A.

7 Along

White, who was a figure of Temperance and a respected member of her community
with their mother, this feminine role model undoubtedly played a role in the construction of

their self-identity.

The study of black female intellectuals’ life writings suggest that they used a Victorian
language to speak about their mothers and showed that their role models possessed the
attributes of dual womanhood which Carlson has developed*®. These women’s influential
figures possessed numerous qualities: they were not only pious, feminine and gentle but they
were also courageous, enterprising and hard-working. Undoubtedly, these images had an
effect on these women’s self construction. As Jean-Marie Robbins has explained for Mary
Church Terrell, “The stories Terrell heard about her mother and grandmother’s bravery,
independence and competence in a male-dominated world contradicted the Victorian values

that were widely seen as the Progressive Era middle-class woman’s ideal”**’.

Growing Up an Orphan

Ida B. Wells’s self-construction was quite different from that of other women of this
study because she was orphaned from the age of sixteen. The Wells family lived happily in

Memphis, Tennessee, before a dramatic event — the yellow fever epidemic of 1878 — crushed

“* Ibid., 60-61.

35 Maritcha had three aunts: Susan, Caroline and Sarah Remond.

6 Ibid., 61. Maritcha was particularly inspired by Sarah Parker Remond (1826-1894), who was a famous
abolitionist, lecturer, and a women’s rights advocate. Caroline Remond Putnam (1826-1908) was the daughter of
Nancy Lenox, a cake maker and decorator, and John Remond, a merchant and caterer of Salem, Massachusetts.
Susan, Caroline and Sarah’s brother was Charles Lenox Remond, who travelled with William Lloyd Garrison.

7 Brockport Republic. March 22, 1900. “This woman will be missed because of her good works and her great
influence upon those who met her”. Pamila R. White (1836- 1900) was Harriet Barrier’s only sister feminine role
model. Born in 1836 in Sherburne, New York (like her sister), she married Troy A. White in 1868, got active in
the WCTU in 1885 and remained an active defender of Temperance ever since. She also got engaged in charity
work, first belonging to the First Baptist Church of the city and then becoming a Methodist — she was a member
of the Free Methodist Church of the city. She died in Brockport in 1900, at the age of 64, and was survived by
her husband Mr. Troy A. White, her sister Harriet Barrier, and her two nieces. Her eulogy shows how respected
and beloved she was in the community.

% They were pious, gentle, pure while being active, working women involved in social work.

9 Jean Marie Robbins, “Black Club Women’s Purposes for Establishing Kindergartens”, 94.
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this stability. In 1878, she was visiting her relatives in a nearby town when the news of her
parents’ death came. Ida Wells came back home despite the warnings and found that her
parents and some of her siblings had died**’. This event was a turning point that shaped the
rest of her life. With the death of her parents, Ida Wells suddenly had to grow up and leave
childhood behind. In her life narrative, Ida Wells depicted this traumatic episode as a moment
when “life became a reality to [her]” and presented herself as a voluntary and courageous

teenager willing to achieve the impossible for her siblings**'

. At the death of her parents, Ida
Wells settled things up with the family Doctor and resolved to take care of her siblings**. Yet
“the Masonic brothers”, being their “natural protectors”, offered to take care of James Wells’
children*”. As Joanne Braxton has explained, this episode raised the awareness of the young
Ida of “her sexual identity as well as her social powerlessness”. Since a young woman was not
expected to act as head of her family, it was decided that the siblings should be dispatched in
various families, while Ida, being considered “old enough”, had to “fend for herself”.

Yet, Ida Wells refused the Masons’ solution and offered to take care of her siblings,
therefore violating acceptable gender norms***. As Joanne Braxton has emphasized, “By
demanding to be allowed to stand as the head of her family, Wells had unintentionally

violated the racial and sexual etiquette of her community”**

. Wells consequently appears in
her narrative as an independent, energetic and modern woman early in her life, since her
notions of duty to family “conflictfed] with the conventional notions of ideal womanhood
espoused by her community”. Braxton commented on this episode by saying that Wells

“accentuates her adolescent performance” and diminished “the importance of the actions of

9 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 12. In the end, both her parents had died, some of her siblings as well. Only
her sisters Annie and Lily, two brothers and herself survived. Wells explained that she almost died on that
occasion: sick with fever for four days, she “drank hot lemonade” to heal.

! Wells recounted in her memoir: “That's exactly why I'm going home. I'm the oldest of seven living children.
There’s nobody but me to look after them now. Don't you think I should do my duty, too? [...] He said nothing
more but made me goodbye as though he never expected to see me again”, Crusade, 12.

*2 When she came to settle financial issues with the family Doctor, Dr. Grey — who happened to be white —, Ida
Wells was suspected of maintaining improper relationships with him. In reality, her father — who had left some
money in a safe at a bank — had asked the Doctor to get the money for his family. See Crusade, 13-14. Wells-
Barnett remembered this traumatic episode decades later with dismay: “I am quite sure that never in all my life
have 1 suffered such a shock as I did when I heard this misconstruction that had been placed upon my
determination to keep my brothers and sisters together”, 17.

43 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 16.

44 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 16. “When all this had been arranged to their satisfaction, I, who said nothing
before and had not even been consulted, calmly announced that they were not going to put any of the children
anywhere; | said the deal would make my father and mother turn over in their graves to know their children had
been scattered like that and that we owned the house and if the masons would help me find work, I would take
care of them [...] Of course they scoffed at the idea of a butterfly 14-year-old schoolgirl who had never had to
care for herself trying to do what it had taken the combined effort of father and mother to do”.

3 Joanne Braxton, 113. This is a reference to the rumors which circulated about her at the death of her parents
regarding the payment of the white Doctor.
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her siblings in this crisis”**°. In her autobiography, as Wells stressed her inexperience as a
young woman, she automatically emphasized her courage to offer to keep her family
together**’.

Because it was one of the few acceptable solutions for women of the black middle-
class, “Two of the [Masonic members], Bob Miller and James Hall” who “had been appointed
by the Masons as our guardians” advised her to look for a position as a teacher at a “country
school”. Wells then took the examination and obtained a position in a country school six
miles from home. Even if she did not have any natural inclination for this occupation, Ida
Wells submitted to these men’s decision. The period which followed was a difficult one for
Ida Wells. At age 16, she was away from Monday to Friday evening and took care of her
siblings on weekends**®. She was assisted by relatives and by a friend of her mother’s later
on*”’. Moreover, the Wells were confronted with financial difficulties but could fortunately
count on their father’s savings*”. Ida Wells endured the situation for one term yet it was so
difficult that Ida’s aunt suggested that Ida seek a position closer to home. Ida secured a
position at a school in Memphis, which proved less strenuous. Her mother’s friend took one
of her siblings under her care and her brothers started working, and in 1882, Ida was able to
continue teaching in Memphis and take care of her two sisters®'. Years later, in 1886, the
twenty-four year old Ida secured a stable teaching job in Memphis and was beginning to
contribute to local newspapers.

Familial relationships grew increasingly complex in 1886-1887 when her aunt Fanny —
who “had taken [her] two sisters with her as well as her own three children” — asked her to

come to Visalia, California. Ida Wells did not wish to leave Memphis but — feeling indebted

to her aunt for what she had done and receiving no appointments from schools in Tennessee**

6 Joanne Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography, 112.

7 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 17. “Of course as a young, inexperienced girl who had never had a beau, too
young to have been out in company except at children's parties, I knew nothing whatever of the world's ways of
looking at things and never dreamed that the community would not understand why I didn't want our children
separated”.

*¥ Ibid., 18. “I came home every Friday afternoon [...] I spent Saturday and Sunday washing and ironing and
cooking for the children and went back to my country school on Sunday afternoon”.

*9 Ibid., 17-18. Her paternal grand-mother Peggy, aged 70, came to Holly Springs to take care of Ida’s siblings
yet became so ill that Ida’s aunt had to come along to fetch her. Later, Ida was able to secure the help of a former
friend of her mother’s.

% She said ironically: “I was to be paid the munificent sum of $25 a month [...] We lived on the money that my
father had left”, 16-17.

41 Ibid., 18. “After one term, I went to Memphis on the indication of the aunt who lived there. She had been
widowed by the same yellow fever epidemic which took my parents, and she had three small children of her own
to care for. [...] My mother's sister, said she would take care of Eugenia. My two brothers were put to work on
the farm and I took the 2 girls with me to Memphis™.

2 Ibid., 24-25. “I had made a very pleasant place for myself in the life of Memphis by this time and 7 didn't
want to leave”. Her aunt “had given me help in the home with her when I badly needed it and had cared for my
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— she accepted to come. After attending a meeting organized by the National Education
Association in Topeka, Kansas, Ida arrived in Visalia, California, and started working in a
small school there in September 1886. Moreover, Wells had misgivings about teaching there
because she did not wish to work in an area where African Americans were segregated. She
thought: “I was helping to perpetuate this odious state of things by staying and teaching at this
school. I spent an unhappy day as these thoughts kept occurring to me. But again I determined
to make the best of the situation I could not help”***.

Her diary reveals the sense of boredom she experienced in California. Wells missed
the bustling and dynamic social and intellectual life of Memphis: “Dreary days” passed, even
if she tried to “make the best” of a situation she “could do nothing about”***. On August 9,
1886, she confided: “I’ve no books, no companionship™**®. After one month, feeling that she
had her whole life in front of her — she was then aged 24 — and that she was too young to live
in such a secluded place, she desired to go back to Memphis**°. Her aunt agreed to let her go
on condition that she took her two sisters with her. Indecisive, Wells hesitated many times
before going to Kansas City for good®’. She had misgivings because she felt indebted to her
aunt, whom she refused to leave in California on her own. Ambivalent about this situation,
she went through several crises and experienced anguish**®. After many hesitations, Wells set
off for the South*”. Consequently, at the age of 24, Ida Wells left California and became the
legal guardian of her sister Lily. During her twenties, Ida Wells felt isolated, melancholy and

went through periods of depression. On March 20, 1887, she wrote in her diary “I am not

two young sisters while I was teaching. I felt that I owed her a depth of gratitude and that I ought to go” [Italics
mine]. See pages 24-25. Moreover, her aunt was isolated: “Not a dozen colored families lived there, and
although there was plenty of work, it was very dull and lonely for my aunt and the five youngsters in the family.
There was good work and good wages for her, and better health than back in Memphis, but no companionship;
so I decided to stay with her”.

3 Ibid., 25-26. She explained: “This school was a makeshift one-room building. The separation of the two races
in school had been asked for by the colored people themselves, as I learned afterward, and they had been given
the second-rate facilities that are usual in such cases”.

% 1da B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 26.

3 Ibid., 97.

# Tbid., 25. “When I told my aunt that it was even worse for me, a young woman, to have nothing to look
forward to, as I was just beginning to live and had all my life before me, she said that if I returned I must take my
two sisters with me. She knew very well that I had no money with which to do so”.

“71bid., 103-104. See her diary entry dated September 12, 1886. She planned to leave for Kansas City, Missouri.
¥ Ibid., 106. She confided crying “half the night & all the morning”, asking God for guidance in her decisions:
“Help me and bring success to my efforts I pray”.

9 1da asked Robert Church — Mary Church’s father — the necessary sum to pay for her train ticket. As
mentioned earlier, Mary and Ida had met in July 1887. On July 13, 1887, Ida Wells reported meeting “Mollie” in
Memphis, Tennessee, saying that she was “the most pleasant companion” she had met. See Memphis Diary, 149.
Ida felt close to this young woman because their aspirations were similar: “She’s the first woman of my age I’ve
met who is similarly inspired with the same desires hopes and ambitions”. Ida Wells, Memphis Diary, 150.
Nevertheless, as mentioned earlier, they were not friends.
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happy and nothing seems to make me so”*®". On July 16, 1887: she assessed her 25 years of
life and confides being dissatisfied: “within the last 10 years I have suffered more, learned

461
more, lost more than I ever expect to” o

The importance of Religion Growing Up

Perhaps these women’s common point is that religion had paramount importance in
their families. Most of them were Christians who were taught to revere God. Their writings
reveal that faith and religion played an important — if not central — role in their lives. They set
as an example qualities encouraged by the Christian religion such as piety, obedience,
patience, universal love and religious deportment. Quite naturally, morality and purity are
often at the heart of their narratives and discourse — on womanhood and on many other
subjects.

Fannie Barrier Williams was raised in a Baptist family but in adulthood, she became a

%2 1n her autobiography, she explained

Unitarian, like her best friend Celia Parker Wooley
that she was raised in a strictly religious family: her father served as Treasurer and Deacon of
the Baptist Church of the city and taught a Bible class*®*. His wife Harriet was also active in
the Church and taught Sunday School. In June 1890, Harriet Barrier was elected solicitor of
the Woman’s Baptist Foreign Mission Society*®*.

Ida B. Wells was raised a Methodist. Ida Wells regularly asked for God’s guidance in
her 1886-1887 diary. For example, on March 28, 1887 she wrote: “Father help me to have
some influence over [Sunday school children at Avery] and use that influence for good! I
want to be of use to them, show me the way, I beseech thee*®. Even if she sometimes
admitted in her youthful diary that she had issues observing all Christian precepts, she strove

to become a better Christian. On 16 July 1887, she regretted not being an exemplary

“0Ibid., 138.

*! Ida B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 150. She defined the first years of her life as: “the first 10 or so far away, in the
distance as to make those at the beginning in distinct: the next five are remembered as a kind of butterfly
existence at school, and household duties at home”. She was conscious that she was only starting to live her life:
“I've only begin to live — to know life as a whole with its joys and sorrows” and seemed to be impatient to live it.
2 Fannie and S. Laing Williams both joined the interracial All Souls Church (Unitarian) in 1888. See “Fifty
Years of Emancipation”, Meadville Lombard Theological School, Wiggins Library, Jenkin Lloyd Jones
Collection. http://www.meadville.edu/uploads/files/163.pdf. See also Wanda Hendricks, Fannie Barrier
Williams: Crossing the Borders, 68.

%93 Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro’s Autobiography”, 5. “My parents were strictly religious people
and were members of one of the largest white churches in the village. My father, during his membership in
discharge, held successively almost every important office open to a layman, having been clerk, trustee, treasurer
and Deacon... He was four years teacher of an adult Bible class composed of some of the best men and women
of the village, and my mother is still a teacher large Bible class of women in his veins Sunday school”.

464 Brockport Republic. 5 January 1888 and February 6 1890,
http://brockportcommunitymuseum.org/pdfs/people/misc/Barrier%20-

%20Williams%20family%20newspaper%20chronology%2004-04-16%20FINAL.pdf. Last accessed July 2017.
3 1da B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 138.
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Christian. She used her diary as a place where she could reassert her resolutions to observe
good conduct, indicating that she had decided to stop devoting her attention to superficialities
such as fashion. In the Spring of 1887, she wished to focus her attention on Easter
celebrations and not on dresses: “I thought of the beautiful Easter time coming, and my
thoughts had strayed away from the true significance of the time to less important matters of
dress”. She resolved not to “spend [... her] holy day in fun and pleasure for [her]self” and
instead, “fast for my many sins of dereliction and remain home to work, watch and pray, and
praise for the wonderful goodness of my Father to an unworthy servant™*®,
She was also active in her local church. At some point, she opened a Sunday school for young
men: “I went to Avery Chapel Sunday school & organized a class of young men or rather
youths, just merging into manhood’*®”.

Likewise, Mary Church was a very religious young woman in the 1880s. In her diary
written in French, she indicated that she enjoyed the sermons given at the American Church in
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Paris™". Nevertheless, Mary Church seems to have been more in tune with the teachings of

the Reformed Church of Switzerland. On 28 October 1888 in Lausanne, she wrote:

I just came back from Church, where I listened to a good sermon, which I understood well from
beginning to end. The Minister said that we should listen to one’s conscience, that we should be the
ones to decide what to do and what not to do. [...] One should not listen to other people’s ideas and

smother one’s conscience. I like his ideas about liberty. He mentioned the Reformers, saying that they

suffered in order for the Church to be free*®.

In her European diaries, she regularly thanked God for his blessings. For instance, when her
father allowed her to remain in Europe for another two years, she was grateful to him and the
Lord*°. Another time, she praised God for making her so fortunate and happy : “I am so
happy, I feel blessed. For me, it is a real heaven on earth. God has guided me. I am sure of
itw*’!

Anna Cooper was perhaps the most devout Christian of this study. She married George
Cooper, who had been trained as a Priest in the Episcopal Church’”* and remained an

Episcopalian later in her life. She was a member of “St. Luke P. E.”. — probably St Luke’s

% Tbid., 138-139. She attended Ashbury Methodist Church and praised the new Minister, Mr. Nightingale,
saying that he was “certainly a splendid judge of human nature”.

“Ibid., 129 and 144 and 150.

8 Mary Church, Diary in French, 23. She attended service at the American Church rue de Berri and enjoyed the
sermon of Mr. Newell: “The sermon was good and I needed it”.

%9 Mary Church, Diary in French. Diary entry dated 28 October 1888, 52.

470 1bid., diary entry dated 11 February 1889, 70.

T bid., 41.

2 George Cooper was ordained Reverend by Bishop Lyman on 4 June 1876. The pair married one year later in
1877. Cooper died on 27 September 1879 in Raleigh, North Carolina. He is buried in the City Cemetery in
Raleigh, with Anna Julia Cooper. See https://www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=39777718.
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Episcopal Church — and declared actively contributing to the Church despite not holding

.o 473
service in Church™"”.

2. Girls Raised As Exemplars of Virtue and Morality

Raised in strict observance of the Christian religion, these girls of the black middle and
upper-classes were expected from a very early age to conform to the strict Victorian ideals of
the time — that is, they were also expected to respect certain values such as piety, thrift,
modesty, morality, etc. — and to possess certain qualities, deemed ‘feminine’ or ‘womanly’.
They were were taught to behave in a strictly “proper” manner and were taught to abide by a

strict etiquette from a very young age.

The Importance of Propriety and of Victorian Ideals Growing Up

According to Stephanie Shaw, the qualities that black girls had to fulfill and that
would ensure their social success were those of “cleanliness, politeness, respectability and
thriftiness”. They also had to learn how to “shop economically, eat sensibly, dress tastefully,
keep their good reputation clean, show good character, control oneself, display self-reliance
and maturity”*’*. In one word, they had to display “moderation in all”. The qualities sought in
a woman differed among black and white women. Glenda Gilmore has pointed out that “the
prevailing image of middle and upper-class white southern womanhood in the post-bellum
period devalued scholarship and outspokenness among young women” whereas “African
Americans of both sexes entered Reconstruction valuing strength, initiative, and practicality
among black women.”*”. Subjected to these dual imperatives, girls had to find or be provided
with guidelines. Parental presence was central but educational institutions also played a role
in this process. Parents or teachers of African American girls deployed a lot of energy in
trying to model girls’ character because they thought that the collective image of black
womanhood was at stake.

Moreover, from a very early age, these women were expected to possess certain

Victorian attributes in order to be considered as “feminine” or womanly. Like white women,

3 Anna Julia Cooper, Box 23-1. Form. Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, Washington
D.C.. St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, situated on 1514 15™ Street, Washington D.C., opened in 1879. Alexander
Crummel served as Rector until his retirement in 1894.

47 Stephanie Shaw, What a Woman Ought To Be and To Do: Black Professional Women Workers During the
Jim Crow Era. (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1996). See chapter 1, in particular pages
18-19. Shaw has studied three generations of black professional women who would later be race leaders,
librarians, professors, teachers, or nurses. The first generation was composed of those born between 1858 and
1883, the second generation included those born between 1884 and 1909 and the third generation was composed
of those born between 1910 and 1935.

475 Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow, 36.
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many women of color were expected to conform to strict Victorian attitudes, the only ones
deemed appropriate and legitimate. Yet, contrary to white women, African American women
had to navigate between the realities of their time — the difficult economic situations of their
families found their root in slavery and racial discrimination — and the social injunctions made
to women at the time — linked to their gender and class. Navigating through these injunctions
was often an uneasy thing to do.

Perhaps because these women belonged to a small part — the educated, middle and
upper-class — of the African American community, they felt that representing the community
added a certain pressure on their shoulders growing up. As Shaw has explained, “the manners
[of these girls] reflected not only their own character but that of the entire family”*’®. Parents
and educators indeed believed that African American girls of “the better class” represented
their families and by extension, literally embodied “the race”. In brief, their manners
represented those of the black community. For instance, in her Reminiscences published in
1913, Fanny Jackson Coppin explains that she was aware that her exceptional circumstances —
being a northern educated black woman in America — implied that she represented the whole
community at Oberlin College, where she attended the Gentlemen’s Course in the 1860s*"”.
Mary Church Terrell explained in her autobiography having felt the same impression while
studying in Ohio as a child*’®.

Girls of the middle and upper-classes were often raised with Victorian ideals in mind.
Parents — and mothers in particular — tried to instill Victorian qualities in their daughters and

often exerted pressure and control upon them*”

. Young women subsequently did place the
emphasis on the respect of Victorian ideals as well. For example, in her diary, it becomes very
clear that Ida B. Wells was influenced by Victorian ideals of femininity. As DeCosta-Willis,
the editor of her diary explains, “[h]er characterization of [her teacher] Miss Atkinson owes

much to the ideology of puritanical Victorianism, propagated by white missionary teachers at

476 Stephanie Shaw, 17.

477 Fannie Jackson Coppin, Reminiscences, 15. “I never rose to recite in my classes at Oberlin but I felt that I had
the honor of the whole African race upon my shoulders”.

78 Mary Church Terrell, A Colored Woman, Chapter 3: “I am Sent North to School”.

47 Shaw, 17. In her monograph, Shaw has provided the example of Charlotte Forten’s niece Angelina who was
raised as a promising race leader. In the 1890s, her father, Archibald Grimké, provided her with numerous
recommendations in his letters when he worked as an American consul abroad. He “reminded Angelina to
respond to people who had written letters to her, to thank people for favors that they had provided, and to keep in
touch with old family friends”. He wanted her to prove “a comfort” to the Grimkés and hoped that “she, like
other “nice girls, white and colored, would always behave respectably”.
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Rust University”*®. In young adulthood, Wells did not totally break free from Victorian
codes. As DeCosta-Willis has emphasized, her early style in her diary and in her early articles

show how imbued with Victorian etiquette she was:

Like other nineteenth century, middle-class women of color, such as Maria W. Stewart, Charlotte
Forten, and Frances Watkins Harper, Wells practiced Victorian social customs and conformed to a strict
code of ethics. The code mandated that, like their white counterparts, black women be noble and

refined; they had to ‘uplift’ the race (notably men) by eradicating vice: drinking, gambling, and

fornication*®".

Ida Wells praised her teacher for possessing certain qualities — deemed feminine, such
as patience, docility. Miss Atkinson seemed to possess all of these qualities and Wells deeply
admired her for this. In her mind, Mrs Atkinson, her music instructor represented a paragon of
femininity.

So fair and pure, so divinely good, whose motions were grace & poetry personified [...] She seems so
thoroughly pleasant, so bubbling over with an effervescence of youth, health, high spirits, cheerfulness
and withal such an exuberance of vitality in every look or motion that every one is charmed without
knowing why***.

Like Mamie Garvin Fields later, Wells believed that some teachers gave kinder

attention to light-skinned pupils than to dark-skinned pupils*™®

. At Rust University, her
schoolfellow Annie was the Professor’s favorite because she possessed all the desirable
qualities expected of a young woman at that time by white Northerners: she had an obedient

»#4 This pupil of mixed ancestry was the favorite of Mr Hooper at

and “docile disposition
Rust University because of her “obedient disposition”. “Her extreme tractableness and
therefore easily controlled and her evident ladylike refinement” pleased the professors,
whereas Wells was known to be “tempestuous and rebellious”. Wells often lamented the fact
that she failed to live up to the standards imposed on her. She regretted lacking certain
qualities: she explained that she showed “hard headed willfulness”, and regretted “the trouble

[she] gave, [as well as her] disposition to question authority”***. These qualities — or lack

0 1da B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 76. Rust College was a HBCU founded in 1866 by the Freedmen’s Aid Society
of the Methodist Episcopal Church. It is related to the United Methodist Church. Rust College was indeed
administered by whites when Ida B. Wells attended it.

! DeCosta-Willis, Memphis Diary, 121.

2 1da B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 78.

8 See Fields, Mamie Garvin. Lemon Swamp, 47. Fields had the impression that only light-skinned pupils had
the favors of the teachers: “One reason why I didn’t go to our private high school for Negroes in Charleston was
that, back then, honors were always given to mulatto children, light-skinned half-sisters and brothers, grands and
great-grands of white people. It didn’t matter what you did if you were dark”.

* She was the favorite, not because of her color — because others were fairer — and not because of her high
intellectual powers. Wells wrote in her diary: “So I’ve come to the conclusion that it was her obedient
disposition, her extreme tractableness, and therefore easily controlled and her evident ladylike refinement” that
made Professor Hooper prefer her, Memphis Diary, 78.

85 Ibid., 78.
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thereof — in nineteenth century America became useful to Wells over the years*™. Yet as a
young woman, she seems to have suffered from her temper and keenly felt the pressure to
conform to Victorian expectations girls of the middle and upper-class felt at school or at
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home™’. As Stephanie Shaw has shown, this type of social pressure was exerted upon middle-

class African American girls and women*™.

From a very young age, girls of color were constantly reminded of the importance of
propriety whenever they were around boys and men. Their family members, mothers in
particular, saw to it that they behaved in an acceptable manner. African American women
very often did everything that was in their power to raise their daughters in a strict fashion, in
order to instill in them a sense of responsibility, respectability, purity and morality.

Between 1865 and 1900, middle and upper-class black women were often urged to
comply with the Victorian code of conduct and girls were reared to become future race
leaders. They were raised with the sense that their mission was to promote racial uplift**’. In
What a Woman Ought to Be and Do, Stephanie Shaw has explained that many middle-class
black families were very strict about their daughters’ attitudes and adopted rigorous child-
rearing strategies. The individualistic impulse was reinforced by “a sense of mutual obligation
among the women, their families, and the larger black community and had important
collective consequences as well”®’. Young black women were therefore taught to be
particularly careful because their own individual acts would impact the entire community.
Black families of the middle-class were particular about their daughters’ upbringing because
they wanted to instill them with a sense of self-worth and respectability. Importantly, they did
not view Victorian ideals as incompatible with race work or public sphere work. On the
contrary, they understood them as complementary.

As premarital sex or sexual relations out of wedlock were looked down upon by both

men and women, African American parents of the middle-class were very careful that their

¢ DeCosta-Willis, Memphis Diary, 73. “Wells is misrepresented and misunderstood. Although she often
complains about such misrepresentation, she also accepts responsibility for her ‘tempestuous, rebellious, hard
headed willfulness’ and her ‘disposition to question authority’. Ironically it is the very qualities that problematize
her personal relationships — her tenacity, rebelliousness, and disputatiousness — that will impel her to undertake,
six years later, a courageous crusade against lynching”. Memphis Diary, 73.

7 Shirley Carlson, “Black Ideals of Womanhood in the Late Victorian Era”. The Journal of Negro History, Vol.
77, No. 2 (Spring, 1992): 61-73, 68. Interestingly, Wells would later be considered as the perfect embodiment of
this dual noble back womanhood which Shirley Carlson describes. Wells-Barnett was later “commended both for
traditional ‘feminine’ qualities and for her intellect and service to the black community”.

8 Stephanie Shaw, What a Woman Ought to Be and Do.

" bid., 16. “These daughters “were prepared not just for work but for professional positions, activism, and
leadership roles”.

0 Ibid., 2.
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daughters retained unsullied reputations. In the early 1880s, when the 13 year-old Elizabeth
Johnson was courted by a man from the local area, her grand-parents were very much
concerned about respecting propriety and protecting their grand-daughter’s respectability. Her

grand-parents kept a watchful eye on her. She described this attentive supervision:

I happened to be well trained so as to keep myself in place, and never rushing out of my place, therefore
though as a child, I continued to love - and with the right control of mind I kept my love - sign hidden
and myself in the proper place for a child. But to my great surprise in two years later he called to see

me. But I had to be excused as [ was not yet receiving young men company, and I was compelled and

willing to abide by the rules of my dear Grandparents regardless of the love on either side*”".

Considering that she was too young to get seriously involved with a suitor, they

advised the young man to wait patiently for her to be older:

Finally he made the second call - this time to the old folks, asking the privilege to visit the house, the
old lady dear Grandmother seemed a bit willing, but Grandfather talked with him very nicely still he
had him wait a while longer, as I was young and only a school-girl. So he went on and waited whether
patient or impatient I do not know. But just the same he had to wait until consent was given by the old
folks. After which we corresponded by his many calls and lots of letters for one year and eleven months
before we were married**?,

In her life narrative, Johnson explained that whenever her suitor visited her, the pair
was never left alone. For example, her grandfather would tell “slave and ghost stories”, the
family would sing while she would play the “little organ grandpa had given [her]”. At any
rate, the pair were never let alone and adult supervision was mandatory493. Moreover, when
“the gentleman was away in another city for eight months or more”, Elizabeth and he
corresponded regularly but her grandparents insisted upon reading all letters exchanged: “But
in the way that I had to read his and my letters to the dear old folks, it seemed that he was
corresponding with them also — ha ha”. To readers who might consider such supervision

drastic, she explained:

One may think that our Courtship days were very unpleasant and embarrassing in regards to the old
folks and their peculiar rules, but not so, we fully understood these from the beginning and we were
mostly always contented to abide by the same, as we just had it to do, Oh those were the days. And we
knew that the future would bring around a change. So we very willingly and patiently abiding by their
rules until by marriage vows, the glorious changes were made and all were well and satisfied .

She willingly obeyed her parents when the man in question asked her if he could write

her letters. She was 10 years old at that moment:

1 Elizabeth Johnson Harris, Life Story, 1867- 1923. Duke University. Online version.
http://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/scriptorium/harris/harris-indx.html, chapter on Courting, 25-31.

492 http://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/scriptorium/harris/section-08/harris08.html, 16.

3 Elizabeth Johnson Harris, 16. Italics mine. Moreover, Harris seemed to deplore the change in the new
generation who did not appreciate music in the 1920s: “T would play the little organ that GrandPa had given me,
and we would sing Church or Sunday-School Songs. In those days Sacred music was always in place and
enjoyed in the homes as well as Church or elsewhere. Then very often GrandPa would amuse us by telling us of
Slave and Ghost-Stories, a few of which you will find in print en-the-eppesite-page elsewhere in these pages.
These we would enjoy very much”.

4 Ibid., 17.
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I was reluctant to do this without the consent of my parents or grandparents. And I could not afford to
play the part in slipping notes or letters. So I had to wait until a free opportunity came, where there
would be no blind-folding. For this he [her suitor] thanked and complimented me, by saying ‘ You are a
good little girl to obey and I hope that you will make a good wife for a good man some day’ Bye-Bye.
Well I yet loved this man, but was determined not to break the rules of the old folks or the peace in my

simple but happy home. And the compliment that he paid me made me feel proud, and the more

determined to obey the home rules*””.

It seems that Harris attributed this strictness to the generational gap that existed between her
and her grand-parents. As her testimony shows, she willingly abided by the strict rules
imposed by her grand-parents and understood that this close surveillance was aimed at

protecting her reputation and respectability.

These young women of color were raised with precious feminine and masculine role
models in their family. These girls were taught — and consequently developed — very precise
and conservative views about being a girl of color in the United States. They were often
taught strict Victorian gendered conceptions typical of the late nineteenth century and were
expected to behave according to their gender and propriety rules of the time. In the 1860s and
up to the early 1890s, not only did parents and legal representatives often keep a watchful eye
on their daughters but they also encouraged them to develop and cultivate certain traits of
character supposed to be feminine. Girls were taught to cultivate a feminine and genteel
manner, and in brief, were encouraged to possess all the attributes possessed by the Victorian
lady. In the 1860s, 1870s and 1880s, African American girls women often grew up being
aware of the difficulty their gender and color might cause them. Black women intellectuals
rarely spoke about sex in their writings. As Mia Bay has shown,

Cooper, Terrell, and other middle-class black women of their day often avoided speaking freely about the racial
and sexual slights for fear of drawing attention to themselves at a time when ‘derogatory images and negative
sterotypes of black women’ s sexuality made black womanhood a fragile ideal. Instead, they adopted what

historian Darlene Clark Hine has called a ‘culture of dissemblance’ designed to shield the ‘truth of their inner
life and selves from their oppressors’*%.

3. Building An African American and Regional Identity

These women were raised in the 1860s and 1870s, at a period when racial segregation was

not as strongly implemented in the country as in the late 1890s or early twentieth century®’’.

495 Ibid., 15. Italics hers.

% Darlene Clark Hine, “Rape and the Inner Lives of Black Women in the Middle West: Preliminary Thoughts
on the Culture of Dissemblance”, Signs 14 (Summer 1989): 912-920, 917, as cited in Mia Bay, To Tell the Truth
Freely: The Life of Ida B. Ida Wells. (New York: Hill and Wang, A Division of Farrar, Strauss and Grous, 2009),
120. Darlene Hine has contended that black women developed a “culture of dissembance” and often remained
silent on questions related to sex: “Black women, as a rule, developed and adhered to a cult of secrecy, a culture
of dissemblance, to protect the sanctity of inner aspects of their lives”, 915.

7 Mamie Garvin Fields, Lemon Swamp, 48-50. Fields, who was born in Charleston, South Carolina, in 1888,
experienced racism very differently. She remembered that she was seven years old when the 1895 Constitution
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Nevertheless, public transports in some cities in the United States — northern or western cities
such as Philadelphia or San Francisco — were segregated in the 1860s. For example, Charlotte
Forten evoked racial discrimination in streetcars in her 1860s diary, ironically commenting on

»#98 _ and racial discrimination would

Philadelphia’s nickname — the “city of brotherly love

only stop in San Francisco, California, after Mary Ellen Pleasant won a legal battle in 1866.
Racial identity was central to the formation of their identity. With gender, their racial

identity constituted one of the most important elements of their identity. All of these women

considered themselves as women of color.

Growing Up in A Region Where Racial Discrimination Was Less Fierce

Several women became aware of their color identity quite late in their lives because they
grew up in communities in the North relatively free from racial discrimination*”’. This was
the case of several northern black women such as Fannie Barrier Williams or Fannie J.
Coppin. Fannie Barrier Williams grew up in Brockport, New York, which she presented as a
place where she enjoyed racial equality. She testified having been the victim of no race
prejudice there, to the point that she did not seem to be aware of her skin color as a young
girl: “We suffered from no discriminations on account of color or ‘previous condition’, and
lived in blissful ignorance of the fact that we were practicing the unpardonable sin of “social

59500

equality”™". Fannie Barrier Williams had lived a perfectly carefree childhood and made many

white friends at school growing up: “During all schooldays our associates, schoolmates and

companions were all white boys and girls. These relationships were natural, spontaneous and

95501

free from all restraint.””" . In fact, she seemed to realize her racial identity when she was

suddenly changed the racial climate of the State. A new State Constitution replaced the previous Constitution
which dated from 1868 — and which had given African Americans the right to vote. It disenfranchised many
African Americans by instituting the poll tax and literacy tests — it was revoked in 1968. Fields remembered that
it had a rapid impact on racial relations in the State: “The Jim Crow law made friends into enemies overnight” in
a city where families who had recently immigrated had lived peacefully with African Americans. She and her
siblings who had been friends with German American children living across the street were no longer friends:
“the day after [Jim Crow], we got to be enemies, and we began to fight each other”. The German boys, Kramer
and her brother, who used to play marbles together, started using these as weapons to break the neighbor’s
window pane. She remembered: “If you met Kramer in the street, he would call you ‘nigger’. Then we would
shout ‘cracker’ back. That quick the children who had been friends changed”. In her mind, children weren’t
responsible for this, “the law made the children do this”, the responsibility fell on “old people [who] made the
law”.
%8 Charlotte Forten Grimké, The Journals of Charlotte Forten Grimké. Ed. Brenda Stevenson. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1988). 1854 diary, 363. “I was suffering the many deep deprivations which all of our unhappy
race must suffer in the so-called ‘city of brotherly love’. What a mockery that name is! But over these wearing
months it is better to draw the veil and forget”.
% As I will soon explain, they were nevertheless aware that African Americans were discriminated against in
some areas of the North.
22(1) Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro’s Autobiography”, as cited in The New Woman of Color, 6.

Ibid.
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confronted to Southerners: “Until I became a young woman and went South to teach I had

never been reminded that I belonged to an ‘inferior race’””"".

First Encounters With Racism

In a predominantly white country, whether they lived in the North or in the South,
African American women were at some point in their lives reminded of their skin color. All
women of this study fell victims to racial discrimination in their lives, received lower wages
because of their color, were segregated against in public transportation and public places.
Even northern women underwent racial segregation in northern cities such as Philadelphia in
the 1860s°”.

Northern black women were lucid about northern realities and were well-aware that
race discrimination existed in some parts of the North. For instance, when Fannie Jackson
Coppin travelled to Philadelphia, she “was sharply reminded of [color]”. It was a rude
awakening because having “been so long in Oberlin”, she “ had forgotten about [her] color”.
In the segregated Phildelphia of the mid-1860s, when the street car conductor “forbade [her]
entering a car that did not have on it “for colored people,” she had to wait. “This was my first
unpleasant experience in Philadelphia™®. Fannie Barrier Williams voiced the same
experience in her autobiography. She testified having suffered from racial discrimination in
the North as a young woman. When she followed an art class in Boston in “the very cradle of
liberty” as a young woman in the 1870s, she was asked to leave the course because her
presence caused inconvenience to white southern students. The instructor — averse to racial
discrimination — was sorry to ask Fannie to leave yet complied because of economic reasons:
“Even here [...] white Southerners were there before me, [...] I was told by the principal of
the school, a man who was descended from a long line of abolition ancestors, that it would
imperil the interests of the school if I remained, as all of these southern pupils would leave”.
In the end, she had to “submit to the tyranny of a dark complexion” and interrupt her art

505

studies in Boston™ . Her testimony shows how from the 1870s onwards, the South — its values

506

and culture and its inhabitants — influenced politics nationally”". In 1904, Fannie Barrier

* Ibid.

3% Other cities such as San Francisco in the West enforced racial segregation. See the example of Mrs Derry of
Philadelphia or Charlotte Brown of San Francisco who sued railroad companies in 1863-1867.

5% Fannie Jackson Coppin, Reminiscences, 14. In 1865, she worked as a teacher of Latin, Greek and
Mathematics at the Institute for Colored Youth in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and became Principal of the
Ladies Department the following year. In 1869, she became Principal of the Institute.

°% Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro’s Autobiography”, 7. This was not Williams’ last encounter
with racism since she was confronted to racial discrimination a few years later in the South.

%% There was also a general tendency in this period to implement discriminatory laws in many places in the
country. Northern politicians supported this effort.
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explained that in turn-of-the century Chicago, African Americans still suffered from racial
discrimination and underwent humiliations. In her autobiography, she described one incident
about a southern white man who could not tolerate the presence of an African American clerk

employed at a company™"’.

Black southern women also grew up being aware of the existing racial discrimination in
their native region. In the 1860s and 1870s, the young Ida Wells was aware of racial violence
at a very early age. She could feel the anguish her mother felt when her husband attended
political meetings. Elizabeth Wells feared the presence of Ku Klux Klan members. Ida Wells

remembered:

I heard the words Ku Klux Klan long before I knew what they meant. I knew dimly that it meant
something fearful, by the anxious way my mother walked the floor at night when my father was out to a

political meeting. Yet so far as I can remember there were no riots in Holly Springs, although there were

plenty in other parts of the state’™.

The South Carolinian born in 1888 Mamie Garvin remembered the racial slurs she heard as a
child in the 1890s. Once, as she was admiring the College of Charleston with her sister Ruth,
she heard a boy say: “Scat! Nigger, what you doin’ down ya?”". Years later, she was still
astounded and trying to understand why a “small white boy of Charleston” used an expression
used to frighten cats to tell them to go away. Because they were repeatedly taught a children
not to fight, Mamie and her sister did not respond and left.

When they went south, northern women were faced with southern racism. Upon
graduation from Brockport State Normal School in the 1870s, even if Fannie Barrier “could
easily have obtained a position” as a teacher near Brockport, New York, she “wanted to go
out into the world and do something large or out of the ordinary”. Inspired by the models of

the northern missionaries, the “school-marms” of the North>', this energetic young woman

7 Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro’s Autobiography”, 9. Williams explained that one day —
Williams did not provide the precise date this event took place — it occurred before she penned her
autobiography in 1904 —, this clerk met a southern-born customer who seemed disturbed by her appearance. He
told her: “I come from a section of the country where we make your people know their places. Don’t you think
you are out of yours?” She merely looked up and said, “I think I know my place”. He added: “I am a southern
man, [ am, and [ would like to know what kind of a man is this that employs a ‘nigger’ to sit at a desk and write”.
Even if the man left after his interview with the boss, never to return again, Williams felt the need to mention it
in her short autobiography, in order to show that race prejudice was a national phenomenon. In Williams’s
testimony, the influence of the South nationwide is obvious. When she studied in Boston and was forced to leave
a class because Southerners demanded that she leave, when she assisted African American women to obtain
positions as clerks in Chicago in the 1890s and 1900s, Williams realized the relentless influence of southern
prejudices in the entire country. She would fight against this influence throughout her life.

% Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 9. This took place in the 1860s and 1870s, before Elizabeth Wells’s death in
1878.

39 Mamie Fields, Lemon Swamp, 51.

>1% She praised the “sacrificing devotion of the pioneer New England teacher as the colored girl.” Fannie Barrier
Williams, “The Colored Girl” Voice of the Negro 2, no. 6 (1905): 400-403, as cited in The New Woman of Color,
63-66, 64.
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applied for a teaching position in the South and “soon obtained a situation in one of the ex-

511
slave states” ™ ".

It was then and there that Fannie Barrier Williams discovered a new life and racial
discrimination: “Indeed, until I became a young woman and went South to teach I had never
been reminded that I belonged to an ‘inferior race.”””'?. For Williams, the shock was so
powerful that years later, she wrote about this period as a pivotal, life-changing moment in her
autobiography: “It was here and for the first time that I began life as a colored person. In all
that the term implies™". She tried “to adapt [herself] to these hateful conditions” yet with
difficulties’'*. She said:

No one but a colored woman, reared and educated as I was, can ever know what it means to be brought
face to face with conditions that fairly overwhelm you with the ugly reminder that a certain penalty
must be suffered by those who, not being able to select their own parentage, must be born of a dark
complexion.

d”515

In her twenties, her “cherished [American] ideals had been “‘shattere . Her color implied

the limitations of her aspirations:

All truth seemed here only half-truths. I found that, instead of there being a unity of life common to all
the intelligent, respectable and ambitious people, down south life was divided into white and black
lines, that in every direction my ambitions and aspirations were to have no beginnings and no chance

for development’'®.

The 49-year-old Williams recounted that at the age of 20, she had to learn a whole new way

of life, very different from what she had been accustomed to:

Everything that I learned and experienced in my innocent social relationships in New York State had to
be unlearned and readjusted to these lowered standards and changed conditions. The Bible that had been
taught, the preaching I had heard, the philosophy and ethics and the rules of conduct that I had been so
sure of, were all to be discounted.

Before that moment, she had the feeling that she had experienced life as a white

American girl. And now, not only did she come of age at that period, but she also started her

! Williams was inspired by northern “school-marms”. Carlson explains that in northern States such as Illinois
for example, the black Victorian schoolteacher was presented as a role model to girls and young women, and that
“the black Victorian school teachers exemplify the interplay of the two cultures -- European American and
African American — within the Illinois black community”, Carlson, 65. Her sister Ella also became a teacher. In
September 1875, Ella got a position as Assistant Principal of a Grammar School in Washington D.C. and Fannie
obtained a post as a teacher in a school at Hannibal, Missouri and later worked in the Washington D.C. area.
Fannie taught in the South for eleven years, from 1875 to 1886. Probably in 1885 or 1886, she met her future
husband, S. Laing Williams, who was then a Law student in Washington D.C.. See William G. Andrews and
Richard W. Black, 4 Century in the Life of an African-American Family: The Barriers of Brockport, an online
exhibit (Brockport Community Museum 2016).
http://brockportcommunitymuseum.org/pdfs/people/misc/Barrier%20-
%20Williams%20family%20newspaper%20chronology%2004-04-16%20FINAL.pdf.

312 Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro’s Autobiography”, the Independent 57, 14 July 1904: 91-96, 91.
the Independent. 1904, and The New Woman of Color, 6.

13 bid., 6. Italics mine.

> Ibid.

> Ibid. She exclaimed: “What a shattering of ideals!”.

> Ibid.
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life as a black woman. Her narrative reveals that Williams was under the impression that she
had in fact lived two distinct lives: one — from her infancy to the age of 20 — as a white
American woman and the second — from the age of 20 to her death — as a woman of color.

The time spent in the South in the 1870s also made Fannie Barrier Williams realize
that for Americans, race was more important than social class or merit: “Whether I live in the
North or in the South, I cannot be counted for my full value”, the merit of persons of color
being systematically sacrificed in the name of racial identification®’. Williams’s race
consciousness was born when she experienced discrimination in the South. The shock of
living in a region where, because of her color, she was denied the opportunities she felt
entitled to because of her education and class was so great that Fannie Barrier decided to
devote her energy to helping women who were less fortunate than she was.

Coming of age learning the limitations a black woman was faced with because of her
color was a painful experience for Williams: “It is scarcely possible to enumerate the many
ways in which an ambitious colored young woman is prevented from being all that she might

»318 especially because she learnt it at a later

be in the higher directions of life in this country
age than most of her counterparts, having grown up in an area relatively free from racial
discrimination: “Plainly I would have been far happier as a woman in my life up to the age of
18 years old had I not been so free, spontaneous and unhampered by race prejudice™".
Fannie B. Williams said in her life writing : “I have never quite recovered from the shock and
pain of my first bitter realization that to be a colored woman is to be discredited, mistrusted
and often meanly hated”>*’

All of these women without exception fell victims to the discriminations persons of
color suffered from and all of them agreed on the fact that racial discrimination, the “color
line” constituted, as Fannie Williams termed it “an insurmountable obstacle” in American

521

society”” . In 1904, when discussing American racial prejudice, Fannie Williams seemed to

lose faith in the future. When she penned her autobiography, she confessed: “I dare not cease

17 Ibid, 12, and as cited in the Independent, 96. She nuanced this view later on, believing that white American
women still refused to see black women obtain positions as clerks, even if they declared themselves “liberal”
when it came to racial relations. “Here in the northern states I find that a colored woman of character and
intelligence will be recognized and respected, the white women who would recognize and associate with her in
the same club or church would probably not tolerate her as a fellow clerk in an office or [shop]”.

% Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro’s Autobiography”, in The New Woman of Color, 7. Williams
was referring here to the period 1855-1874. “My faith in the verities of religion, in justice, in love, and in many
sacredly taught sentiments has greatly decreased since I have learned how little even these stand for when you
are a colored woman”.

9 1bid., 7.

20 1bid., as cited in the Independent, 92.

321 Tbid., 95.
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to hope and aspire and believe in human love and justice, but progress is painful and my faith

is often strained to the breaking point™>%.

These young African American women were also painfully confronted with racial
discrimination in public transportation. In their writings, these women accounted for the harsh
treatment reserved to African Americans in transports. These experiences revealed the double
standard existing between black and white women in public places —where black women were
denied courtesy — “chivalry” — and respect, and were even brutally treated.

Some women such as Fannie Williams experienced racism when they went south. She
deplored in 1904 that racial discrimination did exist in the Northern states, even if it “did not

manifest itself so openly and brutally” as in the South:

I cannot say that I have experienced the same kind of humiliations as recited in the pathetic story of the
southern colored women in the Independent of March 17, 1904, but I can't but believe that the prejudice

that blights and hinders is quite as decided in the North as it is in the South, but does not manifest itself

so openly and brutally®®.

By writing this, Williams showed how she positioned herself as a northern woman
indeed, rather protected from the humiliations faced by women of color in the South, yet she

also uses this passage to show her sense of sisterhood with black women of the South:

Prejudice is here and everywhere, but it may not manifest itself so brutally as in the South. The chief
interest in the North seems to be centered in business, and it is in business where race prejudice shows
itself the strongest. The chief interest in the South is social supremacy; therefore prejudice manifests
itself most strongly against even an imaginary approach to social contact’*.

Because she dreaded being ill-treated when travelling, Fannie Williams apparently later tried
to avoid as much as possible going south and being exposed to the segregationist system
enforced there: “Fortunately, since my marriage [in 1887] I have had but little experience
South of Mason and Dixon’s line.”*’.

Likewise, Susie King Taylor attempted to avoid the southern transportation system.
Several years after the Civil War, in 1874, this native of the South settled in Boston and
married a certain Russell L. Taylor in 1879. In 1898, when her son — who lived in Louisiana —
fell sick, she came to visit him. On her way there, Taylor fell victim to racial segregation in

the South. Accustomed to equal treatment in Boston for years, she was astonished to

experience strict racial segregation when visiting her son”*®. Upon reaching Shreveport, she

522 1bid, as cited in The New Woman of Color, 13.

*2 Ibid., 10.

3 Ibid., 13.

2 bid., 10.

> Susie King Taylor, Reminiscences, Chapter XIV, 69. She had to take smoking cars to reach Shreveport,
Louisiana, to the bedside of [her] son, who was very ill”. She explained: “I went to this [smoking] car, and on
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tried to secure a berth on a sleeper for her son home and she was denied the right to do so.
Taylor emphasized in her account that despite black Americans’ loyal devotion to the nation,

they or their children were denied the right to travel in decent conditions because of color:

He was not strong enough to travel otherwise. If I could only have gotten him to Cincinnati, I might
have brought him home, but as I could not I was forced to let him remain where he was. It seemed very
hard, when his father fought to protect the Union and our flag, and yet his boy was denied, under this
same flag, a berth to carry him home to die, because he was a negro>’.

On the way back to Boston, she feared for her life: “At Clarksdale, I saw a man hanged. It
was a terrible sight, and I felt alarmed for my own safety down there”. The situation bettered
as she approached Memphis: “I found conditions of travel much better” there, she wrote™".

In the 1890s, Anna Cooper was also personally confronted with racial discrimination.
Aware that black women of the South had to do considerable traveling often “unattended”,
she expressed concern for African American womanhood — she spoke about a “slighted
womanhood” — very early in her career. Cooper denounced the lack of “manners” and
decency shown to black women in America, describing the evictions of women from
tramways or trains. For example, she explained that one man once called out to her saying

“Here gurl” — although she was “past thirty”>*’

— and spoken to rudely.

Ida B. Wells also fell victim to discriminatory practices during her young adulthood.
In 1883, at the age of 21, as she was on her way back from her school in Memphis,
Tennessee, Ida Wells was asked to leave the ladies’ car because of her color. Even if there
“were no Jim Crow laws cars then”, Wells explained that “there had been efforts all over the
South to draw the color line on the railroads™*°. Faced with her refusal, the conductor
violently forced her out of her seat. Wells was bewildered by both the passivity of some white
passengers and the encouragement of some whites on the car. She defended herself

energetically, in a way which could be thought unseemly for a middle-class woman®'.

entering it all my courage failed me. I have ridden in many coaches, but I was never in such as these. I wanted to
return home again, but when I thought of my sick boy”.

327 1bid., 71-73. As a result, her son died in Louisiana and she went back home to Boston alone.

> Ibid., 74.

3% Anna Julia Cooper, 93. Cooper “mention[s] instances of personal violence to colored women traveling in less
civilized sections of our country, where women have been forcibly ejected from cars, thrown out of seats, their
garments rudely torn, their person wantonly injured. America is large and must for some time yet enter its out-
of-the-way jungles of barbarism as Africa its uncultivated tracks of marsh and malaria”. Cooper ironically
commented on the lack of manners of white Southerners. “When a great burly six feet of masculinity with
sloping shoulders and unkempt beard swaggers in, and, throwing a roll of tobacco into one corner of his jaw,
growls out at me over the paper I am reading, "Here gurl," (I am past thirty) "you better git out 'n dis kyar 'f yer
don't, I'll put yer out,"--my mental annotation is Here's an American citizen who has been badly trained. He is
sadly lacking in both 'sweetness' and 'light”, “Woman vs. the Indian”, 4 Voice from the South, 95.
http://docsouth.unc.edu/church/cooper/cooper.html.

>%1da B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 18.

>1 Ibid., 18-19. He “tried to drag me out of the seat, but the moment he caught hold of my arm I fastened my
teeth in the back of his hand [...] I had braced my feet against the seat in front and was holding the back, and as
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After this incident, Wells decided to start a legal procedure’. The case was taken to

533 . .
but the decision was reversed

the Circuit Court and Wells won the case $500 for damages
at the State Supreme Court and Wells lost the case one year later’>*. When Wells learnt that
she had lost her lawsuit after years of judicial battle, she confided feeling “so disappointed,
because I had hoped such great things for my suit for my people generally”. She had
completely lost faith in the American judicial system: “I have firmly believed all along that
the law was on our side and would, when we appealed to it, give us justice”. Discouraged, she
confided that if she had been able to, she would have left the United States: “I feel shorn of
that belief and utterly discouraged, and just now if it were possible would gather my race in
my arms and fly far away with them”*>. Like many times in her young life, Wells felt that
she was left to handle the matter on her own. She wrote in her memoir: “None of my people
had ever seemed to feel that it was a race matter and that they should help me with the fight.

So I trod the winepress alone”>°.

Contrary to Anna Cooper, Fannie Williams — when she taught in the South in the
1870s — or to Ida B. Wells, who had to fend for themselves, Mary Church Terrell was
relatively safeguarded from racial discrimination thanks to her father’s protection, social
status and reputation®’. Nevertheless, she experienced several traumatic experiences when

travelling on her own, at the age of 5, 12 (in 1875) and 16 (in 1879)*®. Terrell emphasized the

he had already been badly beaten he didn't try it again by himself. He went forward and got the baggage man and
another man to help him and of course they succeeded in dragging me out. There were encouraged to do this by
the attitude of the white ladies and gentlemen in the car; some of them even stood on the seats so that they could
get a good view and continued applauding the conductor for his brave stand [...] I had been pretty roughly
handled [but] I had not been hurt physically”.

%32 1bid., 19. She had initially hired a black lawyer from Memphis, Tennessee, but, finding out that he had been
bribed by the Chesapeake and Ohio company, she resolved to hire a white man, Judge Greer.

333 1t was concluded that “her persistence was not in good faith to obtain a comfortable seat for a short ride”, as
cited in Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation in the South, 1890-1940.

334 Aware that her case would have constituted a legal precedent, Wells wrote: “The success of my case would
have set a precedent which others would doubtless have followed. In this, as in many other matters, the South
wanted the civil rights Bill repealed but did not want or intend to give justice to the Negro after robbing him of
all sources from which to secure it”.

> Ida B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 140-141. Diary entry April 11, 1887. She finished her diary entry praying God
to come to her aid in this hardship: “O God is there no redress, no peace, no justice in this land for us? Thou hast
always fought the battles of the weak & oppressed. Come to my aid at this moment and teach me what to do, for
I am sorely, bitterly disappointed. Show us the way, even as Thou led the children of Israel out of bondage into
the promised land”.

53 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 21.

337 She apparently regularly travelled in white cars.

538 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 15-16, 295-296, 297. This first traumatic experience was a shock
which Terrell remembered her entire life. In her autobiography, she explained that the young girl she was then
looked for logical and rational reasons which had pushed the conductor to act so aggressively and
disrespectfully. She wondered: Had she behaved contrary to propriety? Had she been careless about her personal
appearance? Her mother reassured her about her behavior and said, disheartened: “Sometimes conductors on
railroad trains were unkind and treated good little girls very badly”. She related to her mother and to all other

[122]



dangers African American girls risked when they travelled alone in some parts of the
country— they could be sexually assaulted or molested: “spending the night in a Jim Crow car
is a real peril for a colored girl”**°. Contrary to many women in this study, Mary Church was
repeatedly able to travel in first-class trains. When she travelled, being the daughter of a rich
member of the Memphis black elite, she either benefited from Robert Church’s fatherly
protection or from his social status and importance, being for example able to warn
recalcitrant conductors that her father would sue the railway company if they continued to
deny her the right to travel in white cars. As I have shown, things were quite different for

women with a darker skin and who had no father or brother to protect them.

These women often grew up with a strong sense of their racial identity. Their first
encounters with racism came as a shock and they probably durably affected the way these
women understood and fought against racial discrimination. I will now examine how they
developed a sense of regional identity during their childhood. How did they think and speak
about the North, the South, the Midwest? How did their construction of region later influence

their thinking and their understanding of race and region?

Building a Strong Regional Identity

These women often developed a strong regional consciousness during their childhood,
even if, as I will later argue, their regional identity was never fixed or rigid. How did these
women — among whom many later became well-travelled women — feel and express this sense

of regional identity in their young age?

Whether the North was their native or adopted region, female inhabitants of the North
expressed their love for this region and tended to portray this section in a positive light. In
their eyes, it was a land where they could live relatively free from racial discrimination, even
if they knew that racial discrimination existed in certain areas. For example, although she had
been born and raised in the South and had worked as a teacher in the South, Kate Drumgoold
was deeply attached to her city of adoption. Brooklyn was in her eyes a “lovely city, where
there are those that love and fear God, and who love the souls of the negro as well as those of

the white, the red, the yellow or brown races of the earth, for we have ever found some of the

black women in America, therefore highlighting the plight of women of color rearing children in a racist society.
She said: “Seeing their children seared and wounded by race prejudice is one of the heaviest crosses which
colored women have to bear”, as cited in “Being a Colored Woman in the United States”, The Unpublished
Papers of Mary Church Terrell, 26-27.

>3 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 298.
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people who do not forget us day or night in their prayers, that God will send a blessing to us

540
asarace” .

As I will further examine in a later chapter, Fannie Barrier Williams also positioned
herself as a northern woman in her writings. It appears that she developed a keener sense of
regional identity once she had travelled outside of the North. In her autobiography, she clearly
opposed the North and the South, presenting her native State as a place of tolerance where she
had been sheltered from racial discrimination whereas the South was depicted as a place
where African Americans were violently discriminated against. The discrepancy between
North and South in her discourse is evident. Depicting the South as a hostile region, she
portrayed Brockport as a model city where whites gladly welcomed and befriended African
Americans. She depicted her wedding as taking place as in a dream. After “teaching a few
years in the South”, she received a warm welcome in Brockport when she came back to be

married:

I went back to my home in New York State to be married. After the buffetings, discouragements and
discourtesies that I had been compelled to endure, it was almost as in a dream that I saw again my
schoolmates gather around me, making my home beautiful with flowers, managing every detail of

preparation for my wedding, showering me with gifts, and joining in the ceremony with tears and

: 541
blessings™ .

Black northern women loved their native region because it offered them — depending on
the State or city they lived in — more racial equality than in the South. Moreover, these
northern writers may have depicted the North as a tolerant region because they may have
wanted to instill in their readers the idea that racial equality did exist somewhere in America
and that this ideal was possible. I will now analyze how southern-born women reflected upon
their regional identity. How strong was their sense of Southernness?

Perhaps more than northern African American women, southern women firmly asserted
their regional affiliation in their youth. A sense of regional identity was often very visible in
their first writings, as we can see in Ida B. Wells’ early journalistic work or in Anna Cooper’s
early essays. Ida Wells’s early life writings reveal that she had an exacerbated sense of
Southernness very early in her life. Young Ida Wells indeed positioned herself as a black
woman from the South in the 1880s. For instance, in her early articles published in Memphis
in the 1880s, Wells, under the pen name of ‘lola’, exclusively defended “the black woman of
the South”, often using examples that had autobiographical accents. In the article of 18

February 1888 entitled “The Model Woman: A Pen Picture of the Typical Southern Girl”, she

>0 Kate Drumgoold, “A Slave Girl’s Story ”, in Women s Slave Narratives, 112.
>*! Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro’s Autobiography”, 7.
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gives a definition of what “the typical girl of the South” is not. She explains that “’The typical
southern girl’ of today is not without refinement, is not coarse and rude in her manners, nor
loud and fast in her deportment”. She added: “The typical girl’s only wealth, in most cases, is
her character; and her first consideration is to preserve that character in spotless purity”>*.

Wells clearly defined herself as a Southerner and spoke as a black woman of the South.
When she began contributing to the newspaper entitled Free Speech in 1887, aged 23, she
argued: “There are among us mothers, wives and maidens who have attained a true, noble,
and refining womanhood. There are many such all over this Southland of ours, and in our own
city they abound™*,

Moreover, several other educated black women of the South such as Wells and Cooper —
believed that they were the exemplars of black womanhood in America and experienced a
feeling of legitimacy when speaking for the rights of African Americans because as
Southerners, they spoke for almost the entire African American community — who mostly
lived in the South. For Ida Wells, Anna Cooper, Margaret Washington and several others, the
black woman of the South represented the black woman in America®*. In 1895, Margaret
Washington — a Southern woman who became one of the most influential club woman of her
time and was the third wife of Booker T. Washington — voiced the same idea. In the article
entitled “The New Negro Woman” of August 1895, Margaret Washington contended that
“The crucial race work was to be done in the South, a place that needed to be identified less
with the degradations of slavery and more with the possibilities of reform™*. In 1896, in a
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letter to Ednah Cheney”™, Washington believed that “[The South is] where work must be

done for this is where the great mass of the colored women are’”*’. In 1893, to Fannie

2 Ida B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 188.

3 1da B. Wells, “Our Women”, 1887, in Memphis Diary, 185. Italics mine. Wells added in “The Model Woman,
the Pen Picture of the Typical Southern Girl”, New York Freeman, 18 February 1888, 187-188, “The typical
southern girl of today is not without refinement, is not coarse and rude in her manners, nor loud and fast in her
deportment. Nor is the stiff, formal, haughty girl the ideal”. The Free Speech was formerly known as the
Memphis Free Speech and Headlight which J.L. Fleming also directed. She also regularly contributed to The
New York Freeman, or the Fisk Herald.

> Anna Julia Cooper, “Womanhood”, 1886, in The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper, 63. Like Margaret Murray
Washington, Cooper considered that most of the work was to be done in the South, where the majority of black
women lived: “We must point to homes, average homes, homes of the rank and file of horny handed toiling men
and women of the South (where the masses are) lighted and cheered by the good, the beautiful, and the true,--
then and not till then will the whole plateau be lifted into the sunlight”, 63.

5 See the introductory note by Martha Patterson in The American New Woman Revisited, 54. Martha A.
Patterson., ed., The American New Woman Revisited : A Reader, 1894-1930, (New Brunswick, New Jersey and
London : Rutgers University Press, 2008).

> Ednah Dow Cheney (1824-1904) was a white social reformer, abolitionist, women’s rights activist born in
Boston.

7 Margaret Washington, “The New Negro Woman”, in Lend a Hand, as cited in The American New Woman
Revisited : A Reader, 1894-1930. See pages 54-59. This was published in a Boston monthly newspaper owned
by Edward Everett Hale. Washington wished to see [white] women [such as Frances Willard, Ellen Henrotin,
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Williams who had spoken as a black woman of the North, Cooper replied: “I speak for the
colored women of the South, because it is there that the millions of blacks in this country have
watered the soil with blood and tears, and it is there too that the colored woman of America
has made her characteristic history, and there her destiny is evolving”*®. The sense of
Southernness is clear in the writings of the young Anna Julia Cooper. The speeches she gave
in the 1880s-early 1890s reveal her special concern for the South. The choice of the title of
her 1892 collection of essays, A4 Voice From The South By A Black Woman of the South shows
that the 34-year-old Anna Cooper spoke as a black woman of the South®*’.

Conversely, even if she came from Memphis, Tennessee, like Ida Wells, Mary Church
Terrell felt that she had a dual regional identity. Terrell considered herself to be a Southerner
because she was born and reared in the South and because her white family of Memphis
anchored her there. Yet since she had left the South at an early age, she felt that she was also a
Northerner. Since she had studied in Ohio from the age of six, had secured an education and
had led a life relatively free from racial discrimination there, she soon felt that she had
adopted the values and the lifestyles of the Northern States. She was “reared among Yankees”
and had “imbibed the Yankee’s respect for work™, as she put it in her autobiography™’. In her
life writing, she portrayed herself as a woman who felt at ease navigating the social and racial
codes of both regions>".

Mary Terrell was not the only one to be familiar with the customs of both the North
and the South from an early age. Anna Julia Cooper had also become familiar with both

regions at an early age and therefore understood the ways of both sections. Nevertheless,
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and Mary Dickinson] to “‘show a little less fear of their southern sisters’ and speak out in favor of colored
women, thousands of whom ‘live a living death’”. Like Cooper, Margaret Murray Washington was resolutely a
southern woman. A native of Mississippi, she studied at Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee, and spent most
of her life in Tuskegee, Alabama.

% Anna Julia Cooper, “The Intellectual Progress of the Colored Women in the United States since the
Emancipation Proclamation: A response to Fannie Barrier Williams”, 1893, in The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper,
201-206, 202. Cooper always spoke for women of the South, repeatedly using the pronoun “we” : “We are
utterly destitute”, 202.

9 In 1930, she considered herself a “Raleighite”. Anna Julia Cooper Papers. Moorland Spingarn Research
Center, Howard University, Washington D.C. Throughout her life, she maintained bonds with the South and she
chose to be buried with her husband in Raleigh, North Carolina. A later chapter will show that despite her
cosmopolitanism, Cooper’s sense of Southernness remained strong throughout her life.

3% Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 60-61.

! She later spent most of her adulthood in Washington D.C. and travelled widely, both domestically and
internationally. Washington D.C. is considered as the northernmost city of the South, because it was a slave trade
center and because its laws authorized racial segregation. Slavery was outlawed in Washington D.C. in 1862
with the D.C. Compensated Emancipation Act. I will later analyze how these women considered that their
nationality took precedence over their feeling of belonging to a certain region — be it North or South.
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Cooper considered herself to be a Southerner her entire life. In fact, all four women travelled

. . . .. .. 552
in different regions at some point in their lives™~.

These women developed a strong racial and regional consciousness early in their lives,
which undoubtedly influenced their understanding of womanhood and their activism as
adults. Few of them — such as Fannie Barrier and Mary Church thanks to their affluence — had
led lives in tolerant communities at some point in their lives. While southern-born women
such as Ida Wells denounced the racism existing in the South in their memoirs, northern
women such as Fannie Williams or Susie Taylor tended to depict the North as a land of
tolerance perhaps as a way to persuade their readership in the 1900s that this atmosphere of
tolerance and brotherhood could exist — did exist, as in Brockport, New York — and that
African Americans and whites would live together peacefully and in harmony. This was a
way to suggest that racial equality was not only possible, but also beneficial and desirable for

America.

In their life writings — especially in their early writings —, besides Mary Church
Terrell, they generally positioned themselves as being from one specific region. Yet as I will
later argue, their regional identity was not a fixed identity: it kept changing over time. In the
second chapter, I will examine how these women envisioned education and constructed their

future careers.

%2 When they were in their twenties, all four women had already widely travelled in the country — which was

quite exceptional at that time. For example, Fannie Barrier left Brockport and taught in Missouri and
Washington D.C. At age 20, Ida B. Wells discovered California and travelled to New England in the early 1890s
when she was thirty years old. Similarly, Mary Church and Anna Cooper left the South to study at Oberlin
College in the 1880s, when they were in their twenties as well.
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Chapter 3: Building a Professional Life

1. Primary and Secondary Education

Since the Antebellum era, African American women had viewed education as the main
lever to social uplift. Linda Perkins has demonstrated that contrary to white women, for
women of African descent, “education served as an avenue for the improvement of their race

595553

or ‘racial uplift . Linda Perkins has also indicated that before the Civil War, “unlike

women of the white society, black women were encouraged to become educated to aid in the

improvement of their race”>*

. As a result, many women from all classes during the period
under study, whenever they had an opportunity, strove to get an education and used it to pass
it on to their community. Like many other scholars, Angela Davis has emphasized black
women’s immense thirst for education, indicating that they were often more eager to learn
than whites: “During Reconstruction, many teachers met black children of the South who had

a stronger desire for knowledge than the white children of the North™*.

Families Prizing Education

Oftentimes, attending school was made possible thanks to their families’
determination. Many of the women in this study — who mostly belonged to the black middle-
class — had parents who highly valued men’s and women’s education — and who did
everything they could to send their children to school. In fact, many had progressive and
liberal-minded parents. For example, Maritcha Remond Lyons’s family had always praised
education: “they endorsed that sort of education that produced the assimilation of ideas. They
were alert to oppose injustice and would not suffer tyranny unrebuked”>*®. Her father also
apparently did everything in his power to enable her “to attain what was regarded in my youth
as a liberal education for a woman™>’. When, in 1865, Maritcha Remond was denied
admission to Providence, Rhode Island schools upon her arrival there — in the wake of the
NYC riots —, her mother fought for her daughter’s right to a good education. In a letter
addressed to “Hon. James Y. Smith, Gov. State of Rhode Island”, Mrs Remond wrote: “a

553 1 inda Perkins, “The Impact of the Cult of True Womanhood on the Education of Black Women”, 1983, 183.
> Ibid., 184. See also Linda Perkins, “Black Women and Racial Uplift Prior to Emancipation™: 317-334.
> In 1900, W.E.B. Du Bois had evoked African Americans’ frenzy for education. See Angela Davis, Women,
Race and Class, (New York: Random House, 1983), 76. Angela Davis, Femmes, race et classe, 3° édition,
(Paris: Editions des Femmes-Antoinette Fouque, 2013). and W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America,
123.
sz Maritcha Remond Lyons, Memories of Yesterdays, 57.

Ibid.
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good education is all I can give to the young beings it has pleased God to place under my
care”. She pressed him to change the legislation, highlighting that Rhode Island had the “plain
duty [...] to educate every soul. Every native and every foreign child that is cast on our

CoaStMSSS

. Fannie B. Williams also grew up in a family who “had a taste for good books and
the refinements of life, were public spirited and regarded as good citizens”. She had good
memories of the days spent at school, which were free from discrimination: “We three
children were sent to school as soon as we were old enough, and remained there until we [...]

graduated™™.

Likewise, Anna Cooper’s illiterate mother encouraged her children to study and Ida B.
Wells benefited from the support of her literate parents who were actively engaged in the
education for African Americans’®. As part of the middle-class, Ida Wells was encouraged to
attend school in the 1870s. She explained that her “mother went along to school with us until
she learned to read the Bible. After that she visited the school regularly to see how we were
getting along [...] Our job was to go to school and learn all we could®'. Later she attended
“Shaw University which was then named Rust College, her father being “one of the trustees”
there. Similarly, Mary Terrell’s parents did everything in their power to offer the best
education possible to their only daughter. Louisa Ayers in particular wanted Mary to get a

good education in a bi-racial school.

For African Americans from humble backgrounds, acquiring an education in the 1870s
and 1880s could prove difficult. While the vast majority counted on their parents to offer
them an education, some pupils benefited from the support of benefactors, local Ministers or
acquaintances who, willing to help them obtain an education, paid for their studies — partially
or completely. For example, Fannie Jackson Coppin, who was a native of a northern State,
benefited from the help of several benefactors during her childhood. Alfred Cope, whom
Coppin called “a saintly character” sent [her] a check of eighty dollars, which wonderfully
lightened [her] burden as a poor student” when she studied in Philadelphia in the 1850s. Later,
she was able to attend Oberlin College thanks to the financial support of Bishop Daniel A.
Payne of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, who gave [her] a scholarship of nine

¥ Ibid., 14. Chapter 2.

> Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro’s Autobiography”, 5-6.
> 1da B. Wells’s father served at Rust College.

1 [da B. Wells, Crusade, 9.
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dollars a year upon entering Oberlin” in the 1860s. This gesture enabled Coppin to obtain her

degree from Oberlin College in 1865

Brilliant pupils from humble origins were also awarded school grants or benefited
from benefactors’ aid to further their education. Several women of this study were granted
scholarships to pursue their education. For example, Anna Julia Haywood, who studied at St
Augustine Normal and Collegiate School in North Carolina from 1866 to 1881, was such a
brilliant pupil that she was selected to teach at a very early age at St Augustine school. In one
of her writings, she said: “Under Dr Brinton Smith, I was made pupil teacher at the age of 8,
first for board and tuition™®. Cooper was awarded a scholarship to attend Oberlin Academy,
where she taught Advanced Algebra to white students*®*. Cooper mentioned this scholarship
in one autobiographical sketch: “When hardly more than of kindergarten age it was my good
fortune to be selected for a scholarship by Dr Brinton Smith, founder of St Augustine’s
Normal School at Raleigh, North Carolina, — now St Augustine’s College — in the nucleus he

was planning to train as teachers for the colored people of the South™®.

All women of this study were diligent pupils who revered education. Most of them did
well or very well at school and were very curious and eager to learn. These activists — among
whom many became teachers at some point in their lives — were generally passionate about
learning and developed taste for book learning and teaching. For example, Maritcha Remond
Lyons craved education: when she fell sick at age 15, “extremely anxious to resume regular
studying”, she “implored the home folks to send [her] to school again”566. Anna Cooper
explained that she wanted to go to College because she had always had “an indomitable innate
‘wanting to know’”. She recounted that in college, she “did her best and four Professors

99567

including Prest. Fairchild gave me letters rating me first in class™”". Throughout her life, this

curious and cultivated reader, in addition to being well-versed, was fluent in foreign

%2 Fannie Jackson Coppin, Reminiscences of School life, and Hints on Teaching, 12-13.

http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/jacksonc/jackson.html. See also: http://www.oberlin.edu/news-
info/02jun/discover fannieJCoppin.html.

%63 Anna Julia Cooper Papers, Box 23-1. Form filled in 1930 or 1932. Moorland Spingarn Research Center,
Howard University, Washington D.C..

364 Anna Julia Cooper Papers. Form, Box 23-1. Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University,
Washington D.C..

65 Anna Julia Cooper Papers. Box 23-1. Autobiographical elements. Moorland Spingarn Research Center,
Howard University, Washington D.C.. She explained that she earned everything through self-help. To the
question: “What part of your support was earned through self-help?”, she simply answered “all”.

%% Maritcha Remond Lyons, Memories of Yesterdays, 5-6.

7 Anna Julia Cooper Papers, Box 23-1. Form. Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University,
Washington D.C..
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languages, in particular in French®®®. Mary Virginia Montgomery’s diary shows that she spent
her time reading and aspired to a career as a teacher. In her diary, she confided reading many
books such as Plutarch or Darwin’s Origin of the Species or historical books. She

3% and wanted to complete her studies at Oberlin

acknowledged being an “ambitious person
College and her parents were both willing and able to assent to her wish"".

Like Anna Cooper at St. Augustine school, Fannie Barrier attended the local school in
Brockport, New York, and was a precocious child. As the journalist of the Brockport Republic
chronicled, she knew how to read “the original Caesar and Cicero before she was twelve years
old. At an unusual early age she was graduated from the college department of the New York
State Normal school before going to work as a teacher in the nation’s capital™’".

Ida Wells also reported being a “voracious reader”, and reading everything from the

Bible to Shakespeare as a girl. Reading helped her forget “her troubles in no other way”>’*:

I had always been a voracious reader. I had read all the fiction in the Sunday school library and in Rust
College. In the country schools where I had taught many times there was no oil for lamps and there
were no candles to spare. [...] I could forget my troubles in no other way".

Many of these women developed talents and were spotted at an early age. Mary
Church easily positioned herself as a leader during her studies at Oberlin College. At a young
age, she “was already speaking out for social justice and developing leadership skills™’*. She
was a very curious young woman as well: intellectually attracted to many different topics, she
read many books in French during her stay in France for example. She read the classics by
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Corneille, Blaise Pascal and La Rochefoucault’ and confided being deeply influenced by the

%68 She studied French at Columbia University from 1914 to 1917, wrote several works in French and prepared
and defended her dissertation in France in the 1920s.

% Montgomery wrote: “I was appointed general supervisor in the transplanting business [...] I only make
mention of it because I of course feel proud of having a cognizable judgment. All ambitious persons do.”
Sterling, in Dorothy Sterling, We Are Your Sisters, 464 and 466.

3% On 5 September 1872, she wrote: “Told papa and ma of my intentions. They assent to my wishes. Another
light beams upon my future. Hope beats high.”, in Sterling, We Are Your Sisters, 468.

™' The Brockport Republic. 6 December 1894

372 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade for Justice, 22.

B Ibid., 21. See Ida B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 22-23. She read MacBeth by Shakespeare for her elocution class,
Ivanhoe by Sir Walter Scott and Vashti, or Until Death Do Us Part (1869) by an important white woman writer
of the South, Augusta Jane Evans Wilson (1835-1909). Wilson is not only famous for her contribution to
Southern literature with her novels St Elmo and Inez: A Tale of The Alamo, but she was also famous for her
Victorian sentimental style. It is interesting to know that Wells read the works of this supporter of the Southern
cause and a former Confederate nurse who served the South during the Civil War.

574 Jean Marie Robbins, “Black Club Women’s Purposes for Establishing Kindergartens”, 90. For instance, she
spoke for her group in public debates at school. She gave speeches and encouraged her audience to “think about
the children”. In her Oberlin papers, Robbins was able to find one of her speeches made during her senior year,
in which she praised the benefits of trials: “Terrell loved a challenge, the more complex and uncertain — the more
attractive”. See page 92.

°” Mary Church, Diary in French, “I have already read manay tragedies by Racine, which I find outstanding. [I
read] Les Freéres ennemis, Alexandre [Le Grand], [which were] very interesting, Les Plaideurs, and now, I am
reading Iphigénie”, 48. She also spoke about reading the autobiography of George Sand Histoire de ma vie and
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works of these famous writers: “The Les lettres provinciales by [Blaise] Pascal opened my
eyes to immorality and the doctrines [...] Of course I was awakened to new ideas [but] the
power to write and the courage to start [writing] have abandoned me completely””’®.
Moreover, she liked studying music, art and foreign languages tremendously. During her stay
in Europe, she planned to learn French, German and Italian and Greek, while studying
music’’’. This gifted young woman was also an insatiable learner: she expressed her wish to

learn how to play the piano and to take elocution courses as well®’®.

Women of lower classes also did everything they could to educate themselves. For
instance, between 1866 and 1868, the domestic Addie Brown made great efforts at reading the
press and novels in order to better her writing. The editor notes that Addie Brown “seem|[ed]
to read more books than her more educated friend” and that her attempts were unusual for a

59579

woman of her class: “her letters defy the stereotypes of black domestics™”"". Likewise, valuing

education more than anything else, Elizabeth Johnson Harris also prized professional

achievements>*°

and wanted her children to study as much as they could. She assessed her
children’s achievements: “My girls and boys are all willing and honest workers, which is not
a disgraceful move for poor persons, but I would feel so proud if they had only finished or
gone higher in school”. Nevertheless, she several times rejoiced in her children’s personal and
professional achievements in her account™®.

Some women who came from humble backgrounds — or who, like Wells, did not have
a chance to complete their studies because they had to devote themselves to their siblings —
sometimes regretted not being able to further their education and did everything they could in
their late twenties or early thirties to complete their education. This was for instance the case

of Ida B. Wells and Helen James. When she was in her twenties, Wells confided in her diary

other books such as Un homme de Cour or Papiers curieux d’'un homme de Coeur, by Edouard Ferdinand de la
Bonniniére, Vicomte de Beaumont-Vassy, published in 1875. She also wished to read as many female authors as
she could, such as Madame de Sévigné, Madame de Staél and George Sand. See page 21.

% Ibid., 66-67.

377 1bid., 1. She became fluent in French, German and to a lesser extent in Italian, and kept diaries in the
languages of the country where she travelled. Her fluency in German would later enable her to write her speech
in German at a 1904 Conference held in Berlin.

37 Mary Church, Diary in French, see diary entry dated 28 September 1888, 42. See also page 27.

57 Farah Griffin, ed., Beloved Sisters and Loving Friends, 79.

3% Elizabeth Johnson Harris, Life Story, 18. She emphasized the presence of the Bible in the house as an object
of knowledge: “After the conversion of his father, the first book that was bought for the household was a large
bible. The children all seemed proud to have this large and wonderful book to look at the beautiful illustrations.”,
381 Ibid., 18. Some of her children had careers in the North: for instance, her son Charles lived in Boston as a
married man and Peter James lived in Boston in 1904 for nine months, in Montréal for nine months as well, in
Boston in 1906 and in Georgia. She initially wanted her children to have a career in music and she also insisted
on being very religious: “Not that I am anxious that he or any of the others to be preachers, but glad to have them
answer and abide at their master’s calling.” See page 35.
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regretting not having enjoyed the opportunity that was given her at Rust University when she
was younger: “There is nothing I lament more than the wasted opportunities as I do my
neglect to pick up the crumbs of knowledge that were within my reach. Consequently I find
myself at this age as deficient in a comprehensive knowledge as the veriest school-girl just
entering the higher course. I heartily deplore the neglect.”**. As a result, Wells took
additional courses in 1887 in order to complete her education: “I joined a lyceum composed
mainly of teachers of the public schools. We met every Friday afternoon [...] The literary
exercises consisted of recitations, essays, and debates interspersed with music. It was a breath
of life to me™™. Like Ida Wells, Helen James also regretted not having been able to study
more when she was young because of her mother’s illness. As a result, she spent her twenties
trying to complete her education and graduated in her early thirties. In a letter to her sister
Bertha, Helen advised one female member of the family “to profit by my example. Here I am
away from home and friends to acquire knowledge that I lost for by being out of school so
long and will probably be 30 years old before I am able to accomplish my desire””**. Helen
battled an inferiority complex throughout most of her young adult life. In September 1904,
when she attended Atlanta University and studied under the guidance of W.E.B. Du Bois, she
was quite unsure of herself there, feeling unable to compete with students with class
honors®®. She took a teaching position in South Carolina soon after celebrating her thirtieth

birthday™*°.

2. Completing Higher Education

By sending them to study at Historically Black Colleges and Universities, parents tried
to model their daughters’ behavior so that they became tomorrow’s race workers, dedicated to
the advancement of African Americans®.

Few black women had the opportunity to attend colleges or universities — this was
quite extraordinary for the time. Three women of this study — Williams, Cooper and Terrell —
benefited from exceptional circumstances, while some women such as Ida Wells were only

able to attend institutions of Higher Education for shorter periods of time — and sometimes not

%82 1da B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 151.

°% Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 22-23.

3% Helen James, Can Anything Beat White?, 128.

% Ibid., 158.

% Tbid., 128.

*%7 Shaw explains that the HBCUs promoted the idea of “socially responsible individualism” — that is, every
black woman who had — or more exactly whose family had — the financial ability to labor for African Americans
should engage in race work.
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at all — because of lack of opportunity or money. Ida B. Wells briefly attended Rust College in
the 1870s before taking care of her siblings in Tennessee or Mississippi. The goals they and
their families set for themselves were very different from those set for white women of the

same period.

Black and White Women’s Different Approaches to Education

In the 1890s, middle-class white women indeed approached education differently from
black women. Among whites, there were often concerns that too much education would
“unsex” women"". Linda Perkins argued that black and white women had different purposes
in getting an education. “For white women, education served as a vehicle for developing
homemaker skills, for reinforcing the role of wife and mother, and a milieu for finding a
husband®. In her study of turn-of-the-century North Carolina, Glenda Gilmore observed
that compared to whites, “many African-American men and women prized a different
ideal”*®. Shirley Carlson also explained that while white society urged girls and women to
“become educated so that they could become good wives and good mothers, especially to
their sons”, black women had an additional challenge: “To this, the black community added
the expectation that the female sex become educated for the same purpose as were males —
that is, for self-improvement, as well as community and racial ‘uplift’>"".

What is more, the higher education experience of black and white women in the 1890s
was also very different because black women tended to attend coeducational institutions
whereas white women mostly went to single-sex institutions. Consequently, black women had

592

a different experience from white southern women™~. White women followed a separate

curriculum and often married late — or never married — because of this single-sex rule, while

593

black women often met their future husbands in the course of their studies””. However,

*% Shirley Carlson develops her argument on this question, she contends that “in the [larger (i.e. white) society],
intelligence was regarded as a masculine quality which would ‘defeminize’ women.”, Shirley Carlson, “Black
Ideals of Womanhood in the Late Victorian Era”, The Journal of Negro History, Vol. 77, No. 2 (Spring, 1992):
61-73, 62.

% 1 inda Perkins, “The Impact of the Cult of True Womanhood on the Education of Black Women”, 1983, 183.
* Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow, 43.

91 Shirley Carlson, “Black Ideals of Womanhood in the Late Victorian Era”, 63.

%2 Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow, 36. “As a result, African-American college and teacher training in
North Carolina took place mostly at coeducational institutions, giving black students academic experiences quite
different from those of southern whites”.

> This was the case for Anna Julia Cooper, who met her husband at St. Augustine in North Carolina when she
was a student.
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except for Anna Cooper, who met her husband at school — this was not the case for the

women in this study’”*.

Perhaps because African American men were aware that, when educated, black
women had the ability to aid the whole community, most of them had supported female
education for a long time before the Civil War. For example, like W.E.B. Du Bois, the black
historian William T. Alexander strongly believed that women, as much as men, should be
offered the possibility to educate themselves: “Our miscalled education looks chiefly as to
how a young woman may make a good figure in society [...] We see many who are afraid of
saying openly what they think or feel, if it be in a position to the accredited opinion of the

3% Yet in the late

world [...] We want men and women who will think for themselves
nineteenth century, as I will soon suggest, some black men came to see intelligent women as
potential threats and were more hesitant about women’s education. In the post-war era, “[a]s
black men sought to obtain education and positions similar to that of white men in society,
many adopted the prevailing notion of white society, of the natural subordination of
women”>°. Of course, at the same time, many fathers of the middle and upper classes also
promoted education for their daughters and agreed to send them — or insisted on sending them
— to Colleges and Normal Schools, in order for them to be the architects of racial uplift, and
also to be able to enjoy professional alternatives to domestic work — where women often
suffered from sexual exploitation.

Young African American women were indeed expected to get an education whenever
it was possible because their parents viewed education as the most important lever for their
daughters and, by extension, for the race. After the 1890s, many black men still had different
expectations for black women from those white men had for white women. As Glenda
Gilmore has underscored, black men could advocate a “version of separate spheres for
African American women and men”, in accordance with the prescriptive literature and white
northern teachers. They did not advocate the ‘cause of southern ladyhood’ but “rather an
evangelically driven ethos of ‘usefulness’. Pursuit of ‘usefulness’ gave women a middle space

between the spheres into which they might venture on the business of the race™’’.

% Several women in this study met their husbands on the workplace: for instance, Mary Church Terrell and
Margaret Murray Washington.

%% See William T. Alexander, History of the Colored Race in America, (New Orleans, 1888), 595 as cited in
Shirley Carlson, “Black Ideals of Womanhood in the Late Victorian Era”, 64.

>% Linda Perkins, “The Impact of the ‘Cult of True Womanhood’ on the Education of Black Women”, in L.
Goodchild and H. Wechsler, eds., The History of Higher Education, 1983. Society for the Psychological Study
of Social Issues: 183-190, 187.

37 Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow, 36.
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All privileged women of this study who had the chance to get a higher education in the
years 1860s, and up to the early 1890s, expressed intense satisfaction, gratitude and pride
about being able to secure an education. Like all women in this study, Fannie Williams surely
prized her education at the Normal School. Similarly, Mamie Fields voiced her pride about
attending College: “To Hattie and me, Claflin was not only beautiful. It was splendid, and we
felt proud to be students in such a grand place.””®. Mary Terrell and Anna Julia Cooper
cherished their experience at Oberlin College, while Ida B. Wells remembered her time at

Rust University with nostalgia.

Life on American Campuses

Women’s experiences in Colleges could be very diverse. At that time, black students
had limited choices as far as Universities were concerned, since very few of them, such as
Oberlin College accepted black students. The vast majority of African American students
attended other Institutions of Higher Education such as Howard University, Spelman College
and other HBCUs such as Fisk University and Agricultural or Mechanical Institutes such as
Tuskegee Institute, where courses were specifically designed according to gender. For
example, boys were generally enrolled in mechanical courses, carpentry and bricklaying while
girls followed courses in millinery, embroidery, sewing, cooking or domestic service. As a
result, the vast majority of women followed courses specifically designed to train women to
become future wives, mothers and teachers of the race. Of course, these Institutions also often
had a Normal School in order to train the future teachers of the community. At that period, a
handful of women attended Universities which offered “Classical courses” — the course
intended for gentlemen. This is the case for Fannie Jackson Coppin in the 1860s and for Anna
Cooper, Mary Terrell and Ida Gibbs Hunt in the early 1880s at Oberlin College. These women

therefore benefited from exceptional circumstances.

Women such as Terrell, Cooper or Ida Gibbs Hunt had the rare opportunity to attend
the “Gentlemen’s course” at Oberlin College, a liberal arts college of Ohio which accepted
black students. They studied Greek, Latin, Mathematics and Algebra — topics judged
“unwomanly” at that time. Even white women rarely studied these subjects. Interestingly,
Mary Church Terrell explained that while she was studying in High School, she was advised

not to take the Gentlemen’s Course because she might never be able to find a husband if she

5% Mamie Garvin Fields, Lemon Swamp, 87.
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did>®. “Very much impressed and worried by the one which warned that [she] couldn’t get a
husband”, she “decided to take a long chance” since she “loved school and liked to study too
well to be allured from it by any of the arguments [her] friends advanced”®”. Moreover, her
liberal-minded father authorized her to study “as long as she pleased” and agreed to enroll her
in this course. Like Terrell, Anna Cooper chose to study the Gentlemen’s Course at Oberlin
after studying at St Augustine school. From September 1881 to June 1884, Cooper and Terrell
studied to obtain their B.A. at Oberlin College. From 1884 to 1887, they studied to obtain

their Master’s Degreeém.

Many women of this study attended Universities founded by white Northerners after
the Civil War where most of the teachers were white northern educators. For example, Ida B.
Wells was deeply grateful to her white northern educators at Rust College — often called the
‘school marms’ — who left their native region to teach African Americans. She praised these
“consecrated white men and women from the North who came into the South to teach
immediately after the end of the war. It was they who brought us the light of knowledge and
their splendid example of Christian courage”®"?. Likewise, Fannie Barrier Williams explained
that northern white missionaries had inspired her to become a teacher in the South: “I had
known of quite a number of fine young white women who had gone south to teach the
freedmen, and, following my race instinct, I resolved to do the same. I soon obtained a
situation in one of the ex-slave states””. In 1892, when she was 34 years old and had been a
teacher at M. Street High School for several years (since 1887), Anna Cooper listed the names
of talented women — mostly educators — who had durably inspired her: Sojourner Truth,
Amanda Smith, Sarah Woodson Early, Charlotte Forten, Hallie Quinn Brown, or Fanny
Jackson Coppin “represent[ed] all shades of belief and as many departments of activity; they

have one thing in common — their sympathy with the oppressed race in America and the

3% Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 32. “Some of my friends and schoolmates urged me not to select the
‘gentlemen's course’, because it would take much longer to complete than the ‘ladies' course.” They pointed out
that Greek was hard; that it was unnecessary, if not positively unwomanly, for girls to study that ‘old, dead
language’ anyhow; that during the two extra years required to complete it I would miss a lot of fun which I could
enjoy outside of college walls. And, worst of all, it might ruin my chances of getting a husband, since men were
notoriously shy of women who knew too much. “Where’, inquired some of my friends sarcastically, ‘will you
find a colored man who has studied Greek?’ They argued I wouldn't be happy if I knew more than my husband,
and they warned that trying to find a man in our group who knew Greek would be like hunting for a needle in a
haystack”.

" Ibid.

1 Cooper obtained her B.A. and her M.A. in Mathematics. She treasured the idea of obtaining a Doctorate for a
long time. In her old age, she rejoiced in finally being able to embark on the adventure of “the long dreamed of
Ph.D” at Columbia University, achieving a major step in her life at the age of 66. “The Third Step: Cooper’s
Memoir of the Sorbonne Doctorate (1945-1950?), in The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper, 320-330, 321.

92 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 22.

593 Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro’s Autobiography”, 6.

[137]



consecration of their several talents in whatever line to the work of its deliverance and

604
development™™".

Most graduates cherished the memories of their experiences in College and had deep
affection for their Alma Maters and their former teachers. For example, like most black
women who were able to attend College in the late nineteenth century, as an adult, Anna
Cooper maintained deep affection for her Alma Mater Saint Augustine Normal School,
located in Raleigh, North Carolina®”. Similarly, Mary Terrell highly prized her College
education and Alma Mater. Mary Terrell enjoyed her time at Oberlin College.

While I studied hard at Oberlin College and availed myself of all the opportunities afforded, I did not
deprive myself of any pleasure I could rightfully enjoy. I entered into all the sports suggested by the
fertile brains of others and played many of the pranks proposed. I learned early in my course that the fun
derived from breaking the rules did not compensate for the trouble into which one was plunged by
doing s0®.

In 1898, she spoke of Oberlin in these flattering terms: “Oberlin, my dear alma mater,
whose name will always be loved and whose praise will ever be sung as the first college in the
country which was just, broad and benevolent enough to open its doors to negroes and to
women on an equal footing with men”®"’. In a letter addressed to Florence Fitch, the Dean of
women in October 1913, Terrell voiced her affection and sense of loyalty for the northern
Institution, strongly wishing to see her daughters enter Oberlin as well*®®.

Similarly, Mary Church Terrell had extraordinary opportunities for her race, gender
and time because she was able to complete her education in Europe, contrary to most black or
white American women at the time. After obtaining her B.A. in 1884 and her M.A. in 1887
and teaching a few years in the United States, her affluent father Robert Church agreed to
enable her to complete her studies in Europe in 1888-1890. As a result, contrary to Cooper,

Wells or Williams — who had to undergo racial discrimination at home in the United States,

Terrell was able to enjoy living far from American race prejudice. In Dresden, she explained

94 Anna Julia Cooper, “The Status of Woman in America”, 4 Voice from the South, 142.
http://docsouth.unc.edu/church/cooper/cooper.html.

55 She made many references to St. Augustine Normal School and to her benefactor Dr J. Brinton Smith. Anna
Julia Cooper Papers. Box 23-1. Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, Washington D.C..
Autobiographical elements. Even if it was impossible to find some of her writings dealing with her experience at
Oberlin College, it is possible to say that she had deep respect and reverence for the Ohian Institution.

896 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 51. See Chapter 6: “Activities during College Course”.

7 Mary Church Terrell, “The Progress of Colored Women”, in Afiican American Perspectives: Pamphlets from
the Daniel A.P.Murray Collection, 1818-1907, Library of Congress, 9.

608 Mary Church Terrell, “Letter of Mary Church Terrell to Florence Fitch, October 1913, in Roland M.
Bauman, Constructing Black Education at Oberlin College: A Documentary History. (Athens: Ohio University
Press, 2010), 103-108.
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that she was trying to “flee from the evils of race prejudice, so depressing in my own
country”, as a result “it seemed very stupid indeed for me to place myself in a position to

encounter it abroad’®?’.

Developing a Feminist Consciousness While Studying in Europe

Mary Church also built her feminist consciousness during her trip in Europe. At 24
years of age, she was also deeply conscious that “her sex” and “race” as she calls them in
French in her diary were important topics. She expressed a wish to discover more about
famous women from other cultures — the French and English ones — and this shows that her
gender seems to have been determinant in the formation of her identity. She wrote on 15
September 1888: “I would like to be diligent in my study of the lives, personalities and works
of the most intelligent and renowned English and French female authors — but more
particulalry French ones. Madame de de Sévigné, Madame de Staél, George Sand, and others
are worthy of being studied and would constitute an abundant source of information and

inspiration”®'°. This period in Europe undoubtedly developed Mary’s feminist sensitivity.

Mary seems to have been very interested in women and women’s history at a very
early age. In her diary, she talked about being interested in her “sex and race”, but she was
also interested in everything related to the topic of women. When she read French literature,
she was naturally interested in George Sand’s story. She was also interested in
autobiographical approaches : “I would like to find [...] articles dealing with women. I started
reading Histoire de ma vie by George Sand, which is very interesting. In it, she depicts many
historical facts about the revolution and I think I will buy it. I intend to write articles about
George Sand, Madame de Sévigné and other women™®'!. Additionally, her liberal-minded
European female teachers®'? influenced her greatly. In her twenties, she developed feminist

ideas when studying in Switzerland with Miss Louise Sécretan, whom she ceaselessly

9 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 73. “When I reached Dresden I was glad I had decided to study in
Berlin. The city was full of Americans and English. Wherever I turned on the streets, I heard my mother tongue.
I knew that a foreign city full of my white countrymen was no place for a colored girl. I was trying to flee from
the evils of race prejudice”.

619 Mary Church, Diary in French, 21.

" Tbid., 24-25. On 30 November 1888, Church recounted reading works which were of great interest to her: “I
keep reading extracts which interest me more than I can say. L’Edda et les Nibelungen are very appealing and
interesting. I made much progress thanks to hard work”. Church was increasingly interested in the lives of
Jewish women as well: “I would like to work on an article entitled “La Juiverie” (?) de Frankfort. This subject is
of a special interest for me. The persecution of Jewish women has a significant meaning for me”.

%12 She studied at an all girls’ school in Lausanne. See Joan Quigley, Just Another Southern Town: Mary Church
Terrell’s Fight for Racial Justice in the Nation’s Capital, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).
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praised®”. There, Church was told that women should know about politics in order to voice

their opinion and should not be relegated to “mending stockings®"*

. The influence played by
this Swiss feminist thinker on Mary Church is obvious: it enabled her, from the age of
approximately 25, to be critical of sexist attitudes and ideas.

Many Spelman alumnae relate fond memories of their Alma Mater in letters they sent
to the Deans of women years after leaving college. Many cherished their experiences
alongside the teachings they received at Spelman Seminary®'”: “Spelman is twice as dear to
me now as on my graduation day and I thought I loved it then” and “The experience that I
have received during the time I have been teaching has meant more to me than I will ever be
able to express”'®. Like Terrell with Oberlin College, many wanted their own daughters to
attend Spelman College. For instance, Olee Littlejohn Barbour, a graduate of 1916, wrote to
Miss Tapley on 19 July 1927: “I have two children: I shall never forget my Spelman training
and when my little daughter enters college, it will be Spelman”. Another, Daisy E. Brown
Bonner, in a letter dated 9 December 1920 and addressed to Miss Brill from Greenville,
Mississippi, said: “I am holding up to the standard of Spelman seminary and hope some day
to send my girls to you”. Lastly, Maggie Millner Carter also wished to be able to send her
daughters to her Alma Mater one day: “I intend with the help of the Good Lord to enter them
into Spelman just as soon as they are old enough to leave, for to me no training is like
Spelman’s™®"’.

Most women were raised in families who prized education above anything else. Quite

naturally, these often insatiable learners were willing to pursue Higher Education and later

naturally turned to teaching.

13 Mary Church was referring to Louise Secrétan (1846- 1920). “Miss Secrétan is so well-read and makes such
interesting speeches”. Louise Secrétan taught for forty years in the Lausanne area. Mary Church followed her
classes and seemed to be very impressed by her ideas and teaching. Secrétan taught at I'Ecole supérieure de
Morges, a I'Ecole Vinet in Lausanne. In 1912, she published the biography of her father, Charles Secrétan: Sa vie
et son oeuvre. She died in 1920, at the age of 74. See Le Mouvement féministe: Organe official des publications
de [’Alliance nationale des sociétés féminines suisses. 8 (1920). N°110, 25 décembre 1920, 188.
https://archive.org/stream/charlessecrta0Osecr/charlessecrta00Osecr_djvu.txt.

6% Mary Church, Diary in French, 72. “Women must know about politics so that they can give their opinion. If
they find politics too boring, it is better not to speak about it. Here is what I think: in that case, they must remain
quiet. A [narrow-minded] man mocked women who would like to interfere in politics since they must mend
stockings and do not possess the necessary skills to understand politics”. A few days later, she expressed her
love and admiration for Mlle Secrétan: “I like her so much! She is so good and so well-read! She asked me to
write to her from time to time”, 60.

515 It is now called Spelman College. Two white northern women educators, Sarah Packard and Harriet Giles,
devoted their lives to the education of African American women and founded Spelman College in Atlanta,
Georgia in 1881. At the Camille Cosby Center in Spelman College, I was able to consult the “Deceased
Alumnae File”, which contains the documents of about 500 Spelman former students who have died over the last
hundred years.

616 «Annual Report, 8 April 19217, Spelman Messenger.

17 Alumna Letter, Spelman Messenger, April 1915, 5. Even if these letters were sent much later than the period
under study, they show how graduates cherished their Alma Mater years after graduating.
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3. Embracing Careers: Teaching and Journalism

Career choices were limited for women in the 1870s, 1880s and 1890s — or even in the
late 1910s. Many women from the middle-class naturally turned to teaching because it was an
acceptable position for unmarried, educated black women of the middle and upper-class. It
also represented the opportunity to serve the community by becoming “race leaders” and it
finally offered women an alternative to back-breaking, low-paying domestic jobs. Most of the
women in this study became teachers at some point in their lives. Some of them — such as
Fanny Coppin, Fannie Williams and Mary Terrell — put an end to their career when they
married but as Glenda Gilmore has emphasized, “African American women often taught after
marriage, whereas most public school commiteemen would not allow married white women

h”®'®. While white women of the middle and upper-classes were not allowed to

to teac
continue working, black teachers benefited from greater liberty. Anna Cooper is the exception
in this study since, being a widow, she could work as a teacher.

Some women from the middle-class such as Ida Wells turned to teaching out of financial
necessity. Immediately after the war, many found employment thanks to the American
Missionary Association and many others found private positions or even opened their own
schools®". Susie King Taylor also worked because she needed to make a living after the Civil
War. She opened a school at her home in Savannah, Georgia. Taylor taught successfully for
one year to 20 pupils — whom she charged one dollar — and conducted an evening school, but
she eventually had to close it after a free school named the “Beach Institute” opened and all

pupils had deserted her school. In September 1866, she “was obliged to give up teaching”*’.

5% Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow, 43. In many States, it was customary for middle and upper-class
women to stop working after their marriage. See Glenda Gilmore’s Gender and Jim Crow, 43. Gilmore
explained that she could not find any rule in the “Department of Public Instruction” prohibiting white women
from working in North Carolina. On the contrary, it seemed common for black women to continue teaching after
their marriage in North Carolina. Gilmore explained that “the examples of married African American women
teaching are countless, and often a woman taught in the school where her husband was the principal”, 458.

619 See the work of Ronald Butchart on this question. Schooling the Freedpeople: Teaching, Learning, and the
Struggle for Black Freedom, 1861-1876. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2010).

620 Susie King Taylor, 54-55. She opened a new school in Liberty Country, Georgia, and taught for a year. Yet,
Taylor had difficulty adjusting to life in the countryside: “Country life did not agree with me, so I returned to the
city”. Another woman, Mrs Susie Carrier took charge of her school. Back in Savannah, she realized she would
again have to open a new school as the free school had taken all [her] former pupils”. She earned some money
by conducting a night school but had to be assisted financially by her brother-in-law. She was able to teach until
1868, the year when a free night school also opened at the same Beach Institute. Discouraged, she then closed
her school and decided to stop teaching. In her case, making a living from teaching proved impossible. During
her later life, she worked as a domestic, a cook and much later, in 1886, she got involved in the Women’s Relief
Corps, the association in charge of commemorating the memory of Civil War Union veterans.
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Devoting Oneself to Education

These women believed that education was paramount for racial uplift and therefore
worked as educators at some point in their lives. The reasons for becoming educators could be
very diverse. Overall, teaching was deemed as an acceptable position by Victorian standards.
Teaching represented a desirable position for African Americans, especially for women. As

Terrell explained in her autobiography:

Among colored people school teaching offers one of the most desirable vocations which well-educated
representatives of the race can enter. Particularly is this true of the women. Consequently, those best
equipped mentally and spiritually are eager to secure positions as teachers either in the public schools or
in the colleges for colored youth®'.

Even before slavery was outlawed, most black families often did not view Victorian ideals as
incompatible with race work or public work. On the contrary, they understood them as
complementary.

Yet African American women born into affluent families sometimes had to struggle in
order to impose their career choices to their family members, who could very much be
attached to the Victorian ideals of “True womanhood”. When Mary Church unveiled her
ambition to become a teacher, the affluent member of the Memphis black elite Robert Church
refused to hear about it. Regional gendered norms and class barred her from engaging freely
in an occupation she had nevertheless always aspired to. Since keeping house was a mark of
social success for southern women, Robert Church forbade his daughter to work®*. Terrell
analyzed his attitude this way: “Naturally, my father was the product of his environment. In
the South for nearly three hundred years “real ladies” did not work, and my father was
thoroughly imbued with that idea. He wanted his daughter to be a “lady”. Because she had
been “reared among Yankees” in Ohio since the age of 6 and had “imbibed the Yankee’s
respect for WOI‘k”623, that is, had adhered to the Protestant hard work ethic, she had somehow
“become” a Northerner. Terrell seemed to say that her blooming sense of Northernness
enabled her to defy restrictive gender norms, thus implying that it would have been far more
difficult to do so if she had stayed exclusively in the South — where gender norms were more

rigid and where the sense of Victorianism was historically stricter than in the North®*.

621 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 141.

622 Ibid., 60-61, Terrell explained: “I could not engage actively in any kind of work outside of the home, because
my father did not approve of my doing so. [...] Since he was able and willing to support me, he declared, he did
not understand why I wanted to teach or do any kind of work™.

523 1bid., 59-60.

624 See Anne Firor Scott, The Southern Lady. Chapter 1.
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After graduating from Oberlin in 1884, when Mary informed Robert Church that she
planned to work as a teacher in the public school system of Memphis, Tennessee, considering
that this was her “duty”®**, he bluntly opposed her project because he thought that she would
be “taking the bread and butter of the mouth of some girls who needed it”. Pinpointing her
father’s contradictions in her autobiography, indicating that his “money had prepared her” to
become a teacher, Mary Church transgressed parental interdiction yet partially complied by
accepting a position at Wilberforce University in Xenia, Ohio, after a year, in 1885°,
Committing this act of self-assertion — disobeying her father — appears to have been difficult.
She paid a high price for it: infuriated, Robert Church refused to speak or write to her for the
remaining of the school year®’.

Terrell’s situation remains almost unique. Unlike white women of their age and time,
black women teachers often had no other choice but to build an identity that was either in
sharp contrast with Victorian ideals or in partial contradiction. They indeed crafted what the
scholar Shirley Carlson named a “dual womanhood” which respected two of the four
prescribed pillars of true womanhood: purity, piety while rejected domesticity and
submissiveness.

For many women, teaching was a vocation. For example, the devotion of Kate
Drumgoold — a black woman from Virginia who worked as a teacher in West Virginia in the
1880s for many years, after completing her education at the Wayland Seminary in D.C. — to
black education is reminiscent of many accounts: “I was willing to go to prepare to die for my

people, for I could not rest till my people were educated”®*®

. The sense of belonging to a
wider community of African Americans is clear throughout many of these women’s accounts.

For Maritcha Remond Lyons, teaching was a vocation. After serving for “48 and a half

623 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 63. “Father realized that in doing what I believed was my duty I
was simply proving that I was a ‘chip off the old block’. Some girls run away from home to marry men of their
choice in this group their fathers displease your, so I left home and ran the risk of permanently alienating my
father for myself to engage in the work which his money he had prepared me to do”.

626 Tbid., 62. Terrell said: “When he learned I was working in the North instead of the South he would be
reconciled to it. But my hopes were blasted”. Her father “upbraided me bitterly”. She was “literally stunned with
grief” but she explained that her “conscience was clear [because she] knew [she] had done right to use [her]
training in behalf of [her] race”.

7 Ibid., 63.

628 Kate Drumgoold, “A Slave Girl’s Story”, 123. Kate Drumgoold was born in 1858 or 1859 in Virginia to slave
parents. After 1865, when she was seven years old, she lived in Brooklyn with her mother. She identified the
urban north as her “home”. “In New York, Drumgoold worked as a domestic, battled significant illnesses and
worked toward obtaining an education”. http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/drumgoold/summary.html. After
completing her education in Washington D.C., she worked for eleven years in Woodstock, Shenandoah County,
Virginia and Hinton, West Virginia. She wrote: “[God] led me on day by day, and after a while I found that he
had let me to go away from home that I might get ready for the work that my heart was so full of, for every time
that I saw the newspaper there was someone of our race in the far south getting killed for trying to teach and 1
made up my mind that [ would die to see my people taught”.

[143]




years”, she never had “a doubt as to a proper choice of a vocation”®®’. When she was among
the first black women to enter the Classical course at Oberlin College, Terrell had her heart
set on sharing her knowledge with pupils or students one day. “All during my college course I
had dreamed of the day when I could promote the welfare of my race”®’. Terrell wrote years
later. Again, race work is at the center of this woman’s concern. Likewise, Fannie Barrier
explains in her autobiography that teaching was her “first ambition”®".

Moreover, teaching represented the noblest work. Anna Cooper believed that
educating “neglected people” was her duty. For her, “teaching has always seemed to me the
noblest of callings and I believe that if I were white I should still want to teach those whose
need presents a stronger appeal than money. There may be a bit of vanity in this. It is human
to be stimulated by appreciation where it is genuine”®*?. Cooper’s racial philosophy was that
“the greatest happiness comes from altruistic service”®>.

Ronald Butchart has underscored that “the two themes that ring[ed] through nearly every
black teacher’s application to teach were: ‘racial solidarity and racial uplift and elevation’®**.
His remarks apply to all women in this study. In their accounts, it is clear that educating and
uplifting the race appear as the foremost motivations for becoming educators.

These women embraced a tradition of community work inherited from black women
who had worked for social uplift for decades. As Linda Perkins has pointed out: “As the Civil
War came to an end, black women for over half a century had sought to uplift themselves and
the race”®*>. As Darlene Hine has indicated in Hine Sight, many women continued a tradition
begun under slavery and their “benevolent actions had the added bonus of underscoring the
moral and spiritual righteousness of African American women” at a time when it was under

attack®®. Long before the end of the Civil War, black women achieved community work for

their “race” and were the forerunners of female community work in America. Women either

629 Maritcha Remond Lyons, Memories of Yesterdays, 31, Chapter 4.

630 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 60.

63! Fannie Barrier Williams, “A Northern Negro’s Autobiography”, 6.

632 Anna Julia Cooper Papers, Box 23-1. Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, Washington
D.C..

633 Anna Julia Cooper Papers. Box 23-1. Question 65 of the form.Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard
University, Washington D.C..

634 Ronald Butchart, Schooling the Freedpeople: Teaching, Learning, and the Struggle for Black Freedom, 1861 -
1876. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2010), 43.

%33 Linda Perkins, “Black Women and Racial Uplift Prior to Emancipation”: 317-334, 332, in The Black Woman
Cross-Culturally, ed. Filomena Chioma Steady. (Cambridge, MA: Schekman, 1981). They often took part in
work for the poor, the aged, the orphaned and the sick.

%3¢ Darlene Clark Hine, Hine Sight: Black Women and Reconstruction of American History, 1994, 65.

[144]



became race workers because they were strong Christian believers and/or because they

believed that education was the solution to the problems met by African Americans®’.
Moreover, educated African Americans were expected to help the community. “It was

expected that blacks who were able to assist, i.e. “uplift”, other members of their race, would

do 50’3638

and “race uplift was the expected objective of al/ educated blacks; however, after
the Civil War, the implementation of this philosophy was placed primarily on the shoulders of
black women”. Additionally, black women were seen as the “nurturers and guardians of-not
the thinkers or leaders of the race” and “most black women educators accepted that
charge.”®. The women of our sample embraced this tradition of uplift.

Additional reasons pushed African American women to embrace teaching careers. During
the Reconstruction period (1865-1877), the teachers’ main motivation was to help newly
emancipated slaves. For the period 1877-1900s, all teachers were animated by the wish to
pursue this enterprise and continue educating a group of blacks they felt committed to by the
bonds of race. The strongest motivation was to offer literacy to illiterate African Americans.
As Ronald Butchart has argued, “for the black teachers, education was intended to extend and
secure emancipation”®*’.

For all generations of women in this study, teachers were deeply aware that education
guaranteed a more complete emancipation and political empowerment for African Americans.
This became more obvious when southern states started imposing literacy tests and

discriminatory legislation — such as The Grandfather-clause — in order to disenfranchise

African American citizens. Since political rights and literacy were related, providing

537 Religious beliefs could also play an important role in some women’s decisions to teach within the African
American community. The teacher who expressed faith and reverence for God in the most striking way in her
writings was perhaps Kate Drumgoold. She compared the black race to the “children of Israel who, after many
weary years in bondage, were led into that land of promise”. Kate Drumgoold, 75. Feeling endorsed with a
divine mission of teaching African Americans, she used very strong terms to describe her attachment to this
almost sacred knowledge: God helped her “get ready for the work that my heart was so full of, for every time
that I saw the newspaper there was someone of our race in the far south getting killed for trying to teach and I
made up my mind that I would die to see my people taught”. See page 124. She referred to the work of
missionary workers with religious terms: “[Teaching] is their meat and their drink”, clearly drawing a parallel
with God’s flesh and blood. See page 149. Even if she had been baptized only in her teens, her faith was
nonetheless central in her life. References to God literally inundate her account. She used a biblical terminology
to describe her attachment to education, which she considered as almost sacred. As a Christian, she believed in
universal freedom and in equality before God. Refusing political dissmpowerment or any form of bondage, she
viewed all blacks as humans, bound together by the links of race. As a result, she felt that her duty was to help
southern African Americans. Black ministers and preachers in both the north and the south relayed these ideas
and promoted them in sermons.

6% Linda Perkins, “Black Women and Racial Uplift Prior to Emancipation”, 332.

%9 Linda Perkins, “The Impact of the Cult of True Womanhood on the Education of Black Women”, 186-187,
italics hers.

640 Ronald Butchart, 44.
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education for the race was at the heart of these women’s efforts. Many teachers wished to
offer African Americans better economic prospects.

Imogene Howard, who was born in Boston into an upper middle-class family, and pursued
her career as a teacher in the Colored Grammar school No. 81 in New York City®"', was
committed to ameliorating the larger African American community’s access to literacy and by
extension, to political power. Contrary to other women, she remained in her native section her
whole life and taught there for thirty years from the 1860s to the 1890s**. In her 1890 diary,
Imogene Howard regretted that many pupils dropped out of school: “There is more higher
education now among the colored people than ever before, but in too many instances the
children have to give up when they get what they can in the grammar schools and go to
work”. Teaching the community was also indeed a way to offer pupils better opportunities to
obtain desirable, better-paid jobs. This is why many viewed the South as the region where
trained teachers were desperately needed. The southern-born Kate Drumgoold, despite several
years spent living in Brooklyn with her mother, decided to teach in the southern section
because she felt her aid was more needed there. Drumgoold rejoiced in being able “to help
forward the great cause of education in those parts where there was so much need”**’. Women
educators felt useful to the black community because all thought that their help was necessary,
in particular in the South.

All women in this study had been raised in families who highly prized education. Most
black women who benefited from comfortable situations were willing to pass on their
knowledge to their people and give back to their community in recognition of what they
themselves had been given. Educated African American women of the North — such as
Fannie Williams — and well-off black southern women — such as Mary Terrell — felt closely
bound to less fortunate southern African Americans because they viewed racism as a national
problem and wished to see the economic and political situation improve for all African
Americans.

African American women teachers often explained feeling a sense of duty towards the less
privileged of their community. Like many other educated women of her class, northern upper-

middle-class Rebecca Primus felt it was her duty to help the wider African American

! In West 17th Street.

642 Imogene Howard’s sister Adeline Howard was the school principal of the Wormly building, Washington D.C.
and her brother Dr. E.C. Howard was a graduate of Harvard College. Imogene Howard graduated from the Girls’
High Normal School of Boston. She received a M.A. from the College of the City of New York in 1879. She
also obtained a M.A. in Pedagogy at the University of the City of New York.

643 Kate Drumgoold, “A Slave Girl’s Story”, 154.
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community in the South®*. As teaching was an acceptable position for a woman of her
section and class, her family agreed to send her to Maryland. Sara Stanley, an Oberlin
graduate also “believed that she had an obligation to take her Oberlin training and the
preparation that eight years’ teaching experience provided to the people she thought of as her
own™®”. Similarly, as seen before, Mary Church Terrell spoke about teaching as
accomplishing her “duty”. After all, she emphasized that her father’s “money” and her
College education had “prepared her” to become a teacher. In fact, for her, teaching almost
amounted to an obsession. The idea of remaining idle at her father’s place for a year after
graduating from Oberlin was unbearable®®®. She felt that all her educational achievements
would lack meaning if she did not use her skills to uplift the race. What is more, Mary Terrell
had indeed chosen to be trained for a career in teaching. After graduating from Oberlin, she

“left Memphis and engaged in the work I had prepared myself to do”**’.

In College, many students were encouraged by their teachers to help the community in
their turn once they graduated. For instance, graduates of Hampton College in Virginia wrote
about their sense of “duty” towards the community. For example, one graduate wrote to her
former teachers in 1884: “I would feel very much ashamed to be called a daughter of
Hampton if I did not try to do my whole duty”. Mary wrote: “Though I may never teach
school again, I shall try to do the duty which lies before me and thus prove myself worthy of
being a Hampton graduate”. Another student, “Jane”, voiced her will to aid women: “My
mind and heart are in the work for women. I long to be able to do something for the women of
my race. I am deeply impressed on this subject; my heart goes out for them. I am willing to

make any sacrifice to help them”®*®.

Likewise, Mary Church felt that all her educational achievements would lack meaning if
she did not use her skills to “promote the welfare of [her] race”®®. During her stay in Paris in
1888, Church, who was then 25 years old, noted that she desired bettering African Americans’

lives, helping the poor, the oppressed and the uneducated. Advancement of society was

644 She felt it was a “political and moral calling”, Farah Griffin, ed., Beloved Sisters, 10. Women such as
Charlotte Forten had done the same during the Civil War or after.

5 Heather Williams, Self-Taught, 116.

646 «After graduating from Oberlin, I grew more restless and dissatisfied with the life I was leaving in Memphis™.
647 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 60.

648 «Ietters from Hampton Graduates: What Hampton Girls are Doing”, Southern Workman, 1 March 1884.

9 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 60. She claimed having carefully prepared her future career since
she entered the Classical course at Oberlin College: “I decided that life would be pleasanter [...] if T left
Memphis and engaged in the work I had prepared myself to do”. Terrell would write years later: “All during my
college course I had dreamed of the day when I could promote the welfare of my race”.
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indeed foremost in her ambitions®. Again, unsure of herself, she belittled herself. Being very
religious, she placed all her hope in God to help her in her mission. On her birthday on 23
September 1888, she wrote: “I wish to honor my race, I wish to obey God, and accomplish
work for the poor, the uneducated, and the oppressed. God will help me. I am sure of it”*'.
Even if Ida Wells did not enjoy teaching in the 1880s, this profession also largely
inspired her. Teachers were those who assured the necessary uplift of the community. In “A
story of 1900” published in The Fisk Herald in April 1886, Wells seems to use her own
personal experience to show that African American educators had a special role to play for the

95052

race, that of educator for “those who dwelt in darkness””"“. The author of her story realized

that “the real want” for the community was “proper home, moral [and mental] training” and
the teacher’s main goal was to prove to the world that “worth, not race, made the man”®.
Very early in her career, Wells expressed the belief that the leaders, the educated, the
privileged of the race had a special responsibility towards the less fortunate. She encouraged
those teachers to set “a pure example in cleanliness and morals before the children” because
their roles were “to supplement this lack” and to understand and make intelligent use of the
scope of their influence as educators. “That the many teachers of the race may not be content

simply to earn a salary, but may use their opportunity and influence”>*.

These women’s common wish was to provide African Americans with literacy and
education and subsequently to greater independence and political power. The future of the
race was at the heart of these women’s selfless decisions to become educators. They were
ready to confront race prejudice, dangerous situations in order to enable those of their race to
get access to a more complete freedom. Despite exacting teaching experiences and daunting
situations, African American women educators showed unabated motivation to promote racial
uplift. They were driven not only by religious, family and philosophical motives but by

political circumstances as well.

Teaching Experiences

The experiences of these women teachers were very diverse. For example, Terrell and

Cooper’s privileged situations make their cases exceptional because they both taught at an

60 Mary Church, Diary in French, 17-18.

! Ibid., 37.

%2 1da B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 183. “A Story of 1900”. This was written on 29 February 1886 in Memphis,
Tennessee.

% Ibid.

5% 1bid., 184.
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institution of Higher Education — Wilberforce University in Ohio — early in their career and at
M. Street High School in D.C.. Mary Church Terrell taught French and Mineralogy at
University level at Wilberforce University in the mid-1880s before securing a position at M.
Street High School, where she taught foreign languages. Mary Church Terrell’s experience at
Wilberforce College was sometimes challenging but she thoroughly enjoyed teaching there:
“Nobody could truthfully claim that I had many idle moments when I taught at Wilberforce
University. I certainly earned my salary. But I enjoyed every minute of my work there”®™.

Likewise, Anna Cooper worked as a teacher yet from a much earlier age. Because she
came from much humbler backgrounds, Anna Haywood started teaching at St Augustine
school at age 8 and later taught Modern Languages and Literature at Wilberforce University,
from September 1884 to June 1885. Making the most of her Oberlin classical education, she
returned in the South to teach Mathematics, Latin and Greek at Saint Augustine Normal
School for two years, between September 1885 and June 1887, before securing a position at
M. Street High School in September 1887°°°. As a result, between 1887 and 1891 —
considering that Mary Church was in Europe from 1888 to 1890 — Cooper and Church were
colleagues for a short period of time®’. Yet, Church withdrew from teaching after her
marriage to Robert Terrell in 1891, while Cooper continued working there until her retirement
in 1930,

In the 1880s, Ida Wells taught in various places such as rural Mississippi, Memphis,
Shelby County in Tennessee, Visalia, California, in September 1886, and Kansas City — when

she came back from her aunt’s place®”

. Ida Wells’s experience as a teacher was destabilizing
because she was surprised by the public, moral and advisory role teachers were expected to

endorse in a community. She was surprised to see many Ministers fail to offer people

655 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 62-63. “The school is beautifully situated in an entrancing rural
spot, and everything in the community centers around the institution, which is a world in itself. At the end of the
year I had actually saved $150”.

66 She became Principal of M. Street High School from December 1901 to September 1906 — until her
dismissal.

%7 Mary Church, Diary in French, 8. In one of her diary entries, Mary Church spoke about a certain “Madame
Cooper” who informed her that she had obtained her Master’s Degree. She referred to a letter dated 31 August
1888 in her diary in French.

68 After her dismissal from M. Street High School in 1906, she worked at Lincoln Institute in Missouri, as a
Professor of Foreign Languages — from 1906 to 1910. She resumed her job as a teacher of Latin at M. Street
High School, where she worked until her retirement. After this, Anna Cooper kept working in the field of
education, serving as President of Frelinghuysen University from 1930 to 1941.

659 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 31. “This is how it came about that in the year 1886 I had taught in one month
in the states of California, Missouri and Tennessee”, 31. Because of the delay after her appointment in Kansas
City, Wells was replaced by Miss Callie Jordan, “a home girl”. Other teachers “showed themselves to be hostile
and resentful. Being very sensitive, I was much hurt over their attitude. [...] I could not bear to be a disturbing
influence”, Crusade, 30. In her diary, she wrote that because of her “extreme sensitiveness”, she envisaged
leaving. See Memphis Diary, 113. So she “left Kansas City that night and walked into the teachers’ meeting in
Memphis the following Saturday morning, in time to receive my assignment for the coming year”, 30.
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guidance and turn to their teachers for advice®’: People “would come to me with their
problems because I, as their teacher, should have been their leader but I knew nothing of life

d7%'. Additionally, Wells considered herself too young and

except what I had rea
inexperienced for the role of leader parents gave her: “As a green girl in my teens, I was no
help to the people outside of the classroom, and at first, I fear, I was very little aid in it, since |
had had no normal training. The only work I did outside of my schoolroom, besides hard
study to keep up with the work, was to teach in Sunday school”®®*. A teacher’s task was quite
varied indeed and educators were expected to play an important social role in their
communities, as guides and advisors. New Yorker Imogene Howard stated that her influence
as an educator stretched beyond the classroom: “They have the abilities to become “good and
useful men and women” as long as teachers are here to “direct this precocity into the proper

663
channels”

. Maritcha Remond Lyons — started her career in Brooklyn, New York, and
served as a teacher in the Colored School No. 1 and later in No. 67 — thought likewise. In her
mind, the primary mission of a teacher was to promote “bodily development and character
building”®®*. Ida B. Wells did not enjoy school teaching and experienced it as a constraint. At

age 66, she wrote:

I never cared for teaching, but I had always been very conscientious in trying to do my work honestly.
There seemed nothing else to do for a living except menial work, and I could not have made a living at
that [...] I was never promoted above the fourth grade in all my years as a teacher. The confinement and
monotony of the primary work began to grow distasteful®®.

Becoming Writers and Activists

Some women such as Wells, Terrell or Cooper desired to embrace careers where they
could use their intellectual qualities to serve the cause of women and the community early in
their lives. When they did not teach, Wells and Cooper pursued diverse activities: they wrote
speeches, essays, newspaper articles, gave lectures and some such as Terrell also dreamt of
writing novels or other literary works. All of these women were generally active locally in
clubs, associations or local Churches. For example, Anna Julia Cooper gave lectures in

churches in the mid 1880s and wrote essays before publishing 4 Voice from the South in

660 « wondered why the preachers did not give the people practical talks. I had already found out in the country
that the people needed guidance in everyday life that leaders, the preachers, were not giving them this help”.

61 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 22.

5 Ibid.

563 Imogene Howard, Diary 1890 (?). Alexander Street Press.

664 Maritcha Remond, Memories, 22. Chapter 3. Mamie Garvin Fields summed up the roles of teachers this way
in Lemon Swamp, 218: “At different times, the black teachers in the country schools served as extension agents,
community workers, and a lot else besides”.

%5 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 31.
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1892. While working as a teacher in Mississippi, Ida Wells was starting a career as a
journalist and was increasingly focusing her energy on this activity.

Mary Church nourished the ambition to become a writer very early. Her 1888-1890
diary reveals that in 1887, she strongly intended to become a novelist or an activist writer . On
28 October 1888, she penned: “I want to write. I have to write. Everything seems to indicate

066 and “I would like to be a writer,

that this is my vocation, almost as if it were a holy duty
an author, and I am impatient to achieve something”®’. In the Fall of 1888, she spoke about
writing to her dentist, Dr. Chapman, saying that she was interested in questions dealing with

race or Sex:

I told him about my immense desire to become a good writer and asked his thoughts about it. He told
me that if one has something to say, one will find the words to express it. One has to be inhabited by a
subject before one starts to write. It is true. But what subject do I have? I am interested in so many
different ones. For instance, my gender, my race.

At the age of 25, Mary Church knew that she wanted to write about her condition as a
woman and as a woman of color one day, having the feeling that as a privileged woman, she
had the duty to help those who were less fortunate than she was. Yet because she lacked self-
confidence, she was often discouraged®®. Nevertheless, she started contacting publishing
houses in Paris in order to publish translations of articles into English, using her skills in

French®®.

Embracing Careers in Journalism

Some women such as Ida Wells and Anna Cooper who were committed to race and
gender equality naturally turned to journalism to spread their ideas. Ida B. Wells and Anna
Cooper are the most explicit examples of such activism because they both started their career
early in the South of the 1880s.

Ida B. Wells became interested in journalism in her twenties. When she was a teacher in

Memphis, she made her first steps as a journalist for the Evening Star®”’. Her work as a

666 Mary Church, Diary in French, 54. Robert Terrell admired her literary talents and encouraged her to persevere

in her efforts: “R.H.T. told me that I write such interesting letters than all other women he knows that he is
surprised by the fact that I do not plan to be a journalist. We will see”.

57 Ibid. Diary entry 16 September 1888, 23.

568 She confided: “Alas. Why so much ambition and so little wit, so little talent? I am sometimes discouraged and
I would like to stop being ambitious or wishing to achieve something before I die. But this state of mind is not
worthy of a person who has had so many opportunities as I did”.

669 She planned to contact “Routledge and sons, Broadway, Ludgate Hill, London”, 31. Later, she also noted “la
maison de publication Hachette & Co, 79 Boulevard St Germain.”, and also “Galman Levy, 3 Rue Auber,
Galerie d’Orléans, Palais Royal, Charpentier, 18 Rue de Grenelle”, 34. La revue bleue, 38. She was a regular
customer of Galignani, the famous Parisian bookseller, 38. She initially wished to write about the relationship
between France and the United States and wanted to translate a book entitled: La participation de la France a
I’établissement de [’indépendance des Etats-Unis. There is no trace that she eventually did it.

670 1da B. Wells- Barnett, Crusade, 22-23.
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journalist enabled her to express her real self. “The correspondence I had built up in
newspaper work gave me an outlet through which to express the real “me” and I enjoyed my

work to the utmost™®’!

. In her articles, she was free to express her true personality, voice her
ideas and launch battles for racial and gender equality. When she began her work at 7he Free
Speech, she explains: “In nine-months’ time I [...] felt sure that I had found my vocation. I
was very proud of my success because up to that time very few of our newspapers had made
any money”®’* and she “felt I had at last found my real vocation”®”. In 1892, she “could make
a living by my newspaper and need never tie myself down to school teaching”®”*. As a result,
journalism provided a fascinating outlet for this determined young woman. She believed that

she could be useful to the community elsewhere than in a classroom.

Ida Wells had her heart set on speaking in a “plain, common sense” way so as to be
understood by most readers®”. Her goal as a journalist was to reach as many people as
possible, in other words, to be democratic. In 1889, Wells started on the adventure of owning
a newspaper: “Since the appetite grows for what it feeds on, the desire came to own a paper. |

”676, she remembers

was invited to be a writer on The Free Speech and Headlight of Memphis
in her autobiography. At that time, her outspokenness cost her a great deal both personally
and professionally. When Wells denounced the “utterly inadequate” working conditions of the
black schools of the city of Memphis and the morality of certain teachers in an article, she lost
her position as a teacher, the School Board refusing to appoint her again after seven years of

677

service”''. When Wells lost her job as a teacher, she decided to try and see if she could make a

living from her job as a journalist.

“I'Ibid., 31.

°” Ibid., 39.

7 Ibid., 41.

7 Ibid., 47.

57 Ibid., 23. “In The Living Way, 1 wrote in a plain, common sense way on the things which concerned our
people. Knowing that their education was limited, I never used the word of two syllables where one would serve
the purpose. I signed these articles “lola”, 24. The Free Speech was printed on pink paper so that the “poor
illiterates” who wanted The Free Speech” could recognize it. See pages 41-42.

676 Ibid., 35. “The paper was owned by Rev. Nightingale, pastor of the largest Baptist church in town, and by J.L.
Fleming. I refuse to come in except as equal with themselves, and I bought a one third interest. I was editor, Mr.
Fleming was business manager [...] And Rev. Nightingale was sales’ manager”, 35.

77 Ibid., 36-37. She felt it to be her duty to denounce a situation she judged problematic: “I felt that some protest
should be made over conditions in the colored schools. The article was a protest against the few and utterly
inadequate buildings for colored children. I also spoke of the poor teachers given us, whose mental and moral
character was not of the best. It had been charged that some of these teachers have little to recommend them save
an illicit friendship with members of the school board I was sure that such a condition deserved criticism, and
that such a protest coming from a man in his position would be heeded [...] I had taken a chance in the interest
of the children of our race and had lost out”. The criticism which she had troubles to bear was those of pupils’
parents: “The worst part of the experience was the lack of appreciation shown by the parents. They simply
couldn't understand why one would risk a good job, even for their children. The burden of their simple refrain
was, “Miss Ida, you ought not to have done it: you might have known that they would fire you”, 37.
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With the death of her parents, the lynching of Thomas Moss was another turning point in
the life of Ida Wells, perhaps the most important one. Wells thought that the lynching
“changed the whole course of [her] life”®’®. On 9 March 1892, a successful grocer named
Thomas Moss and two of his business partners [Calvin McDowell and Henry Stewart] were
lynched®”. At that time, Wells was finally “doing the work [she] loved and had proved that
[she] could make a living out of it” in Memphis. After days of violence between white and
black inhabitants of Memphis, witnessing blacks’ lack of protection from the police, Wells

wrote in one article:

The city of Memphis has demonstrated that neither character nor standing avails the Negro if he dares to
protect himself against the white man or become his rival. There is nothing we can do about the
lynching now, as we are outnumbered and without arms. The white mob could help itself to ammunition
without pay, but the order was rigidly enforced against the selling of guns to Negroes. There is therefore
only one thing left that we can do; save our money and leave a town which will neither protect our lives

and property, nor give this a fair trial in the courts, but takes us out and murders us in cold blood when

. 680
accused by white persons”™ .

Like Thomas Moss who purportedly said before dying: “Tell my people to go West —
there is no justice for them here”®®!, Wells exhorted African Americans to leave the State and
go west or north. Many black inhabitants of Memphis followed her advice. Focusing the
attention on blacks’ economic weight, Wells encouraged the boycott of the railway company,
the Atlanta street car company, in order to force the white inhabitants of Memphis to respect
their black counterparts. She believed that fighting against discrimination by attacking whites’
purchasing power — when “the white man’s pocket is feeling it” — was the best strategy. Many
black Memphians indeed left for Oklahoma. Soon, Ida Wells became a reporter. She travelled
to Oklahoma to inquire about the new life of Memphians®** and in May 1892, she wrote this

famous editorial, which would influence the rest of her life.

Eight Negroes lynched since last issue of The Free Speech. Three were charged with killing white men
and five with raping white women. Nobody in this section believes the old threadbare lie that Negro
men assault white women. If Southern white men are not careful they will overreach themselves and the

conclusion would be reached which will be very damaging to the moral reputation of their women®®.

By implying that white women willingly entered physical relations with black men,

Wells not only atttacked white women’s reputation by positing that rapes were in fact often

7% Ibid., 47.

579 Ibid., 48-50. Wells insisted in her autobiography that these three men embodied first economic competitors to
white inhabitants of Memphis and secondly, the “manhood” of a race.

%% Ibid., 52.

%! Ibid., 50-51.

682 Ibid., 57-58. “Mr. Norris a former member of the state legislature, whose wife was a relative of mine,
suggested that I go out to Oklahoma and find out the truth for my paper [...] I spent three weeks in visited
Guthrie, Oklahoma city, and other points. I saw the rush and opening up of government land to settlers grew up
and wrote letters back to The Free Speech every week telling my readers exactly what I saw and of the chance
they had on developing manhood and womanhood in this new territory”.

%3 Thid., 65- 66.
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consensual interracial sexual relations, but she also targeted white men who seemed to ignore
white women’s behavior and were therefore no longer in control of the women of their race —
although they claimed they were, according to paternalistic southern mores. Southern white
men were quick to give an answer: “It called on the chivalrous white men of Memphis to do
something to avenge the insult to the honor of their women. They wrote: “The black wretch
who had written that foul lie should be tied to a stake at the corner of Main and Madison
Streets, a pair of tailor’s shears used on him and he should then be burned at a stake”*®*.
Ironically enough, the authors believed that this editorial had been written by a man. On 27
May 1892, nearly three months later, The Free Speech was destroyed. At that time, Wells was
fortunately away in the North to attend an AME Conference. Wells was informed that “A
committee of leading citizens had gone to the office of The Free Speech that night, run the
business manager J.L. Fleming, out-of-town, destroyed the office, and left a note saying that
anyone trying to publish the paper again would be punished with death”®®. A resolutely
independent woman, Wells decided to defend herself alone, again violating the gender
conventions of her time by buying a pistol®®. Although the author of the memoir presents
herself as willing to confront the attackers, she must have been relieved to escape public
violence, being away in the North at the time of the attack®®’.

Since going home to Memphis meant more violence and more deaths for the
community, Wells resolved to stay in the East or West to advance the rights of African
Americans: “Because I saw the chance to be of more service to the cause by staying in New
York than by returning to Memphis, I accepted [to take] a position on the New York Age, and
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continued my fight against lynching and lynchers”™". Despite her forced exile — and all which

o84 Ibid., 66. Italics mine.

685 After the shock of discovering the violence of the attack, Wells inquired about Fleming. See pages 62 and 66-
67. Fleming had already been the victim of an attack related to politics in Marion, Arkansas, in his paper the
Marion Headlight. He resolved never to work on politics again and “blamed [Wells] very bitterly for that
editorial”. Ida wrote that “perhaps he was justified in doing so”. He hoped to start his newspaper again, but “with
no money and little help, he soon gave up and went west, connecting himself with a journal in Kansas”. Wells,
on the other hand, persisted in her efforts for justice. Years later, she praised her professional partner: “He
bequeathed a stainless manhood [to his children]. He was an ideal business manager who looked strictly and
honestly after the business [...] and made the paper a success financially”.

5% Tbid., 62. “I had bought a pistol the first thing after Tom Moss was lynched, because I expected some
cowardly retaliation from the lynchers. I felt that one had better die fighting aagainst injustice than to die like a
dog or rat in a trap. I had already determined to sell my life as dearly as possible if attacked”. This is reminiscent
of Charlotte Forten’s confession of keeping a pistol under her pillow on Saint Helena Island in 1864. See The
Journals of Charlotte Forten, edited by Ray Allen Billington in 1981 and Brenda Stevenson in 1988. Carrying a
weapon was obviously considered unwomanly.

%7 Ibid., 62. “Although I had been warned repeatedly by my own people that something would happen if I did
not cease harping on the lynching of three months before, I had expected that happening to come when I was at
home”.

% Ibid., 63. “Mr. Fortune and Jerome B. Patterson, the owners and editors of The New York Age gave her the
“opportunity to tell the world for the first time the true story of Negro lynchings, which were becoming more
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it entailed — and financial loss, Wells resolved to keep up the fight for racial justice®®. She
said: “Having lost my paper, had a price put on my life, and been made and exiled from home
for hinting at the truth, I felt that I owed it to myself and to my race to tell the whole truth now
that I was where I could do so freely”®. Consequently, Wells’s carreer took on another turn:
she continued her work as a reporter, this time focusing her study on the statistics about
lynching. Thus began “an investigation of every lynching I read about. I stumbled on the
amazing record that every case of rape reported in that three months became such only when
it became public”®'. After 1892, she embraced the career of an activist more fully, working
as a journalist and a reporter. This career took her to large cities of the United States and the
United Kingdom. Her activism and journalistic work found a positive echo among black
clubwomen of New York. Two women of the North East — “Victoria Earle Matthews of New
York and Ms. Maritcha Remond Lyons, a Brooklyn schoolteacher” organized a dinner in her
honor at Lyric Hall on 5 October 1892°>. Wells spoke before an audience composed of
women such as: “Gertrude Mossell of Philadelphia, Mrs. Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin of
Boston, Mrs. Sarah Garnett of New York City, Dr. Susan M. Kinner of Brooklyn and Emma
Ray”. At this conference, “the feeling of loneliness and homesickness for the days of the

2693 This moment is a

friends that were gone came over me and I felt the tears coming
singular one in Wells’s autobiography because it is the only one when Wells allows herself to
be sentimental. Wells apparently rarely allowed herself to be moved to tears in public and was
very modest when it came to her intimate feelings®*. For a woman who deeply loved her
native region like her, this forced exile must have been an ordeal. Wells subsequently used her
talent and devoted her career to the fight against lynching after the terrible events of 1892

upset her personal and professional life.

numerous and horrible. Had it not been for the courage and vision of these two men, I could never have made
such headway in emblazoning the story to the world”.

%9 Ibid., 62-63. “They had destroyed my paper, in which every dollar I had in the world was invested”.

*" Ibid., 69.

“! Tbid., 64-65.

6%2 Maritcha Remond Lyons deeply admired Ida B. Wells. This talented, efficient and astute orator, fascinated
her: “I had the extreme satisfaction of listening to her when without notes she held an audience spell-bound for
two hours. With a clear, logical disquisition of her subject, I could appreciate her because I had studied and
mastered two rules assisting such an achievement. I repeat them for the benefit of any aspirant in the line of
public speech making”. See Maritcha Lyons, Memories of Yesterdays, 33.

3 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 79-80. “I was mortified that I had not been able to prevent such an exhibition
of weakness. It came on me unawares. It was the only time all those trying months that I had so yielded to
personal feelings. That it should come at the time when I wanted to be at my best in order to show my
appreciation of the splendid things those women had done! They were giving me tangible evidence that although
my environment had changed I was still surrounded by kind hearts. After all these years I still have a feeling of
chagrin over that exhibition of weakness.”

% Ibid., 80. “Whatever my feelings, I am not given to public demonstrations. And only once before in all my
life had I given way to woman’s weakness in public”. Interestingly, in her opinion, crying was a manifestation of
feminine “weakness”.
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The lynching of Thomas Moss was an epiphany for Wells for several reasons. First,
contrary to what southern whites were saying, lynching was not a way to punish black rapists.
Instead, mob rule was a political tool to prevent the economic success of the black
community. When she was thirty, Wells realized to her horror that lynching was baseless,
organized terror aimed at limiting the economic perspectives of African Americans®’. She
retrospectively said that the lynching of Moss had “opened her eyes” on the political and
economic aspects of the question. Thomas Moss and his two friends “had committed no crime
against white women. This is what opened my eyes to what lynching really was. An excuse to
get rid of Negroes who were acquiring wealth and property and thus keep the race terrorized

and ‘keep the Nigger down’”®°.

Secondly, sex was a central issue since the whole
justification of lynching lay upon the so-called guilt of black men. If black men were lynched
when no rape had been committed, then what was the underlying reason for mob rule? Wells
was among the first intellectuals to write about the importance of sex in southern and
American politics. Wells was touching on the thorny question of gender, race and interracial
sex in the South. “I thought then it was the white Southerner’s chivalrous defense of his
womanhood which calls the mob to destroy my paper, even though it was known that the truth
had been spoken. I know now that it was an excuse to do what they had wanted to do before
but had not dared because they had no good reason until the appearance of that famous
editorial”. She was sure that the editorial was an excuse used by white agitators to destroy the
newspaper™’. Wells realized that sex had a tremendous impact on racial relations and
representations about gender and race in America. Gender and race relations between both
black and white Southerners were fossilized around sex and fears of miscegenation on the part
of whites. The question of southern white women’s protection from “black beasts” and the
sexual abuse perpetrated on black women by white men were linked. A double standard
regarding gender existed: color changed the nature of women’s respectability. Wells resolved

to take her pen to denounce this unbearable situation by leading diligent statistical studies.

After being invited to New York City by Victoria Earle Matthews and Maritcha Lyons

in 1892, she was invited to give a series of talks on lynching to white and black audiences in

5% bid., 64. She explained that prior to the lynching of Thomas Moss in 1892, it was believed — and she herself
had come to believe — that because of the nature of the crime — often the rape of a white woman--, perhaps the
“brute” “deserved death anyhow and the mob was justified in taking his life”.

5% Tbid., 64-65.

%7 Ibid., 63-64. Perhaps because she did not wish to present herself as the person who precipitated her friend
Fleming’s bankruptcy, she said that her editorial had not triggered the destruction of the newspaper. The
psychological cost would have been too important.
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“New Bedford, Providence, and Newport Rhode Island, and several other towns”%”%. Wells
travelled widely: she lectured in Philadelphia, Wilmington, Delaware, Chester Pennsylvania
and Washington D.C.. Lecturing was not a natural thing for Wells yet she soon mastered the
art of oration. Wells grew discouraged because she felt that the white press remained silent to

her denunciation. She confided years later:

For nearly a year I had been in the North, hoping to spread the truth and get moral support for my
demand that those accused of crimes be given a fair trial and punished by law instead of by mob. Only
in one city — Boston — had I been given even a meager hearing, and the press was dumb. I refer, of
course, to the white press, since it was the medium through which I hoped to reach the white people of
the country, who alone could mold public sentiment®”’.

Her struggle was echoed in Boston, Massachusetts, almost exclusively. In November
1892, when giving a speech in Philadelphia, Ida Wells sparked the interest of Mrs. Impey of
Somerset, England700. Mrs Impey invited Wells — who was then unmarried — to tour England
to raise British people’s awareness about lynching. Wells repeatedly travelled to the United
Kingdom between 1893 and 1895 and her speeches received a favorable echo’'. When she
came back from Europe, Ida Wells sought to continue her fight against lynching. She
“regarded [herself] as an instrument”, “a mouthpiece through which to tell the story of
lynching and I have told it so often that I know it by heart. I do not have to embellish; it

makes it its own Way”702.

Women of African descent learnt from an early age that they were discredited because
of their gender and race. They either had to rely on men to defend their reputation or to defend
their reputation themselves — which was deemed as inappropriate.

Contrary to Terrell who grew up confident that her father could protect her, when Ida
B. Wells learnt that some rumors circulated about her reputation in Vicksburg, Mississippi,
she had to defend herself alone. For instance, in the mid-1880s, the wife of a Minister from
Ohio — who had accommodated her in Vicksburg, Mississippi and with whom she had
maintained cordial relationships, “had gotten a torn letter of [hers] out of the wastebasket”
saying that “[she] had lost [her] position in Memphis”. The Minister — who came from one of

the best families of Ohio — doubted Wells’s respectability and generally believed that

% Ibid., 81.

*? Ibid., 86.

7% Tbid., 82. In November 1892, she had an interview with Mrs. Impey, a British woman involved in the struggle
for race equality. Wells recounted that Impey “was shocked over the lynching stories [she] had told, also the
indifference to conditions which she found among the white people in this country. She was especially hurt that
this should be the fact among those of our own sect and kin. [Both] deplored the situation and agreed that there
seemed nothing to do but keep plugging away all the evils [they] were fighting”.

"1 See chapters 12 to 24 of her autobiography.

"2 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 226 and 231.
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“morally there were no virtuous southern girls”’*>. This man, who from the start believed in
the higher virtue of “northern girls”, believed he had found proof of southern women’s
immorality’. To defend herself, Wells did not hesitate to confront the Minister and his wife.
Telling him that “my good name was all that I had in the world, that I was bound to protect it
from attack by those who felt that they could do so with impunity because I had no brother or
father to protect it for me”'". During the interview, Wells demanded to have her name
publicly washed and it was decided that the Minister would set the record straight about her in
church’®. By doing this, Ida B. Wells violated the gendered assumptions of the day. She
insisted that regional affiliation had nothing to do with virtue: “I wanted him to note that
virtue was not at all a matter of the section in which one lived [...] I wanted him to know at
least one southern girl, born and bred, who had tried to keep herself spotless and morally

clean as my slave mother had taught me”’"’

. Even if Wells focused on her personal example
in her memoir, she insisted that her action had permitted her to defend all black southern
womanhood. In her diary, she wrote: “I felt that I had vindicated the honor of many southern
girls who had been traduced by lying tongues™ . This episode convinced her that the
“important question” of southern women’s respectability’”’ deserved attention and that it was
her duty to defend black southern womanhood in her articles”'’. In her eyes, the “preservation

of honor, virtue and good name” of a woman was paramount’ '

In the 1880s, Ida B. Wells started to write caustic articles which she signed under the
penname of “Iola”. In 1885, in response to the repeated attacks against women of color, Wells

answered:

703 Ibid., 43. She did not name this Ohio Minister.

%4 Ibid., 43. Ida Wells did not indicate why he thought so, perhaps he believed black southern women were less
virtuous because of their slave past.

7% Ibid., 44. Italics mine.

7% Ibid., 44. “I said I would accept his apology provided he made it from his pulpit the following Sunday in case
anyone else in town had heard of his remarks”.

T1da B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 44. See “A Story of 19007, Fisk Herald, April 1886, in Memphis Diary, 183.
" Ibid., 45.

"9 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 42.

% Moreover, the fact that she chose to narrate this incident in her autobiography in 1928-29 shows that the
question of regional propriety deserved attention, even more so in the 1920s — at the height of racial strife, in
particular with the revival of the Ku Klux Klan since the early 1920s — than before.

"' 1da B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 188. When she became a public figure in the 1890s because of her anti-
lynching activism, her life was searched. In 1893 and 1894, some people started looking for stories of improper
behavior or scandals. In her memoir, Wells emphasized that the editor of the St Louis Republic had been unable
to find any compromising story. Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 234-235 and 238. Being concerned about her
reputation, she used to keep newspaper clippings in which her name was mentioned. As the editor explains, she
“had a trunk full of such clippings which would be of great interest now, but unfortunately there were all
destroyed. This is sufficient, however, to show the way in which these important matter was written up,
especially throughout the central and middle Western states”.
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With all these accusations, allowed as we usually are, no opportunity to refute them, are hurtful to and
resented by us, none sting so deeply and keenly as the taunt of immorality, the jest and sneer with which
our women are spoken of, and the utter incapacity or refusal to believe there are among us mothers,
wives and maidens who have attained a true, noble, and refining womanhood. There are many such all
over this Southland of ours, and in our own city they abound”"%.

In the mid-1880s, Wells expressed burgeoning feminist ideas about women’s roles in
society. On 26 December 1885, Ida Wells published “Woman’s Mission” in the New York
Freeman. In it, she emphasized that women of color had proven themselves capable
throughout History: “In colleges, she has nobly vindicated her right of equality; in the
professions essayed she has borne herself with credit and honor; in positions of trust she has
proven her ability and faithfulness”’"”. Ida Wells described the black woman of the South as a
model of femininity. She indeed seemed to have one specific woman — she used the singular —
in mind while writing, probably the educated, middle-class black woman of the urban South, a
woman like herself. Yet Wells spoke for most women — members of the working class. She
believed the influence of women was great when it came from the masses: “But it is not
queens, conscious of power [who are real women...]| but yet the many workers and artists
who minister to their love of the truthful and beautiful, that most possess this influence for
good; of whom men speak with tender love; but woman as embodied in the various characters
of daughter, sister, wife, mother”’™*. Yet, in 1885, these masses had not received the call
which was to come: “The masses of the women of our race have not awakened to a true sense
of the responsibilities that devolve on them, of the influence they exert; they have not yet
realized the necessity for directing a standard of earnest, thoughtful, pure, noble womanhood,
rather than one of fashion, idleness, and uselessness”’ ">,

Wells developed her ideas about who the perfect “Model Woman” was — using the
singular to speak about black women, the way Fannie Williams would do in the early 1900s
with “the colored girl” — , in an effort perhaps to instill high ideals of womanhood in her
readers. Wells claimed that this typical southern woman was a model for all other women:
“She’s a model that people would like to copy. This type of Negro girl may not be found so

often as she might, but she’s the pattern after which all others copy” ’'°.

"2 1da B. Wells, “Our women”, New York Freeman January 1, 1887, in Memphis Diary, 185. In the Fall of 1886,
“she wrote a letter to The Scimitar on behalf of virtuous colored women of Memphis, commanding Turner for
his defense of Negro womanhood — G.P.M. Turner, the editor of a white Memphis newspaper had declared that
“it was not now as it had been that colored women were harlots”. See Memphis Diary, 121.

3 1da B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 180.

"% bid., 181.

5 1bid., 181.

1% Ida B. Wells, “The Model Woman: A Pen Picture of the Typical Southern Girl”, New York Freeman, 18
February 1888. (Reprinted in the Chattanooga Justice), in Memphis Diary, 188- 189.
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In her youth diary and early articles, Ida Wells borrowed a rhetoric imbued with
Victorianism which put to the fore values such as dignity and refinement. According to her,
women should be feminine and possess innumerable typical desirable qualities such as

gentleness, propriety, self-restraint and refinement:

In the typical girl this jewel of character is enriched and beautified by the setting of womanly modesty,
dignity of deportment, and refinement of manners; and the whole enveloped in a casket of a sweetness
of disposition, and amiability of temper that makes it a pleasure to be near her. She is like the girl of
fairy tales, who was said to drop pearls from her mouth as she talked, for her language is elegant from

its simplicity and chastity, even though not always in accordance with rules of syntax, is beautiful

because of absence of slang”"”.

Utilizing the concept of ‘True Womanhood’ still in vogue in the late nineteenth century,
Wells called all women — members of the middle but also working-class — to strive for
Victorian ideals — to aim at reason and reject frivolity. She also urged all Americans to realize
that it was erroneous to assume that only elite black women strove for Victorian ideals.

In “The Model Woman, the Pen Picture of the Typical Southern Girl” New York
Freeman February 18, 1888, Wells argued that the typical southern girl was “not without
refinement, [was] not coarse and rude in her manners, nor loud and fast in her deportment.
Nor is the stiff, formal, haughty girl the ideal””"®. She insisted on propriety and respectability:
“The typical girl’s only wealth, in most cases, is her character: in her first consideration is to
preserve the character in spotless purity”’'’. Additionally, like Anna Cooper, she thought that

the role of women of color was to redeem the image of the entire community:

Our race is no exception to the rest of humanity, in its susceptibility to weakness, nor is it any
consolation for us to know that the nobility of England and the aristocratic circles of our country furnish
parallel examples of immorality [...] For the sake of the noble womanhood to which she aspires, and
the race whose name bears the stigma of immorality — her soul scorns each temptation to sin and guilt.
She counts no sacrifice too great for the preservation of honor. She knows that our people, as a whole,
are charged with immorality and vice; that it depends largely on the woman of today to refute such
charges by her stainless life”’.

To the question “What is, or should be woman?”, Wells insisted that [a woman] should not be
“a soulless doll, a heartless coquette” but instead, a hard-working, active woman, therefore

upholding the rules of a dual womanhood.

She should not be “merely a bundle of flesh and bones, nor a fashion plate, a frivolous inanity, a
soulless doll, a heartless coquette — but a strong, bright presence, thoroughly imbued with a sense of her
mission on earth and a desire to fill it; an earnest, soulfull being, laboring to fit herself for life’s duties
and burdens, and bearing them faithfully when they do come; but a womanly woman for all that,
upholding the banner and striving for the goal of a pure, bright womanhood through all vicissitudes and
temptations. Her influence is boundless’".

"7 Ida B. Wells, “The Model Woman : A Pen Picture of the Typical Southern Girl”, 188.

'8 Ida B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 187-188.

% Ida B. Wells, “The Model Woman : A Pen Picture of the Typical Southern Girl”, 187-188.

" 1bid., 186 and 188.

2! Ida B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 180-181. This is reminiscent of Anna Cooper’s “pretty doll” argument.
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Moreover, she should be benevolent and always behave properly: “far above mean,
petty acts and venomous, slanderous gossip of her own sex as the moon — which sails serenely
in the heavens — is above the earth”. When it came to relationships with the opposite sex, “Her
bearing toward the opposite sex, while cordial and free, is of such nature as increases their
respect for and admiration of her sex, and her influence is wholly for good. She strives to
encourage them all things honest, noble and manly”’*.

At about the same period, Anna Cooper analyzed the situation of black southern women
similarly. Like Ida B. Wells, early in her life — she was still studying for her Master’s Degree
in 1886'* —, Anna Cooper voiced extremely innovative ideas not only about race relations but
also gender relations in her native section. In 1886, when she was 28, like her counterparts —
Terrell and Williams — this talented well-travelled thinker who had experienced life north and
south of the old Mason-Dixon line had had the opportunity of observing southern race
relations first-hand, since she was living in the South at the time she penned these lines. She
had returned in Raleigh one year before, to teach at St Augustine College after obtaining her
B.A.

In “Womanhood: A Vital Element in the Regeneration and Progress of a Race” (1886),
Anna Cooper emphasized the virtues and qualities of black southern womanhood: “I would
beg, however, with the Doctor’s permission, to add my plea for the Colored Girls of the
South: -- that large, bright, promising fatally beautiful class that stand shivering like a delicate
plantlet before the fury of tempestuous elements, so full of promise and possibilities, yet so
sure of destruction”. Like Wells, Cooper highlighted women’s lack of protection, saying that

she was:

often without a father to whom they dare apply the loving term, often without a stronger brother to
espouse their cause and defend their honor with his life’s blood; in the midst of pitfalls and snares,
waylaid by the lower classes of white men, with no shelter, no protection nearer than the great blue
vault above, which half conceals and half reveals the one Care-Taker they know so little of. Oh! Save
them, help them, shield, train, develop, teach, inspire them! Snatch them, in God’s name, as brands
from the burning!”**.

7 Ibid., 189.

723 She obtained her M.A. in College training from Oberlin College in 1887 and moved to Washington D.C. to
teach at the High School level.

% Anna Julia Cooper, “Womanhood”, 1886, in The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper, 60-61. Italics hers. She was
referring to Dr. Crummell’s 1883 speech “The Black Woman of the South: Her Neglects and her Needs”.
Crummell influenced Cooper’s thinking. She lived with the Crummell family in Washington the year after she
wrote “Womanhood”. See the note by Charles Lemert, The Voice of Anna Julia Cooper, 60.
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These women used their gender, class, regional identity and education to voice their
first defense of black southern womanhood. They started devoting themselves to the
community. Despite their innovative activism and modern rhetoric about womanhood, it is
possible to note that they conformed to Victorian ideals and tended to prize Victorian qualities
in women. Additionally, they addressed working-class women in their discourses and aimed

at bringing them closer to these Victorian ideals.
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Chapter 4: Blooming Into Womanhood

1. Still Exemplars of Virtue and Morality

As seen for the period of their girlhood, acting according to propriety, behaving like a
“proper” woman was a major concern for these young women. Some women wrote of
constantly proving their self-worth, their morality and purity to white America. Many were

conscious of this social pressure growing up.

Having to Conform to Gendered Expectations: Social Pressure

Young women often felt the pressure exerted upon them as they came of age in the
1860s, 1870s and 1880s. Mary Church’s 1888-1890 diary reveals how strongly she was
respectful of propriety rules. During her stay in Europe, she was indeed desirous to respect the
etiquette and was, for instance, scandalized to learn that some German girls believed all
American girls smoked and committed indiscretions, since this was deemed as improper for a

woman at the time’*’

. Raised as a modest woman, Mary Church felt “very embarrassed” when
admiring some “naked statues in [Otto Von Dewitts’] presence” in a museum in Germany’*°.
When dating Von Dewitts, Mary Church hesitated before arranging for a set time to “go for a
walk” the next day’”’. The same day, she felt confident that as long as she behaved
appropriately, her reputation would not be questioned: “I am not afraid of any person and as
long as I behave like a lady, no harmless walk will be able to harm me”. Yet she was
generally much concerned by what society would say about her behavior and her company.

When on January 19, 1890, Von D. asked her to go up to his room, her refusal

commanded his respect for her. She proudly documented her virtuous behavior in her diary:

He invited me to go into his room with him to see how he lives. I said I didn’t want to do that. It would
be awkward for me; I could, of course, do it for him. After that he led me close to his apartment — I told
him I would prefer waiting for him; I could go for a walk in the meantime. Then we turned to walk in
the direction of the horse tram. I asked him, ‘Are you mad at me because I didn’t go to your room?’

™ Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 89. “This young German girl had heard that all American girls
smoked, and she believed I was misrepresenting the facts, to say the least, when I denied that allegation. [...] She
firmly believed that American girls committed indiscretions of every kind without even attracting attention.
After I had lived in Berlin a while it was easy to understand why and how this estimate was placed upon
American girls. Freed from the restraint of home, a goodly number of them studying abroad had violated the
proprieties, perhaps without any evil intent. Many Germans, therefore, judged American girls as a whole by the
indiscreet few whom they saw in their country or about whose behavior they had heard. It was interesting as well
as painful to me to see that American girls are the victims of the same kind of blanket accusations made by the
Germans as those of which colored people are the victims in the United States”.

726 Mary Church, Diary entry 18 January 1890, 53.

27 On January 7, 1890 she wondered: “Mister von D. thought indeed we should go for a walk tomorrow night
and we arranged a date for 7 o’clock. I am very uneasy. I am doing something like this for the first time and
although I know he is respectable it seems questionable to me”, 40.
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‘No, darling,” he answered, ‘on the contrary; I like that about you, I much prefer that you didn’t go up.’

That is the best proof that he truly respects me’*".

Yet, men seemed to exert constant surveillance over the young women they knew. When Mr.
Wenckstern — one of Mary’s acquaintances — saw her on the street with Von Dewitts and
started to ask questions, she seemed a bit hurt to see that his opinion of her seemed to have
changed, as if he thought that her behavior had been improper’®.

These women not only carefully respected propriety rules, they were also concerned
about possessing the necessary feminine qualities deemed desirable in women at the time.
They keenly felt their faults and often reproached themselves with not being sufficiently
thrifty or not displaying a sufficiently agreeable character. For instance, in the late 1880s, at a
time when women of the middle and upper classes were expected to display patience,
gentility, calmness and docility, Ida B. Wells often felt guilty because she had difficulties
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balancing her budget or because she had issues controlling her temper’™". Aware that her fits

of anger were not in keeping with “feminine” attitudes, the young woman turned to God to

ask for help. Her resolutions for 1887 were:

God help me to be a Christian! To so conduct myself in my intercourse with the unconverted. That
should be an ever present theme with me, and O help me to better control my temper! [...] May I be a
better Christian with more of the strength to overcome, the wisdom to avoid and have the meekness and
humility that becomes a follower of thee’".

Young women grew up aware of their family and society’s expectations about them.

In her youth diary, the 24 year-old Mary Church Terrell worried about her mother — Louisa
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Ayers because she was often unable to manage her budget’”°. Perhaps because of her

2% Mary Church, Diary in German, 54.

" Ibid., February 2, 1890, 63. “He [Mister Wenckstern] had visited me this afternoon while I was at
Dreyschock’s for the last time. He asked me where I had been; I answered truthfully “at Dreyschock’s.”
“Really?” He asked with disbelief. “At what time?” “Between four and five,” said I. “Well, that might be,” he
continued. “I saw you tonight, was maybe walking ten steps behind you [von D. and Mary]. I saw a paletot that I
recognized and took a look at the person. It was you.” Of course I tried to make him understand that everything
had been innocent. He seemed to doubt it even though he claimed that he didn’t find anything wrong with that.
He accompanied me home and I saw that his opinion of me had changed a little”. Paletots were a type coat worn
by women over their dresses in the nineteenth century. Mary Church felt constantly under watch but it seemed
that in Europe, this supervision was exerted on all women and was not linked to her skin color.

% For instance, Wells referred to spending money on stylish clothes at Menchen, a Department store in
Memphis. Wells, Memphis Diary, 138. She also reported having had a “fit of crying” after hearing upsetting
news. Ibid., 88. She discussed episodes in her life where she lost her temper.

7! Ibid., 128.

32 Mary Church, Diary in French, 67. When Mary’s mother had won $ 15,000, Mary worried she would spend it
all soon. “My mother was the lucky winner of the lottery in New Orleans. She bought diamonds right away. |
hope that she will not spend all of her money and fall into poverty again”. It appears that Terrell’s mother was a
spendthrift and had had financial difficulties in the past when Mary wrote in 1888. In her memoir, she wrote that
her mother “was the most generous human being [she had] ever known. [She was] sure [her mother] would
cheerfully have given away the last cent she possessed, if she had thought it was necessary. And the individual
who wanted to get it would not have had to argue or persuade much to convince her it was necessary.” Louisa
Ayers often treated her children, Mary and Thomas, with toys and gifts. When she was about to visit her
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education and the example of her mother, Mary was careful to be thrifty and to manage her
budget. Despite her father’s wealth, she was worried about the expenses her travel in Europe
occasioned. Another time, for her wedding in 1891, when her mother resolved to buy a hat
“on Fifth Avenue and paid twenty dollars for it” — a significant sum back then —, Mary
Church “was horrified and wretched”’**. Concerned by propriety and the necessity to act in a

thrifty manner, she thought this purchase unreasonable.

Additionally, parents of African American young women kept a careful eye on their
daughters’ romantic lives. For example, when Frances Rollin (1845?- 1901) and her suitor
William Whipper decided to marry soon after their engagement, it was decided that the
wedding should take place only one month later, in mid-September. Frances had to face the
misgivings of her family about this marriage. Her father in particular thought that her decision
to marry was premature. On 14 September, Frances wrote: “Met Pa on returning home. From
dusk till nearly midnight the contest lasted between Pa and 1. Pa consented at last not to
interfere and allow the marriage to come off on Thursday morning. He thought it was too
soon, etc.””**. On her wedding day, Frances indicated in her diary that she was “very nervous”

and was happy and relieved to see the wedding finally taking place’’.

In the 1870s, 1880s and the 1890s, women’s lives were indeed under close watch and
women were expected to abide by strict propriety rules in society. Those who did not conform
to social expectations sometimes became the targets of criticism.

For middle or upper-class women, getting pregnant before marriage also meant risking
one’s future career. Men were not the only ones to judge women’s behavior: women also kept
close watch of other women’s conduct. They were conscious of the potential stigma that could
bear on them for any faux pas and were also critical of those who ran the gauntlet. In her
book, Shaw demonstrated that “family standards of respectable behavior also included

Victorian ideals of restraint regarding matters of female sexuality”736. For instance, in a letter

daughter in Europe in 1888-1889, Louisa Ayers Church spent lavishly on gifts and travels. See Mary Church
Terrell, A Colored Woman, 10-11.

33 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 104: “I had never paid that much for a hat in my life and I did not
think it was right for a woman in moderate circumstances to put so much money into one”.

734 Frances Anne Rollin, 1868 Diary, as cited in Dorothy Sterling, We are your Sisters, 368.

733 Ibid. Diary entry 18 September 1868, 368. “Today I am beginning to realize the affairs of the past few days
but am happy to have them behind me”. She probably meant the difficulties which had erupted with her family
over the wedding.

7% Black women had to restrain from sexual relations before marriage, as relations out of wedlock could
endanger one’s career — since these could prevent them from entering college or educational institutions,
necessary to achieve social work. As Stephanie Shaw has contended in What a Woman ought To Be and To Do,
“a solid academic record, good character and a spotless reputation were prerequisites for admission”, 23.
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to Rebecca, Addie Brown ironically commented on a northern teacher who came back from
the South: “I heard yesterday a young girl in New Haven went from there to go south to teach.
Her health was miserable so her mother sent for her to come home. Since her return, she
present her mother with a grand child. That is a new method of teaching””*’. Additionally,
when one of her friends named Emily came back home pregnant, Addie Brown wrote to
Rebecca on 18 November 1866: “My Dear you must not be too hard on [Emily]. You must
remember how they regard such things and just think for a moment how the girls act here.
They don’t seem to have no shame here””**.

For example, in her memoir, Ida Wells referred to a forbidden love story, an interracial
love affair that had agitated the community at that time. One of the black women teachers
apparently maintained a relationship with a white man who served as a “lawyer for the Board
of Education”. When the situation was discovered by her brother-in-law, the woman could not
bear the reproaches made to her about her morality and committed suicide’”.

Likewise, middle-class Laura Hamilton Murray’*’ was quite conservative about sexual
relationships before marriage. On 13 April 1885, she wrote down that she spent the whole day
with her good friend Fannie Hamilton. “We had a nice time. I really believe she has ‘started’.

59741

I pity her if she has”""". Laura was right: on 20 August 1885, Laura noted that Fannie was

»72 and on 11 October 1885, she indicated that she found her friend Fannie

“very large
Hamilton “in bed and a little boy. Well we were surprised. She has been married nine months
on the 15™. The baby is real fat”’*, indicating that she counted very precisely the number of
months that elapsed between her friend’s wedding and the birth of her first child. This
scrutiny shows that some conservative women cared about the reputation premarital sex could
engender. Her opinion is not unlike that of other women who lived in that era.

Young black women keenly felt the social pressure of having to observe strict
propriety rules. They had to possess qualities deemed “feminine” in the 1880s and felt guilty

whenever they failed to display such womanly attitudes. They were generally respectful of

propriety rules and strove to be virtuous, moral, modest and respectable.

77 Farah Griffin ed., Beloved Sisters, 79.

7" Ibid., 145.

7 Ida B. Wells, Crusade, 36-37.

™0 Laura Hamilton Murray married Freeman Henry Morris Murray. His Papers (1883-1916) are located at
Moorland Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, Washington D.C.. One of her writings is one of her
diaries dated 1885. Dorothy Sterling published parts of her diary in her book We Are Your Sisters: Black Women
in the Nineteenth Century.

™! Dorothy Sterling, We Are Your Sisters, 474.

"2 1bid., 476.

™ 1bid., 478.
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2. Sentimental Lives

First Romantic Idylls: Personal Experiences

These feminists in the making were girls who had often been raised in the strict
observance of Victorian rules and propriety typical of the mid-nineteenth century. When they
came of age, did they yearn for marriage or on the contrary, did they refuse to envisage
matrimony? What were their views on marriage and men? These women had very different
experiences of courtship, probably because it occurred in very different circumstances, in
different locations, regions, at work or in other spheres, and at different ages — in their
twenties or early thirties — and also because they had very different personalities.

It is generally not easy to find writings about women’s courtship experiences because this
is a subject which they generally did not publicly discuss. The most precious sources of
information on this topic are youth diaries and private correspondence. For women who did
not leave any of these writings — as in the case of Anna Cooper and Fannie Williams — it is
unfortunately quite difficult to get a glimpse of their love lives as young women.

Anna Julia Cooper wedded George A. G. Cooper, an Episcopalian priest born into slavery
in Nassau, in the British West Indies in 1847. The two met at Saint Augustine school, in
North Carolina where George Cooper was teaching Greek. Anna and George married in 1877
when Anna was only 19 years old. When George Cooper died prematurely two years later in
1879, Cooper decided to start a College education: she left Raleigh, North Carolina, and
enrolled at Oberlin College in Ohio’**.

Some elements about the courtship of S. Laing Williams to Fannie Barrier leaked in
the local press: The Brockport Republic kept track of S. Laing’s visit to the Barriers in
September 1886. On 18 September 1886, the journalist indicated that “Mr S. Laing Williams,
a Chicago lawyer, has been lately in town, the guest of Mr. A. J. Barrier”, probably asking for
the hand of Fannie. The two had met in the nation’s capital when Fannie was teaching and S.
Laing Williams was a law student at Columbian University’". A few months later, on 21
April 1887, the newspaper chronicled the wedding. The northern-born Fannie Barrier tied her
fate to that of a native of Georgia. After their wedding in 1887, the pair embarked “‘on a

4 Cooper obtained her B.A. in 1884 and her M.A. in 1887.

™5 Columbian University was founded in 1865 and is now called George Washington University Law School. S.
Laing Williams later worked in the United States Pension Office. As her biographer, Wanda Hendricks, has
indicated, Fannie met Samuel in Washington “through the aristocratic black social circle they both inhabited.
They certainly attended the Monday Night Literary Society at the same time and more than likely socialized on
numerous occasions as well. They had much in common”, 45. For example, they loved literature and would later
start the Prudence Crandall Literary Club in Chicago. See Fannie Barrier Williams: Crossing the Borders of
Region and Race, pages 55-56.
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wedding tour’ [and] headed back to Washington to be properly presented as a couple to the
aristocratic society that had welcomed and embraced them for more than a decade”. They
were entertained by several “intimate and influential friends” before settling down in Chicago,
Ilinois’*. Shortly after, Samuel Laing Williams was admitted to the Illinois bar and began a
successful law practice’’. The pair never had children.

Youth diaries offer precious glimpses of the lives of young women of color in the
1880s. The youth diaries of Ida B. Wells and Mary Church reveal how they envisaged

courtship and relationships with men.

Courtship: A Period Which Made Them Realize their Life Goals

Mary Church Terrell met Robert Terrell, a Latin teacher at M. Street High School in
18877*. When she left for Europe, the two started to carry on a correspondence. Nevertheless,
since she had not promised him anything, she was free to be in other relationships’®. During
her year in Germany, when she was about 25 or 26 years old, Mary Church Terrell had a
romance with two young German men: “Aleck” and “Otto Von Dewitts”. She therefore
experienced her first relationships with foreign white men in a foreign country — where race
did not influence gender relations as much as it did in America. She dated Aleck in early
1890. It is unclear who Aleck was and why their relationship came to an end. Later, she dated
Otto Von Dewitts, who admired her culture and knowledge”°. For Mary Church, who wished
to be highly regarded for her intellect more than for her good looks, her education was an

object of pride. Mary Church initially enjoyed Von Dewitts’s company but things deteriorated

746 Wanda Hendricks, Fannie Barrier Williams: Crossing the Borders, 49.

“ http://rrlc.org/winningthevote/biographies/fannie-barrier-williams/.

™ Mary Church, Diary in French. Robert Terrell seemed to have written regularly and Mary seemed to enjoy his
company and letters — which he signed “RHT”” In her diary, she referred to having written to him several times
and recounted receiving letters from him. See diary entry dated 7 September 1888, 13. On 10 September 1888,
Robert had asked her to send him a picture of her. On 28 October 1888, Robert told her that he admired her
greatly. See pages 54, 61, and 68-69.

™9 She dated two German boys : Aleck and Otto Von Dewitts. See her diary in German. I was able to peruse it
thanks to Annika Rosanieswki, who translated the diary from German to English for me. Mary Church, Diary in
German, 35.

0 Mary Church, Diary in German, 55, entry dated January 20, 1890. Once, Mary Church emphasized Von D’s
admiration for her sound education and her knowledge of ancient languages: “They strongly admired me for
studying Greek and Latin. Von D. appeared very proud of me because he said how vast my knowledge was”. On
another occasion, he compared her favorably to German women: “On the way back home, he talked about the
stupidity of German women and how he lacked the conversation with sensible women. I, of course, spoke about
my education at the College and recited the first line of the //iad and Virgil. That surprised him very much. “Has
anyone ever heard of something like this? A girl that can recite the first line of the //iad and Virgil by heart. You
couldn’t find one like that in Germany; at least he never heard of such a one. Of course, I was a little proud”.
Diary entry dated 15 January 1890, 49.
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in the course of 1890, when Von Dewitts committed several mistakes”'. Church’s story with

732 Yet for reasons Church does not

Otto had in fact apparently been rocky from the start
mention, Von Dewitts and she kept seeing each other, even if she thought that their
relationship was over.

When in January 1890, Von Dewitts offered to marry her, she carefully reflected upon
her feelings for him and considered this life-changing decision. Since accepting his offer of
marriage possibly meant reconsidering what she wanted to accomplish in life, his proposal
made her reflect upon her life goals. One important hindrance was that she would have had to
renounce living in the United States — where she wished to be of use for her community.
Contemplating a potential exile if she married a foreigner further nourished her misgivings.
She wondered: “Can I actually leave my fatherland, relatives, should I leave everything that is
near and dear to me even if he truly loves me? Will he be happy with me? There are so many
things one has to think about. Especially me”, she wrote. At this stage, she wanted to
accomplish race work herself, not simply as the wife of an activist or as a helpmeet. This is
why contemplating marrying a German man was the source of so much anguish.

Mary Church hesitated to give a favorable answer because at this stage of her life, she felt she
had the duty to accomplish race work: “Where can I best achieve something? In America,
since I'm an exception in every regard, I could possibly achieve a most-loved goal. In
Germany, I probably won’t be able to do anything sensible””>>. At the age of 27, Mary Church
knew that her race, class and gender placed her in a special category. This specificity, this
exceptionalism — which she kept emphasizing throughout her life — made her one of the best
women positioned to help her race in her native country. On 6 March 1890, she also wrote: “I
really can’t do anything, wouldn’t it be cowardly to dismiss or not consider the opportunity of
doing something good for my oppressed, ignorant race by marrying a German?”"*,

In addition, this cultured and progressive woman, who was probably dreaming of a

love match with a cultured young man who would encourage her to achieve her personal

751 . . . . .
Terrell grew increasingly ill at ease in his presence because he made several strange comments. He once

evoked committing suicide, then he made a bad joke once after offering her a necklace, telling her “Now you’re
bound by a chain, darling”. Mary Church, Diary in German, 68. Diary entry dated 11 February. Later, he wrote
to Mary’s father to ask for her hand, an act she judged as outdated. One last episode settled the love story. When,
in February 1890, he asked her to lend him some money, her affection for him came to a brutal stop. In her mind,
it was totally inappropriate for a man to ask his fiancée for a loan.

752 She wrote on January, 21, 1890: “I can’t believe anything will come of our relationship.”. Diary in German,
46 and 55.

™ Ibid., 52.

% Ibid., 75. In her memoir, she explained that she could never have self-respect if she had chosen to expatriate
herself for good: “I knew I would be much happier trying to promote the welfare of my race in my native land,
working under certain hard conditions, than I would be living in a foreign land where I would make no effort to
do the work which I then believed it was my duty to do. 1 doubted that I could respect myself for it”. Terrell, 4
Colored Woman, 99, italics mine.
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goals for her community, also realized that she wanted to marry an American man. As a
result, at age 27 she was not ready to give up on America and her community’>". On 14 March
1890, Robert Church’s response to Otto Von Dewitts finally came. He refused to give his

consent and Mary Church gladly accepted her father’s decision’®.

Many women of African descent, rejecting the possibility of marrying white men, chose to
marry men of color. For instance, Fannie Williams chose a prominent black man as her
spouse, and Anna Cooper married a black man born into slavery in the West Indies. The
young Mary Church also chose to wed a man of color. As just discussed, when one of her
beaux Otto Von Dewitts made her his marriage proposal in 1890, Church ruled out the
possibility of marrying her white German suitor. Realizing that she did not wish to live abroad
her whole life because she intended to accomplish race work, she could not marry a white
man — and a foreigner for that matter. She wrote in her diary: “I had made up my mind
definitely that I would not marry a white man if I lived in the United States, and I feared I
would not be happy as an exile in a foreign land””>’. What is more, Mary Church was
“certain” that her father Robert Church “would not consent” to the match because he was
opposed to intermarriage: “I knew father’s views on intermarriage of the races”, she noted in
her diary”®. Interestingly, even if she had agreed to date a white German man, one of the
reasons she advanced for refusing to marry him was the idea of racial incompatibility:
“People from different races and backgrounds should really not get married! I perhaps
wouldn’t admit it to the world, but in this case I felt this way”’>’. Robert Church politely
refused to give his consent, explaining that he refused to see his daughter marry a foreigner

and live in Germany’®’. In her autobiography, writing at an age obsessed with interracial

™ Mary Church, Diary in German, 75. Diary entry dated 6 March 1890. In another entry in which she
anticipated homesickness if she lived in Germany, she wondered: “Could have my mother, my brother, and now
and again a friend from America visited me? No. I can’t be too sad and inconsolable about it — God willed it so
and He gave me the power to calmly accept everything”. She did not seem to have envisaged asking Von
Dewitts to leave Germany and come to live in the United States.

736 See her German diary. Diary entry dated February 6, 1890. After Dewitts’ proposal, as the days and months
passed by, the diarist was surer and surer that this match would not make her happy. On March 8, 1890, she
confided: “I feel every day that I could not be happy as his wife. No.” See also diary entry dated March 14, 1890.
757 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 92.

¥ Robert Church indeed wrote Von D. and informed him that “he would never consent to his daughter’s
marrying a foreigner and living abroad”, 4 Colored Woman, 91- 92.

9 Mary Church, Diary in German, 77. Perhaps it was difficult for Mary Church to make her relationship with
white European men public at a time when such relationships were looked unfavorably upon in America.

760 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 92. Years laters, after the rise of Adolf Hitler’s rule in the late 1930s
Terrell reflected upon what her destiny might have been had she chosen to marry Von Dewitts: “What my fate
would have been if I had married my German friend. Where would I be today? Would I have been forced to
leave Germany? If there had been any children, what would be their status now?” and thanked “a beneficent
Providence that I was spared the painful ordeal through which I would have been obliged to pass if I had married
Herr Von D.”.
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relationships and white supremacy, Mary Terrell emphasized the fact that not all African
American women were eager to marry white men, explaining that during her stay in Europe,
she had received three marriage proposals by white men and had declined them all. On the
contrary, after rejecting three white suitors, she chose to marry Robert Terrell, an African
American lawyer’®".

In the early 1900s, Helen James also rejected the possibility of dating non-black men.
When referring to a certain “Mr. Banks”, a Hampton graduate, she thought that she could not
date him because he was “not colored”. As a result, she “could not meet [him] on a
comfortable basis”. Later, when meeting Fred Bonner of New Haven — Yale class of 1901 —,
who spent several days in Honolulu en route to a government-funded teaching position in the
Philippines, Helen welcomed his company, both because he was “colored” and came from
Connecticut. She rejoiced in the opportunity of speaking about people she knew back in
Connecticut — she seldom had news because she rarely met people of color in Hawaii: “For
not seeing any colored people here I know very little of them [...] The only news that I get
comes in letters”. She enjoyed the time spent with Bonner: “You can imagine how we spent
[time]. Just talking about Connecticut and the people. It did seem good to be able to ask

59762

questions once again about things of personal interest and to get answers” "". It appears that

common ties with New England made the two young people feel closer to one another.

Therefore, some women experienced their first relationships in very varied and diverse
ways, whether they lived in the North, South or outside of America — where mores were not
affected by race the way they were in the United States. Because they firmly positioned
themselves as women of color and were at ease with interracial relationships — as if it
constituted some sort of betrayal to the community, women in this study rejected the idea of

marrying white men.

3. Reflecting on Marriage and Wifehood

The work of Mary Kaiser-Farmer shows that the institution of marriage was prized by

763
d

newly-freed slaves — male and female — because of the stability it offered ™. Many rejoiced

! 1bid., 93-94.

752 Helen James, Can Anything Beat White?, 122.

763 See Mary Kaiser-Farmer, Freedwomen and the Freedmen's Bureau: Race, Gender, and Public Policy in the
Age of Emancipation. (New York: Fordham University Press, 2010).
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in seeing that despite the heritage of slavery — which aimed at crushing familial bonds— the
institution of marriage was praised by African Americans’®*.

In the 1870s and 1880s, many black women of all social classes still wished to enter
matrimony. In fact in their families or at school, many girls were encouraged to consider
marriage. University newspapers and the black press conveyed messages which posited that
matrimony was politically crucial because it was an expedient for racial uplift. Many activists
emphasized the links between matrimony and the highly necessary “racial uplift”, since
marriage formed the basis of a home and since the home was the key to uplift the race. For
example, the conservative Lucy Laney contended in 1897 that “marriage, the beginning of
home, is a matter of great importance and should not be carelessly entered into. It is the place
to take the proverbial stitch in time” "%

Consequently, divorce was disdained since marriage was a sacred institution, “a tie that
only love and truth should weave and nothing but death should part”’®®. Many women leaders
generally advocated avoiding divorce as much as possible. Yet when in some cases, situations
demanded the departure of the wife, some women decided to obtain a divorce or a separation.
This was the case for the diarist Frances Anne Rollin who, suffering from her husband’s
drinking and gambling, decided to leave in 1881, after thirteen years of marriage. Frances
Rollin settled down in Washington D.C. with her three children, Winifred, Ionia and Leigh,

working as a government clerk and a stenographer’®’.

Considering Marriage or Spinsterhood

Several women of this study never married for reasons which are sometimes difficult
to discover, since few women discussed this highly personal subject in their public writings.
For example, Ella Barrier, Fannie Williams’s sister, who was a teacher in the Washington
D.C. public school system’®®, or Maritcha Remond Lyons from Brooklyn, never married.
Perhaps these women did not marry because they did not find a person with whom to spend
the rest of their lives, were too busy with their professional lives, or simply because they did

not want to marry — it is often difficult to say.

764 Fannie Barrier Williams, “Religious Duty to the Negro”, 1894, as cited in The New Woman of Color, 77.
Fannie Williams spoke about the necessity of marriage for the community, criticizing the models fostered by the
slave system: “Individuals, not families; shelters, not homes; herding, not marriages were the cardinal sins in that
system of horrors”.
5 Lucy Laney, “Address Before the Women’s Meeting,” Social and Physical Conditions of Negroes in Cities,
ed. W.E.B. Du Bois, (Atlanta: Atlanta University Press, 1897): 55-57, in African American Feminisms, 1828-
7]6223, Vol V., Teresa C. Zackodnik ed.,. (London and New York: Routledge, 2007), 98-100, 99.

Ibid.
767 Erances Rollin, 1868 Diary. In Dorothy Sterling, We Are Your Sisters, 461.
8 Ella D. Barrier (1852-1945).
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The youth diaries kept by Ida Wells and Mary Church show that these two young
women did not wish to marry at a young age for several reasons, some of which were that
they wished to complete their education or pursue their career goals. In the case of Wells, her
Memphis diary reveals that she lived the social pressure of having to marry around the age of

25 with difficulties.

Ida Wells did not wish to marry in her twenties for personal reasons. This decisively
free-spirited and modern woman apparently wished to be free to date men without thinking
about marriage’®”. This freedom of spirit caused her some anguish: Wells confided feeling
like “an anomaly to myself as well as to others. I do not wish to be married but I do wish for
the society of the gentlemen™’’’. She felt misunderstood by the society of Memphis and was
at odds with other women of her race and class, sometimes not without reason. Several times,
she wrote diary entries hoping the man she dated did not expect to marry her. For example, on
20 October 1886, she confided: “I hope [George] is not thinking seriously about marrying”’’".
Like many women of this study, she did not wish to marry too early, despite the expectations
of people around her — including her suitors. It appears that she refused offers of marriage
several times’ .

Yet at age 25, Wells suffered from her status as an unmarried woman. Living out of
the frame carved out for young middle-class women posed a number of issues in the Memphis
of the late 1880s. Because of their gender, women fell victim to social pressure when they
were not married at an age which was deemed as “normal” — 25 — by members of society.
Wells’s single status in 1887 alarmed her and was a source of anguish. In her diary in

February 1887, she confided: “I am the only lady teacher left in the building who is

% The freedom with which Ida Wells led her life could be so disturbing to the larger society that it triggered
virulent reactions. This resolutely modern woman hardly fit in the rigid social frame of nineteenth century
America and her attitude caused her to be severely criticized in the conservative South of the 1880s. As
DeCosta-Willis has pointed out: “Wells paid a high price — isolation, criticism, and calumny — for her
professional ambition, the freedom with which she conducted her personal life, and her failure to comply with
social expectations for women of her class. By age twenty-four, she should have been married, like other female
teachers [...] and have a child on the way. Since she was not, she became the object of vicious rumors: that she
was involved with a white Holly Springs man ‘for money’, that she and a male teacher were ‘immoral’, and that
she had an illegitimate child”, Miriam DeCosta-Willis, Memphis Diary, 114.

% Ida B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 80. Diary entry dated 15 June 1886.

7! Ibid., 116.

772 Ibid., 18 August 1886, 98. Italics mine. When she was in Visalia, California, in August 1886, she learnt that
one of her suitors, Harry, had suddenly died of consumption. In her diary, she expressed her regrets about having
refused his advances: “My heart smites me to think what a cool letter I sent in answer to this last declaration of
love for me! A better boy, with kinder intentions never breathed and when I think of the last time he came to see
me two years ago, and declared he was going away to work that he would come back for me I grieve that I did
not treat him more kindly”. She praised this man, who had defended her reputation when she fell victim to
gossips in Memphis, emphasizing his good-natured character: he was “a better boy”, “gentle, kind and tender as
a woman” who “preserve[d] [her] faith in human nature”, interestingly attributing him feminine qualities.
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unmarried”’”. As a result, her defiance of Victorian customs and gender norms of her time,
the liberty with which she lived her life brought numerous attacks and libel. After 1887, it is
very difficult to account for Wells’s romantic life, for she ceased keeping a diary — or one
could not be found — but it is possible to assert that she met the man who would become her
husband around 1892.

Unfortunately, it was difficult to verify whether Williams, who married at 32,
experienced this social pressure of having to marry before age 25 the same way or not. Mary
Church Terrell, who married at age 28 after her return to the United States, seems to have
experienced this situation quite differently, probably because she experienced coming of age
in quite different circumstances — she notably lived in Europe from age 25 to 27. In fact, most

women intellectuals of this study got married around the age of thirty’"*.

Ida B. Wells, Terrell and other women of the middle-class often chose to marry after the
age of 25 and decided to postpone marriage because they either desired to complete their
education or pursue a professional career. Marriage would have been a brake to their intended

career 775.

7 1da B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 110 and 130-131. DeCosta-Willis explains: “During the fall and winter, she
attends or participate in several weddings and becomes increasingly conscious of her single status, pointing out
that she’s the only unmarried female teacher at her school”. Several of her colleagues were getting married,
among whom some of her former beaux. For example, after months of intense wooing, a certain Mr. Graham
married another woman. She briefly mentioned him on 20 October 1886: “Mr. Graham was married very
unexpectedly last week. I wish him joy”, 116. Wells was not the only woman who spoke about the age limit of
25 for women. Years later, in the 1910s, Mamie Garvin Fields also spoke about the fateful age of 25. In 1913,
when Mamie Garvin Fields was on the verge of turning 25, she believed that even if she “hated to leave her
profession” — teaching —, since she “was going to turn twenty-five that summer”, “it was time for [her] to think
about getting married”. She indeed “didn’t want to become a spinster teacher” even if “quite a few teachers
stayed single all their lives”. Mamie did not want to imitate Lala, a relative of hers — who had been her role
model. Lemon Swamp, 141. In France, the now-lost tradition of celebrating “Sainte Catherine” each 25
November reminds us that 25 has been considered as a fateful age for unmarried women for a long time. It was
thought that women might become confirmed spinsters if they had not married by the age of 25. See
http://www.lefigaro.fr/langue-francaise/actu-des-mots/2016/11/25/37002-20161125 ARTFIG00107-savez-vous-
ce-qu-est-une-catherinette.php. These women were called “Catherinettes” on that day.

7 Fannie Williams married at the age of 32 in 1887, Mary Terrell got married at the age of 28 in 1891 after her
return from Europe, while Ida B. Wells married in 1895 at age 33. Anna Cooper stands as an exception since she
got married at age 19, in 1877. Interestingly, Williams is the only woman who married a man who was much
younger than she was. Indeed S. Laing Williams (1864-1921) was aged 23 when he married his wife. On the
contrary, Ida B. Wells married Ferdinand Barnett (1859-1936), a man who was three years older than her — he
was 36 when they married — and had previously been married and had children. Robert Terrell (1857-1925) was
also older than his wife, being 34 at the time of their marriage. George Cooper (1847-1879) was also older than
his wife, being 30 when he got married.

773 She felt called for a nobler work. See her journal entry dated 2 October 1886, Memphis Diary, 110. She had
“greater designs” as the editor of her journal Miriam-DeCosta Willis explains. By the Fall of 1886, Wells
regularly wrote articles in the local press and was strongly involved in her work for racial equality. She presented
papers, attended lectures and wrote newspaper articles such as “Race Pride”, “lola on Discrimination” and “Our
Women”. Ida B. Wells, Memphis Diary, 111. Wells concentrated on building her career before espousing
Ferdinand Barnett in 1895 at the age of 33.
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It appears that Fannie Barrier married S. Laing Williams after accomplishing her duty as a
teacher in the South; Ida B. Wells waited for her lectures in the United Kingdom to stop to
marry Ferdinand Barnett; Terrell left her suitor in Washington for two years and finally
accepted to marry him upon her return. Only Anna Cooper married young, at the age of 19.

Since Ida B. Wells did not wish to work as a public-school teacher her entire life and
hoped to become a journalist, in the late 1880s, she decided to focus on her career rather than
seeking matrimony. Then, when she met the man who would later become her husband in
1892, Ferdinand Barnett— a widower and the owner of the Chicago black newspaper The
Chicago Conservator, and after he made her an offer of marriage, [da Wells apparently chose
to postpone these plans. Being then a well-known figure of the struggle against lynching after
1892, she chose to accept his offer of marriage only after she had accomplished her duty as an
activist. In 1893, she left for Europe and in June 1895, [... she] accept[ed] the offer of a home
of [her] own which had been made to [her] before [her] last trip to England”’"®.

It is quite likely that Mary Church Terrell chose to postpone her projects of marriage
with Robert Heberton Terrell in order to complete her studies in Europe. Even if she had
enjoyed the company of Robert Terrell at M. Street High School, she chose to go to France,
Germany and Switzerland for an extended period of time. When she came back to the United
States in 1890, Mary Church was sensitive to his kindness and their attachment became more

profound:

Mr. Terrell came to see me regularly and was very attentive. The course of true love did not always run
perfectly smooth, but it always became calm and peaceful after any little turbulent eddies that caused it
to flow in the wrong direction, and we became engaged. He was the head of the Latin department, as he
had been during the first year I taught in Washington, and I was his assistant. In explaining my decision
to link my destiny with his, I used to say that I enjoyed assisting him in the Latin department so much, I
made up my mind to assist him in all departments for the rest of my natural life. And this I certainly
tried to do.

Their relationship was soon unveiled and pupils teased the pair about this burgeoning

romance:

Now and then when I entered my room, I would see something like this written on the blackboard: ‘Mr.

Terrell is certainly getting good. He used to go to dances, but now he goes to Church.” My maiden name

lent itself admirably to puns and there were many of them, of course’””.

Like Terrell, the northern-born teacher Helen James also wished to complete her

education and attend Columbia University and Atlanta University before getting married. She

7 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 238.
"7 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 102.
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did not wish to get married at a young age’’®. At first, James did not have a big crush on
Chisolm but she came to appreciate him more and more until intense feelings developed:
“He’s very good and tries every imaginable way to be kind to me. I quite appreciate him.”””.
She finally agreed to marry Franck Pierce Chisolm in 1910, at the age of 33. In one of her
letters, she wrote: “He’s dearer and dearer to me lavishing on me all that love and tenderness

which my long separation from home and family has deprived me of.”"™.

Like many college-educated white women at that time, many educated black women
chose to marry after the age of 25 — either because they had not yet found the ideal life
partner, or because if they had, they chose to postpone marriage plans because they wished to

complete their education or concentrate on building their careers.

Compared to other women of this study Anna Haywood married at an early age, at 19.
She married a Reverend from the West British in Raleigh, North Carolina, in 1877. Anna
Haywood married one of her former teachers, George A.C. Cooper, a native of the Bahamas
who had been ordained an Episcopal priest a year before’*'. The marriage ended two years
later with the untimely death of Cooper in 1879 and the pair did not have children. Anna
never remarried but her marriage with Cooper enabled her to pursue a long career in teaching
— a rare opportunity then, since married women were often not allowed to work**. After her
husband’s death — which left her a widow at the early age of 21, Cooper left her native State
of North Carolina in 1881 at the age of 23 and attended Oberlin College from 1881 to 1887,
alongside Mary Church and Ida Gibbs-Hunt'™.

A few years later, in August 1887, after teaching in the South for almost ten years — from

1875 to 1887 —, the 32 year-old Fannie Williams married S. Laing Williams, a lawyer whom

"% Helen James, Can Anything Beat White?, 176-177. She hesitated marrying one of her suitors named Mr.
Deveaux: “He’s very handsome and most becomingly arranged. Wish you could have seen him”.

7 Ibid., 179.

7 Ibid., 184.

8! Unlike Wells, Williams and Terrell, who all married lawyers, Cooper is the only woman among the four main
women in this study who married an educator — who eventually became a Reverend. Other well-known activists
such as Fannie Jackson Coppin were married to Ministers (Levi J. Coppin). Cooper was also the only woman
who married an alien, a native of Nassau, Bahamas.

82 Some widows — such as Anna Cooper or Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, for instance — indeed never remarried.
Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin was widowed in 1886, at the age of 44, Cooper in 1879, at the age of 21. Anna
Cooper unfortunately did not evoke her status as a widow in her writings. Nevertheless, one may think that her
marital status may have played a role in the shaping of her thinking about Victorianism. Her widowhood made it
difficult for her to abide by Victorian rules, since, as a widow, she had to be economically independent. She
worked her entire life as an educator in Washington D.C..

3 Anna Cooper is buried next to her husband in Raleigh City Cemetery. She offered a stained-glass window in
honor of her deceased husband in St Augustine Historic Chapel. See https://www.findagrave.com/cgi-
bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=39777718.
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she had met in Washington D.C.”**. Naturally, she chose to hold the ceremony in her native

85 After their marriage, Fannie stopped

town, as was common for young women at that time
teaching and the Williams couple chose to settle down in Chicago, where S. Laing worked as
a lawyer and where Fannie would soon start her work as a social worker and writer. She
explained in her life writing: “After my marriage my husband and I moved to one of the
largest cities of the North, where we have continued to live. In this larger field of life and
action I found myself, like many another women, becoming interested in many things that

»78 It was in this

come within the range of a woman’s active sympathy and influence
stimulating milieu that Fannie Williams started her activism for women’s rights.

Even if Mary Church’s decision to marry was very “natural”, she explains that she
hesitated postponing her wedding after receiving a job offer as a registrar at Oberlin College
from Mrs. A. A. F. Johnston, the Dean of women. She decided to decline this opportunity and
wedded Robert Terrell in October 18917%. After the ceremony, the pair returned to
Washington D.C., since Robert Terrell had professional engagements in the nation’s
capital *®,

In 1895, Ida B. Wells wedded Ferdinand Barnett. Since she was quite famous, the
Barnett marriage was publicly chronicled”. In the late nineteenth century, at a time when
matrimony signaled the end of women’s careers — as teachers or in other occupations —,
members of her community interpreted her decision to enter matrimony as a signal of her
desire to stop fighting against lynching. Wells felt severely judged for marrying — a decision

which was yet highly personal — and she used her autobiography to answer potential

detractors:

8 hitps:/digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47de-1c35-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99. Samuel Laing Williams
(1864-1921) was a light-skinned man from Georgia whom she had met in Washington D.C.. He worked in the
United States Pension Office, was a law student at Columbian University in Washington D.C., which opened in
1865, and is now called George Washington University Law School). https://www.law.gwu.edu/history. It is
possible to consult a picture of him at NYPL: https:/rrlc.org/winningthevote/biographies/fannie-barrier-
williams/.
Z:Z Fannie Williams, “A Northern Negro’s Autobiography”, 7 and The Brockport Republic, 21 April 1887.

Ibid., 7.
7 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 103. “I decided not to change my plans. Among other things, it
seemed to me that I would be taking the position under false pretenses, if I knew, when I accepted it, I would
keep it only a year, for I did not think it would be right to postpone my wedding any longer than that.”, 103. “In
declining to become registrar of Oberlin College, whether I made a mistake or not, I certainly deprived myself of
the distinction and honor of being the first and only colored woman in the United States to whom such a position
has ever been offered, so far as I am able to ascertain”.
788 Ibid., 103. He “resumed his duties as chief of the division in the Fourth Auditor’s office in the Treasury
Department”, 105.
™ When Wells got married, she received many tokens of friendships. For instance, Margaret Washington
offered her congratulations in the Woman’s Era. In an article signed by Hannah Smith, L.C. Carter, Secretaries
of Convention, it was written: “Resolutions endorsing Miss Wells’ work and congratulations on her recent
marriage were offered by Mrs B.T. Washington, and adopted”.
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As strange as it may seem, afterword was sent out to the country, there arose a united protest from my
people. They seemed to feel that I had deserted the cause, and that some of them censored me rather
severely in their newspapers for having done so. There were more outspoken because of the loss to the

cause than they had been in a holding up my hands when I was trying to carry a banner. However, I felt

that as they did not understand it would seem rather out of place for me to try to make them do so’*".

Ida B. Wells’s decision to marry was met with misunderstanding by feminists such as
Susan B. Anthony. Wells interpreted the tone of her friend during a conversation as that of
reproach. Anthony believed that women like Wells ought to continue their fights, for no one
was better-suited than her to lead the fight against lynching. Placing pressure on Wells’s
shoulders, she implicitly reproached her for the fact that since her union with Barnett in 1895,
agitation against lynching had almost vanished in America, as if Wells-Barnett had failed to

accomplish her duty.

I noticed the way she would bite out my married name in addressing me. I asked her ‘Don't you believe
in women getting married?’; She said ‘Oh yes but not women like you who had a special call for special
work. I too might have married but it would have meant dropping the work to which I had set my hand’.
She said, ‘I know of no one in all this country better fitted to do the work you had in hand than yourself.
Since you have gotten married, agitation seems practically to have ceased’”".

Ida B. Wells-Barnett felt severely judged by Susan Anthony, whom she considered as a friend
and seemed to have construed this remark as a reproach. She should have devoted herself to
the cause instead of having thought about herself. Similar comments were made in the press
and interestingly, Fannie Barrier Williams also implied that Ida Wells was already married to
the anti-lynching cause in one of her articles. In one issue of the Woman’s Era in 1895,
Fannie Williams wrote: “The public has become so interested in the unique career of Miss
Wells that her determination to marry a man while still married to a cause will be a topic of

national interest and comment”’">

. Ida Wells proceeded to justify her decision in her life
writing, explaining that when she got married, she was on the verge of exhaustion. She said:
“I did not know how utterly worn out I was physically until I reached the place where I could
rest quietly without the feeling that I must be either on the train or traveling through the

country to some place of meeting right was scheduled to speak””"".

In the late nineteenth century, women were expected to stop using their maiden names
and bear their husbands’ last names. White liberal-minded feminists opposed such practices

and decided to refuse using the names of their husbands.

" 1da Wells, Crusade, 241.

! Ibid., 255. My underlining.

72 Fannie Barrier Williams, Woman’s Era. July 1895, 5. Mary Church Terrell Papers. Manuscript Division.
Library of Congress.

3 1da Wells, Crusade, 241-242.
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When they married, some African American women of the upper and middle-class,
willing to retain part of their identity as independent women, did not want to stop using their
maiden names or were keen to append their maiden names to that of their husbands, therefore
bearing hyphenated family names. Shirley Carlson has explained that “many activist black
women continued to be identified by their maiden names — usually as family domain or as a
part of their hyphenated surname — indicating that their own identities were not since

subsumed in their husbands.””**

. This was the case for nationally known and acclaimed well-
educated African American women such as “Fannie Barrier Williams, Josephine Silone
Yates, Mary Church Terrell, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin [who] all
represented the black ideal of womanhood on a national level”””. In fact “some notable black
women were better known than their husbands™, such as Ida B. Wells-Barnett who would
become “more famous than her husband Ferdinand Barnett”.

All women of the main sample except Anna Cooper chose to bear hyphenated last
names’°. Fannie Barrier was named Fannie Barrier Williams after her marriage to S. Laing
Williams in 1887; Mary Church became Mary Church Terrell after her marriage to Robert
Terrell in 1891; and when Ida Wells married Ferdinand Lee Barnett in 1895, she had her last
name hyphenated. Contrary to these activists, after her wedding, the feminist Anna Haywood
Cooper decided to abandon her maiden name and use exclusively her husband’s name in her
personal and professional life. While this decision may at first sight appear as conservative —
many wives took their husbands’ names at that time —, her decision most probably signaled
her desire to mark the end of the link between her and her biological father. She was indeed
probably happy to drop the name of her white “genitor”, which was a mark of the badge of
slavery her mother had undergone. In her case, marriage seems to have been a way to break

free from the shadow of her white southern father. Her decision to bear her husband’s name

exclusively was therefore probably an act of self-assertion.

Some women did not think about marriage as a major life goal. Cooper — who was
among the first women in this study to tackle the question of matrimony in her essays in the
early 1890s — believed that a woman should not ask herself: “How shall I so cramp, stand,

simplify and nullify myself as to make me eligible to the honor of being swallowed up into

* Shirley Carlson, “Black Ideals of Womanhood in the Late Victorian Era”, 67.
795 11

Ibid.
7% Frances Jackson Coppin, Fannie Barrier Williams, Mary Church Terrell, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Josephine St.
Pierre Ruffin, Josephine Silone Yates, Margaret Murray Washington, Alice Moore Dunbar, Mary McLeod
Bethune, most clubwomen and activists chose to add their husbands’ names to their maiden names. There are a
few exceptions: Gertrude Mossell and Anna Julia Cooper.
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some little man?”. Instead she thought that the success of a marriage “depended upon the
man’s ability to direct his own efforts into ‘the noblest and best achievements of which he is

299

capable’”, therefore “admonishing men to fulfill their potentials™”®’. For Cooper, a black
woman had “as many resources as man, as many activities beckon her on”. As Guy-Sheftall
has revealed, in 1890-1891, Anna Cooper “urged married women to seek employment outside
the home and develop their intellects but hastened to add that marriage was not the only route
to self-actualization™:
I grant you that intellectual development, with the self-reliance and capacity for earning a livelihood
which it gives, renders woman less dependent on the marriage relation for physical support (which, by
the way, does not always accompany it). Neither is she compelled to look to sexual love as the one
sensation capable of giving tone and relish, movement and vim to the life she leads. Her horizon is

extended. Her sympathies are broadened and deepened and multiplied. She is in closer touch with
nature’”®,

Cooper thus voiced decisively feminist stances in 1890-1891 the way very few women did,
believing for example that women’s professional careers could help them be less financially
dependent on their husbands and could find “tone and relish” in diverse activities — all open to
them — rather than merely in carnal love.

Contrary to white women, black women also viewed marriage as compatible with
public life. In her study of North Carolinian black women, Glenda Gilmore has explained that
many women continued public work after their marriage’”’. For example, Ida Wells confided
that upon her marriage she had initially thought that she was leaving the public sphere and
retiring to her private sphere: “I retired to what I thought was the privacy of the home™*”. She
indeed retired from public life, but not for long: like many other activists, she felt that she was
called to accomplish her duty.

African American women whose lives are analyzed in this work generally broke free from
the tenets of Victorianism, considering that marriage was foremost an association between
two thinking beings. As Glenda Gilmore has explained when discussing Cooper’s views on
marriage,

Educated black women sought to establish partnerships that maximized the potential and efficiency of
both members, and they tended to do that by avoiding hierarchical ideas of male dominance and female
subordination. Men and women were different, but they had complementary work to do; once trained
for that work, women were anxious to establish domestic relationships that allowed them to get on with
the job.

7 Anna Julia Cooper, The Voice from The South, 70-71, as cited in Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow, 43-
44,

7 Anna Julia Cooper, “The Higher Education of Women”, 1890-1891, as cited in The Voice of Anna Julia
Cooper, 82-83, also cited in Beverly Guy-Sheftall, Daughters of Sorrow, 24.

" Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow, 43-44.

800 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Crusade, 239.
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This type of reciprocal partnerships was almost unequaled in the United States of the late
nineteenth century. As Glenda Gilmore has shown, compared to white women educated in the
1890s who “reshaped white marriage relationships”, ‘“southern black women were a

generation ahead [...] in forging companionate partnerships”*®'. She explained:

Southern white women would seek such marriages in growing numbers beginning in the Progressive
Era, but it was still rare in the nineteenth century. This arrangement seems to resemble the much
chronicled sort of partnership that a small group of well-educated northern white women formed, but its
roots and stakes, and therefore its significance, differ markedly [...] Springing from slavery, poverty,
religion, and black women’s daily contact with men rather than distance from them, this civic
partnership played out in a society that rested on the subordination of black men as well as black

women. In this case, the stakes had something to do with the question of ‘woman’s sphere’ but much

more to do with the day-to-day survival of every southern African-American, male and female®".

Interestingly, black women were encouraged to view marriage as partnerships in
etiquette books and on conservative University campuses of the South such as Tuskegee. For
example, despite her conservative views upon courtship and marriage, Emma Hackley, the
author of The Colored Girl Beautiful, construed marriage as a “co-parternship”: “Married life
is a co-partnership and the wife and husband pledge to mutual help, when they enter into the

marriage contract”**’,

While working-class women tended to view marriage as the association with a man
who provided for his family, as in the case of Elizabeth Johnson Harris**, bourgeois women
living in the late nineteenth century such as Wells or Terrell indeed tended to view marriage
as a sort of partnership. As Marie Jo Deegan has explained, Fannie Barrier Williams similarly
“celebrated marriage and a new equality in that relationship”®®°. In “The Woman’s Part in a
Man’s Business”, speaking about middle-class women married to businessmen, she explained
that black women were “destined to play an important part in the future businessman’s career.
She is to be the conservative force in the business man’s career [...] Many a time he will turn
to her in distress when, through over confidence or display, his credit is gone and bankruptcy
is staring him in the face, to find his heart gladened by the sight of many dollars, she has
stealthily saved out of the suprplus, he was trying to throw away*”°. Moreover, Williams
believed that gender equality within couples was paramount to achieve this work of racial

uplift and self-help. This mutual respect and partnership was to benefit both members. While

*! Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow, 18.

2 bid., 44.

803 Emma Hackley, The Colored Girl Beautiful, 169.

%04 Elizabeth Harris, who was happily married, spoke about her spouse in her life writing as a dutiful husband, an
ordinary laboring man” who always “provided satisfactorily for the home and his family”. Elizabeth Johnson
Harris, Life Story, 24.

%05 Mary Jo. Deegan, The New Woman of Color, xli.

896 Fannie Barrier Williams, “The Woman’s Part in a Man’s Business”, 61.
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African-American “ideal women” were dedicated partners to their husbands, their spouses
should praise and honor them: “Every Negro businessman who takes his wife into his
confidence, who respects her judgment when deserved, who does all he knows how to do due
to exalt and idealize her talents and virtues and that of her kind, until she shall become the all-
sufficient motive for his further endeavors, is doing his part to make Negro womanhood a part

of all that is best and most beautiful in the world’s conception of an ideal woman™*"’.

As Hazel Carby has explained in her influential article dealing with black feminists
such as Anna Julia Cooper, Ida B. Wells and Pauline Hopkins, in the last decade of the
nineteenth century, these women “expanded the limits of conventional ideologies of
womanhood to consider subversive relationships between women, motherhood without
wifehood, wifehood as a partnership outside of an economic exchange between men, and men

as partners and not patriarchal fathers”*"*.

Moreover, black women intellectuals thought that men and women were equal partners
and equally potent in their fight against discrimination®”’. As a result, they naturally chose
partners with whom they could work with and form an effective team. They made sure that
they could count on their husbands to fulfill what they deemed was their mission. For
instance, Mary Terrell and Ida B. Wells chose to marry men with liberal views. As Jean Marie
Robbins emphasizes in her dissertation, “Upon her return to the United States, [Terrell] chose
a marriage partner that supported her ambitions and uplift work and was therefore able to
actualize what had seemed like competing goals™*'’. Although Ida Wells made few references
to her husband in her life writing, it is possible to say that Ferdinand Barnett was “a loving,
attentive, and supportive husband”. He “encouraged his wife’s activism, civic activities, and
political aspirations throughout their marriage™®'!. Charlotte Grimké seems to have construed
her marriage the same way: as Joanne Braxton has showed: “Together, the Grimkés braced
each other, finding in their marriage a retreat from the anxieties of constant confrontation with

the dominant culture [...] Charlotte Forten Grimké found love, not the glaring love of

7 bid., 60.

%% Hazel V. Carby, “On the Threshold of Woman’s Era: Lynching, Empire, and Sexuality in black feminist
theory”, in Henry Louis Gates Junior, ed., “Race,” Writing, and Difference. (Chicago: the University of Chicago
press, 1986), 301-316, 316.

" In Gender and Jim Crow, Glenda Gilmore points this out about black women in North Carolina in the 1870s,
1880s and 1890s.

$19 Jean Marie Robbins, “Black Club Women’s Purposes for Establishing Kindergartens”, 102.

11 Miriam DeCosta-Willis, Memphis Diary, 166-167. It is possible to learn about his support in Dorothy
Sterling’s interview with Alfreda Barnett Duster in the “Afterword”, 191-199.
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subordination and domination that passes with the day, but a radiant, tender and enduring love
— a higher marriage™®'.

These women generally expected a reciprocal relationship. They wished to be able to
count on their husbands’ support but they also offered their unlimited support, both personally
and professionally. For example, Mary Church Terrell and her husband formed a team,
encouraged one another and were active in helping the other fulfill their goals. She explains
that every four years, with presidential elections, Mary Terrell lived the periods of re-
appointment with great anxiety, perhaps with more anxiety than her own husband®’. Because
of the public nature of his position, Judge Robert Terrell was often attacked and libeled in the
press®'*. Never getting used to this repetitive pressure, Terrell is careful to highlight her
husband’s faith in justice, his position as a victim to southern men’s prejudice and her

important role as a Judge’s supportive, dutiful wife. She wrote:

Every four years for twenty years [...] | was overwhelmed with discouragement and despair. Instead of
becoming accustomed to the awful ordeal I felt it more and more as the years rolled by. With all my
soul I hated that type of diabolical injustice which inspired prejudice-ridden men to try to ruin my
husband's career for which he had shown such signal fitness. However much I might rage inwardly, I
knew I was helpless to change or remove conditions against which I rebelled. Nevertheless, I did what I
could. I did not sit supinely by and bemoan my cruel fate®'’.

When her husband was publicly attacked, she did everything she could to support him

816 The partnership was

and intercede in his favor, using every connection she might have
reciprocal. In her autobiography, Terrell emphasized her husband’s support whenever she had
important decisions to make throughout her active club life. For example, when she joined the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909 against the
will of some members of the black community, Mary Terrell explains that her husband had

encouraged her to pursue the course of her activism within the NAACP, even if it could be a

¥12 Joanne Braxton, Black Women Writing Autobiography, 96-97.
¥13 Judge Terrell was first appointed by President Theodore Roosevelt in 1900 and reappointed in 1904, then by
President Taft (1908), by President Wilson twice (in 1912-1916) and finally by President Harding (in 1920).
Mary Terrell lauded Theodore Roosevelt and was personally acquainted with him. See 4 Colored Woman, page
277. Yet in her mind, Roosevelt’s main mistake — which, according to her, tarnished his reputation — was to
dismiss three African American soldiers in Texas without any apparent reason and without consulting his
Secretary of War in 1918. See her autobiography pages 268 and 278. Contrary to her husband, who was “an
optimist from the crown of his head to the soles of his feet”, she suffered from the stress provoked these
nominations. See page 260.
#14 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 260. “Each time the appointment was for four years. So every four
years he had to pass through the same humiliating ordeal of having his confirmation held up by Senators who
gsere hungry for charges against him and who were determined to defeat him at all hazards”.

Ibid., 263.
816 1n 1914, when the possibility of Robert Terrell’s re-appointment was low, Mary decided to write to Senator
Theodore Burton of Ohio to convince him to support her husband. Senator Theodore Elijah Burton (1851-1929)
was a white Republican Senator from Ohio. Hoping that Senator Burton might turn a keen ear to her plea, Mary
Terrell did not hesitate to contact this Oberlin College graduate so that he might intercede in her husband’s
favor: “I felt freer to appeal to Senator Burton to do me this favor than to anybody else because he was an
Oberlin man”, Ibid., 264. It did work, since her husband was re-appointed two years later.
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threat to his career. She said in her autobiography: “My husband said that if he had to lose his
position because his wife lived up to the light she had and joined an organization which she

believed would promote the welfare of the race, he was perfectly willing to lose it™!”.

Moreover, these women also tended to mingle their personal and their professional
lives, often associating their activities to those of their husbands. For instance, Ida B. Wells
worked for her husband’s newspaper The Conservator from 1895 onwards, while Fannie
Barrier Williams also worked with her husband Samuel Laing when she penned her books on
the New Negro at the turn of the century. Conversely, Mary Terrell seemed to have separated
her activity as a clubwoman from her husband’s even if she enjoyed his support in her

818

political action” . As a result, for a few women, activism was often a couple’s business.

Therefore, contrary to many white activists of the time — who tended to choose not to
marry — these women intellectuals generally viewed matrimony as a desirable condition and
cherished their relationship with their husbands. They often had more modern ideas than
white women about the roles each partner was to play in the relationship. These activists
tended to envisage marriage as a partnership, to view the relation as the possibility to fulfill
their mission as race leaders and to see marriage as the association between two lovers, but
more importantly, between two supportive life partners. Some black bourgeois wives indeed

mingled their private and public lives.

Offering Advice for a Happy and Healthy Marriage: Wives’ Duties

Some women of this study envisaged marriage in revolutionary ways in the 1890s, at a
time when views about wives’ duties were rather conservative. As seen before, in the late
nineteenth century, middle and upper-class women indeed had to cope with a number of
social injunctions: they were expected to be domestic, submissive, docile, gentle, patient,
understanding, etc, in line with Victorian ideals. Some intellectuals, lecturers and writers —
who were often married themselves — took their pen to denounce these injunctions, expressing
very modern ideas about gender roles and marriage in the 1890s. Although these women had
chosen to marry — and had therefore not rejected the institution of marriage, in their writings

they encouraged women to question “proper” gender roles and to be modern women. For

817 Mary Church Terrell, 4 Colored Woman, 194.
818 Margaret Murray Washington is another example of a modern woman’s collaboration with her husband. She
constantly associated her action at Tuskegee Institute to that of her husband.
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example, the activist and writer Gertrude Mossell made her views about the responsibilities of

wives and husbands public in The Work of the Afro-American Woman in 1894%".

When discussing the duties wives owed to their husbands in her essay entitled “The
Opposite Point of View”, Mossell debunked the stereotypes conveyed in “every paper and
magazine”. Arguing that the feminine press was certainly written by “conservatives”, she
denounced the diktat which posited that women should always be cheerful, good-tempered,
perfect domestic workers and that “the wife must always meet her husband with a smile” or
that “She must stay at home, keep the house clean, prepare food properly and care for her
children”. Like other feminists of her time, Mossell seemed to believe that women’s roles
were not to be circumscribed to the home®®.

Mossell claimed that the messages conveyed about wives’ proper role as perfect
housekeepers in magazines were erroneous. Even if she conceded that “to be sure it [keeping
a house clean] will not drive him out”, she argued that “keeping a clean house will not keep a
man at home” either. The solution for a long and happy marriage did not lie on a perfect
home. Using very frank terms, Mossell warned her female readers the way an older sister or a
mother would: “And you, dear tender-hearted little darlings, that are being taught daily that it
will, might as well know the truth now and not be crying your eyes out later”.

At a time when Victorian ideals of submissiveness were in vogue and when women were
expected to always be in control of their emotions and tempers, Mossell also lifted women’s
feeling of guilt for not always displaying good tempers, explaining that deploying efforts to be
above reproach did not guarantee men’s love: “Saints are rare and I don’t believe that history
past or present proves that saintly women have in the past or do now gain men's love often

95821

asked or hold it longest””"". Nevertheless, she encouraged women to avoid “scolding and

nagging”, for “no man desires a scolding, nagging wife, and no child desires such a

822
mother”*"~.

819 Gertrude Mossell, The Work of the Afro-American Woman by Mrs N.F. Mossell. 2" Edition (Philadelphia:
Geo. S. Ferguson Company, 1908). First published 1984. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988). Gertrude
Mossell (1855-1948) was a famous light-skinned teacher, activist and clubwoman from Pennsylvania. She
married a Philadelphia physician named Nathaniel F. Mossell and had two children. Interestingly, Mossell
adopted Victorian vocabulary in her dedication to her collection of essays. She lovingly dedicated her work to
her “two little daughters, Mary Campbell and Florence Alma Mossell, praying that they may grow into a pure
and noble womanhood”, 4.

820 T will study this in further details in a later chapter.

82! Gertrude Mossell, The Work of the Afro-American Woman, 123. Italics hers.

%22 1bid., 123.
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Gertrude Mossell explained that the ideal wife should possess a “well-balanced
character”, for “The desirable partner for a successful, peaceful married life is a woman of
well-balanced temperament, who is known among her associates as one not given to what is
often called fits of temper”. Nevertheless, the perfect wife should at the same time possess “a
mind of her own”***. In other words, the ideal wife according to Mossell should possess dual
qualities — many of which were in contradiction to Victorian ideals. She should possess a
good temper, should know how to control her emotions, display docility and sweetness yet at
the same time possess intelligence and reasoning skills. What is more, for Mossell, who was
one of the first women to voice such feminist ideas, women who have intellect, ideas and
opinions of their own had more chance of keeping their husbands, contrary to women who
have a sweet disposition because, since they are more interesting, their husbands tire less of
them. She argued: “I believe that a woman who has a mind and will of their own will become
monotonous to a less extent than one so continuously sweet and self-effacing; and I believe

history proves it”***.

In addition, society believed that it fell upon women to remain feminine and attractive in
order to prevent their husbands’ adultery. Surprisingly, some women agreed with such views.
For example, in one of her articles, the happily married feminist but nevertheless conservative
Mary Church Terrell incited her female readers to make sustained efforts to “keep a husband”,
saying little about husbands’ duties. She indeed believed that women should always be careful
to be neat and well-dressed for their husbands, especially after the birth of their children,

Women also owe it to their husbands to look [nice]. It is an old saying that it is easy enough to catch but
very hard to hold a husband. While the catching process is going on, women look as sweet and as pretty

as they can, but after marriage, when so many duties engross their minds and consume their time, it is

hard to think of appearance sometimes. But however great the sacrifice, a woman should make it a part

of her religion to look as neat and as tidy around the house as she possibly can **°.

Remaining feminine, good-looking and attractive were the keys to a healthy marriage,
Terrell believed. A woman had to make efforts if she wished to see her husband fulfilled and
therefore, not inclined to commit adultery. While she insisted on the necessity for women to
furnish daily efforts, Terrell did not refer to males’ responsibilities in a marriage — perhaps

suggesting that she deemed women’s efforts to be greater than men’s.

523 Ibid., 124.

24 1bid., 123.

825 Mary Church Terrell, “What Mothers Owe Their Daughters”, in The Unpublished Papers of Mary Church
Terrell.
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Mossell had diametrically opposed views. She thought on the contrary that society should
cease to place undue responsibility on women’s shoulders. On the topic of adultery, which
constituted a threat to marriage, Mossell deplored the responsibility placed upon women
again®*’. She denounced the fact that wives were repeatedly told that they should “smile
always”, never be “grumpy” in their husbands’ presence, “dress in the latest style, and so on,
or else [their husbands] will transfer [their] affections to the keeping of another”. She
contended: if men were told the same before marriage, “what would be his reply? We all
know”. Mossell aimed at lifting women’s sense of guilt:

Women must not be blamed because they are not equal to the self-sacrifice of always meeting husbands
with a smile, nor the wife blamed that she does not dress after marriage as she dressed before; childbirth
and nursing, the care of the sick through sleepless, nightly vigils, the exactions and irritations incident to
a life whose duties are made up of trifles and interruptions, and whose work of head and heart never

ceases, make it an impossibility to put behind them at all times all cares and smile with burdened heart
and weary feet and brain®’.

Similarly, positioning herself as a protective and shrewd older sister or a mother to her
female readers, Mossell warned her readership about the nature of “many men”, about what
she deemed their natural inclination to frequent saloons and adopt risky attitudes by gambling
and drinking: “To be sure, many men, social by nature, are tempted by the allurements of the
saloons and the chance of meeting their boon companions™®**. Mossell tried to explain to her
readership that such behaviors had nothing to do with wives’ attitudes: such “bad men” could
act this way even if they were unmarried, because it is in their nature: “These men would do
the same if they had no home, or whether it was clean or not”. Adopting a Victorian
terminology, Mossell concluded by saying that “true husbands” generally appreciated their
wives’ efforts so long as they did “their best”. She said: “doing the best she can in all things
will be appreciated by a true husband”**’. Consequently, according to Mossell, women should
not reproach themselves with not being perfect housewives. In fact, they should also select
husbands who were more “domestic in their nature” in order not to risk marrying men who

would soon start drinking, gambling and commit adultery™®.

826 Mossell argued that motherhood duties could play a part on the marriage because women tended to place their

children’s needs before theirs, for instance when it came to clothing: “Husbands and fathers usually buy what
they need at least most mothers and wives will not even do that while children need anything”. Gertrude
Mossell, The Work of the Afro-American Woman, 121-122.

7 1bid., 121.

528 Ibid., 120-121. She added: “Bad men go out for evil purposes; to be sure”.

** Tbid., 123.

30 Ibid., 120. “The men that usually stay in at night are domestic in their nature, care little for the welfare or
approval of the world at large, are not ambitious, are satisfied with being loved, care nothing for being honored.
The men who used when single to kiss the babies, pet the cat, and fail to kick the dog where they visited are the
men who remain at home most when married”. Obviously, she believed that the situation was much different for
women married to men who endorsed public roles and were often called for duties outside of home. Mossell,
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As Mary Terrell has emphasized in her memoir, if a marriage failed, women were
generally held responsible and they could also be thought to be accountable for the desertion
of their husbands®'. Mossell denounced the messages which conveyed that if women did not
fulfill the role of the perfect little housewife and mother, they risked seeing their husbands
desert them for the saloon: “or he will frequent the saloon and, go out at night and spend his
time unwisely at the least”®*%. Mossell expected people to judge each partner in a fair manner
in case the marriage did not work. Why should women always be designated as guilty for a
marriage failure and never men?, she asked. Calling for a fairer representation of wives and

husbands, she said:

But let me tell you, friend, it is all an excuse in nine cases out of ten. A husband’s ill-dong is never
taken as an excuse for a wife’s turning bad, and why should a man be excused for doing wrong, if he
has a bad wife? If he be the stronger-minded one, especially. If a husband is a true one in any sense of
the word, his transference of the kiss at the door from the wife to the firstborn that runs before her to
greet him will not cause even a sigh of regret®.

Since Gertrude Mossell favored complete equality in marriage, when it came to counting the
spouses’ wrongdoings, she believed that no excuse should be searched to clear one of the

spouses’ name:

A good husband will do his duty even if the wife fails, as so many wives are doing today with bad
husbands. The man who wants to lead a reckless life, will complain of his wife’s bad housekeeping,
extravagance, the children’s noise or, if not blessed with offspring, still complains that this fact makes
home less interesting.

At the end of her article, after discussing the possible pitfalls of marriage, Gertrude
Mossell provided her recipe for a satisfactory marriage. For her, righteousness, morality,

Christian principles and love safeguarded marriages. She concluded:

It is not possessing a temper, but continuous outbursts of ill temper that undermine true happiness. The
home should be founded on right principles, on morality, Christian living, a due regard to heredity and
environment that provides good for the future. With these taken into consideration, backed by love, or
even true regard, with each having an abiding sense of duty and a desire to carry out its principles, no
marriage so contracted can ever prove a failure®*”.

How did these women speak about sexuality in their adult lives?

The Politics of Sex

By the beginning of the twentieth century, women intellectuals were well aware that

slavery had deprived African American women of their bodily integrity. At a conference in

who was herself married to a prominent Philadelphia physician, encouraged such wives to accept being left alone
at home: “The man who aspires to social preeminence, who is ambitious or who acquires the reputation of being
a man of judgment and knowledge, useful as a public man, will be often out at night even against his own
desires, on legitimate business”.

81 Mary Church Terrell, A Colored Woman, 10. When her parents separated in the 1870s, “No matter what
caused the separation of a couple, the woman was usually blamed”.

%32 Gertrude Mossell, The Work of the Afro-American Woman,118.

%33 Ibid., 122-123. One may imagine that Mossell thought the same way about women who left their home when
they had good and “true” husband who cared about them.

54 bid., 125.
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Berlin in 1904, Terrell emphasized the deprivation African American women had undergone:
“Not only could they possess no property, but even their bodies were not their own. Nothing
in short which could degrade or brutalize the womanhood of my race was lacking in that
system from which Colored women then had no hope of escape.”®*’. In an age of freedom and

”836, these women were nevertheless conservative about

what is more during the “woman’s era
sex. Moreover, because they lived in an era when sex could hardly be dissociated from

procreation, these women were careful about their sexual lives.

As appears clearly in Loretta J. Ross’s article entitled “African American Women and
Abortion™®’ black women displayed agency in their struggle to gain control of their bodies,
under slavery and later in history. Like Deborah Gray White in her dissertation Ar'n’t [ a

Woman?, Ross emphasized the fact that under slavery:

African Americans covertly used contraceptives and abortions to resist slavery. Often they employed
African folk knowledge to do so. In the context of slavery, abortion and infanticide expressed a
woman’s desperate determination to resist the oppressive conditions of slavery. As Angela Davis points
out, when Black women resorted to abortion, the stories they told were not so much about the desire to
be free of pregnancy, but rather about the miserable social conditions that dissuaded them from bringing
new lives into the world**®.

Later on, bourgeois black women — who were often active in club work — often supported
access to birth control and measures which enabled them to efficiently gain control of their
bodies. According to Ross, “In the early twentieth century Black organizations were often
visible supporters of fertility control for Black women, linking reproductive rights to racial
advancement”™”. In their writings, how did women reflect upon fertility control, if they did?
Several women of my sample dreaded new pregnancies and confided in their diaries
attempting to prevent being pregnant again, while other women — belonging to the upper-class
— chose to marry late and have few children.

Additionally, since questions related to sexuality and birth control are intricately linked to
definitions of womanhood, the pressure exerted upon women of color in these years forced
them to redefine the way they viewed their womanhood and to adopt a rhetoric of defense in
that regard. As Loretta Ross has explained, clubwork was instrumental in trying to improve

the image of the community: “In this era the Black women’s club movement, the organized

%35 Mary Church Terrell, “Address Delivered at the International Congress of Women in Berlin”, Germany, 13
June 1904, in The Unpublished Papers of Mary Church Terrell.

836 As I will study in the second part, the woman’s era was the name given to the Progressive era at the turn of
the century when American women were particularly active in women’s clubs and in reform work.

%7 Her article was originally printed in Abortion Wars: a Half-century Struggle, edited by Rickie Solinger.
http://trustblackwomen.org/2011-05-10-03-28-12/publications-a-articles/african-americans-and-abortion-
articles/3 1 -african-american-women-and-abortion.

838 Loretta Ross, “African American Women and Abortion”, 21-22.

539 1bid., 11.
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voice of African-American women during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
directly addressed issues of Black women’s sexuality and sought to confront and redefine
morality and assess its relationship to ‘true womanhood’”®. As a result, elite women
attempted to better the image of African American womanhood: “Stereotypes about Black
women’s sexuality and alleged immorality prompted many African-American women to
“make the virtues as well as the wants of the colored women known to the American people
[...] to put a new social value on themselves.”*"!

Because of the “stigma of immorality” put on women of color, it was difficult for black
women to officially support abortion. Yet as of the 1910s the National Association of Colored
Women played a significant role in the struggle for birth control measures: “The club
movement was integral to the networks that shared contraceptive information and supported

“voluntary motherhood”***

. Most advice consisted in advising women to refrain from having
sexual intercourse if they did not want to have children. For example, clubwork aimed at
lifting women’s guilt about motherhood. In 1894, contributors to the Woman’s Era — a
woman’s publication edited by Josephine St Pierre Ruffin — argued that “not all women are
intended for mothers. Some of us have not the temperament for family life”. By insisting on
“voluntary motherhood”, these clubwomen indirectly encouraged women who did feel a
strong maternal instinct to refrain from having unwanted pregnancies. Loretta Ross has

explained that black clubwomen became increasingly active in the struggle for contraceptive

rights. Ross wrote that from 1915 onwards,

[i]n this spirit, the Black women’s club movement supported the establishment of family-planning
clinics in Black communities. In 1918 the Women’s Political Association of Harlem became the first
Black organization to schedule lectures on birth control. They were soon joined by dozens of other
clubwomen seeking information about birth control in their communities®*.

Very little personal information about sex and birth control can be found in these
women’s writings. In fact very few women discussed their sexual life in their diaries. It was
nevertheless possible to find a few comments made on the subject. Like white women of the
upper class, middle and upper-classblack women tried to control their fertility, using methods
which were often passed on to them by family members or friends. They resorted to different

strategies to limit the size of their families.

9 1bid., 25-26.

! bid., 27.

%2 Ibid., 28-29. The fight started in the 1910s and continued in the following decades: “The main organization
for Black women’s clubs, the National Association of Colored Women, had between 150,000 and 200,000
members, mainly middle-class women, in forty-one states in the mid-1920s”.

843 Ibid., 34.
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First, some of them chose not to marry at all. Secondly, those who chose to marry
tended to marry late — in their thirties, which mathematically shortened the period during
which they could have children. Ross has shown that “By the early 1900s Black women were
making significant gains in controlling their fertility by marrying late and having few
children”***. Educated black women indeed tended to have fewer children in America in the
early twentieth century. As Ross explains, “By 1900, the average number of children per
household was close to three”, whereas in the “mid-eighteenth century it was common for

women to have eight to ten children” **

. Despite whites’ fears of a sudden increase of the
black population®®®, there was in fact a decrease in fertility, yet this decrease mostly
concerned the urban black middle and upper classes.

To be sure, middle-class women had fewer children than the average black woman and rural women
had more children than those who lived in urban areas. In general however, black fertility declined by
one-third between 1880 and 1910. A combination of disease, poor nutrition, and unhealthful living
conditions, as well as the voluntary use of birth control, led to this decline. Combined with the tragically
incidence of child mortality, decreased fertility made black households smaller, even as it made
motherhood potentially more distressing™’.

What strategies did women of color adopt? It appears that married women tried to
schedule their pregnancies to maintain their activities. For example, women shared
information among themselves about how to avoid pregnancies. Ida Wells’s testimony reveals
that women around her had informed her about the existence of some — probably home-made
— contraceptive methods®*®. Despite the fact that motherhood and the responsibilities that
came with it had a significant impact on her career, Ida B. Wells-Barnett retrospectively

rejoiced in not having been “swayed by advice given me on the night of my marriage”**.

“* Ibid., 24.

%5 Loretta Ross has contended: “Throughout the nineteenth century, white southerners repeatedly expressed their
racist nightmares about a huge Black population increase. In fact, the Black population of the South was growing
much more slowly than the white population. In 1870 there were 5 million Blacks in the South, and in 1910 there
were 8.7 million, whereas there were 8.6 million whites in 1870 and 20.5 million in 1910. By the early 1900s
Black women were making significant gains in controlling their fertility by marrying late and having few
children.”

846 Martha Patterson, The American New Woman Revisited, 22.

847 Deborah Gray White, “Motherhood: 1880-19107, in Black Women in America, ed., Darlene Clark Hine.

88 Wel