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MODERN AMERICA EMERGES 1880-1945

Gender and the Jim Crow South

GLENDA GILMORE

Forgmg Interracial Links in the Jim Crow South
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In 1892, Anna Julia Cooper—an extraordinary woman in her own right—wrote,
“the colored woman of today . . . is confronted by a woman question and a race
problem.”* Equality between the sexes, she insisted, required the support of both
black women and black men. Cooper also insisted that the leadership burdens in
the struggle against racism should be shared by men and women. A remarkable
group of African American women did just that.

~ As part of a small but growing black middle class in the South, these lead-
ers were prepared by education, professional training, and voluntary work to
perform this work. After the disfranchisement of black men in the 1890s, they
emerged not only as community activists but also as ambassadors to the white
community and as astute political strategists. Their political skills were put to the
test when, during an intensely racist, violent period, these black women worked to
forge links with elite white women in an interracial movement. At the forefront of
the effort was a remarkable North Carolinian, Charlotte Hawkins Brown.

With sensitivity and insight, Glenda Gilmore illuminates Brown's search
for fault lines in the system of white supremacy. She also demonstrates just how
Brown navigated the politics of class, gender, and even her own identity in the
interests of racial justice. In the end, Brown’s generation fell short of their goal
of racial and sexual equality. The odds against them were overwhelming. In the
process, however, they created and nourished a tradition of activism that would

emerge with new force and greater success in the 1960s.
Consider Brown’s strategy. What were her options? What were the personal
costs? Do you agree with Gilmore’s characterization of her as a “political genius”?

In the segregated world of the Jim Crow South,
laws told black and white people where to eat
and where to sit. Undergirding those laws lay
a complex web of custom. Its strands sepa-
rated the races in places beyond the reach of
legislation. Custom dictated, for example,
which part of the sidewalk belonged to whites
and which to blacks. When whites and blacks
sometimes occupied the same space, custom
demanded that African Americans behave in

a subservient manner. Any breach of these
codes by a black person could bring an instant
response from a white person: a reprimand,
a beating, a jail sentence, or even death at the
end of a lyncher’s rope.

Whites held two unshakable beliefs that
gave them the courage and energy to struc-
ture such a complicated society, making good
on its rules with violence and even murder.
First, whites thought that they acted to protect

* Excerpted and revised by the author from ch. 7 of Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy
in North Carolina, 1896-1920 by Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996).
Reprinted by permission of the author and publisher. Notes have been renumbered and edited by the author.
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white women from black men’s sexual desires.
Second, they firmly believed that African
Americans should be excluded from the
American democratic system. They spoke
freely and acted openly against any extension
of political rights to blacks. After the turn of
the century, restrictive legislation prevented
most southern black men from voting and seg-
regation laws crowded the books. White men
considered their work done. Henceforth, they
thought, African Americans would be a per-
manent lower caste in southern society: physi-
cally separated and politically powerless.

But the white supremacists did not reckon
with black women. From behind the borders
of segregation and disfranchisement, African
American women became diplomats to the
white community. They built social service
and civic structures that wrested some recog-
nition and meager services from the expand-
ing welfare state. Ironically, as black men were
forced from the political sphere, the functions
of government expanded, opening a new space
for black women to approach officials as good
citizens intent on civic betterment.

One of their political strategies was to
build contacts with white women. Meager and
unequal-as they were, these interracial con-
nections often provided black women access
to resources for their families, students, and
neighbors. Charlotte Hawkins Brown personi-
fied such black women across the South who
forged invisible careers in interracial politics.

As president of the North Carolina Asso-
ciation of Colored Women’s Clubs, Charlotte
Hawkins Brown began to direct African Amer-
ican women'’s formal civic experiences in the
state in 1912 and continued to do so for twenty-
five years. . . . No black man could claim prom-
inence to equal hers in . . . the state during the
period. Brown’s work and racialist ideologies
illustrate that the decade before woman suf-
frage constituted a critical period in defining
the boundaries of race relations that would
remain in place until the post-World War Il era.

Charlotte Hawkins Brown’s life also pro-
vides a parable of the possibilities and the
personal costs of interracial cooperation. Her
story is so interwoven with myth—fiction that
she fashioned to outmaneuver racism—that
it is difficult to separate the reality of her ex-
perience from the result of her self-creation.
The difference between her lived life and her
public persona reveals a great deal about her

perception of southern whites’ racial ideolo-
gies and the points at which she saw possi-
bility. Charlotte Hawkins Brown invented
herself, repeatedly and with brilliance, but at
great personal cost.!

According to her account, she was born in
Henderson, North Carolina, in 1883 to Caroline
Frances Hawkins, the daughter of Rebecca and
Mingo Hawkins. Her father was Edmund H.
Hight, from “whom fate separated me at birth”
and who “belonged to a family that had grown
up on the adjoining plantation.”> Brown char-
acterized her grandmother, Rebecca Hawkins,
as a “fair” woman “with blue eyes,” the African
American sister of her white master, “a great
railroad captain whose vision and foresight
built up the great Southern Railroad.” Brown
cast the white master as the Hawkins family’s
“protector.”? About the time of my birth, colored
people in large numbers were leaving for parts
north,” she remembered. Charlotte moved with
her mother and brother to Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts, where her mother married and the
family lived in a large, handsome house near
Harvard University.! Caroline Hawkins man-
aged a hand laundry in the basement, and
Charlotte attended the public schools of Cam-
bridge. Whisked away from the South at an
early age, Charlotte was “not conscious of the
difference in color and took partin all the activ-
ities of my class.”® She acquired a New England
accent, which she kept all of her life.

Charlotte Hawkins's family insisted that
she geta practical education and sent her to Mas-
sachusetts State Normal School in Salem. Alice
Freeman Palmer, the wife of a Harvard profes-
sor and the first female president of Wellesley
College, was a member of the state board of edu-
cation that oversaw the school. One day a few
months before she entered the normal school, as
Charlotte Hawkins was pushing a baby carriage
while reading a high school Latin textbook, she
chanced to meet Palmer on the street. Hawkins
was babysitting to raise money for a silk slip to
wear under her new organdy graduation dress,
but Palmer assumed that she was an impover-
ished student, overcoming all odds to get an
education. Palmer mentioned Hawkins favora-
bly to the principal of her high school when they
next met, and the incident ended. Now, when
FHawkins realized that Palmer was an overseer
of her normal school, she wrote to her and re-
minded her of their chance meeting. Palmer re-
sponded by paying Hawkins's tuition.®
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Several months before graduation, Char-
lotte Hawkins met a supervisor from the
American Missionary Association (AMA) on a
train. The AMA representative impressed upon
Hawkins the needs of the South, and Hawkins
left school to accept a position at a one-teacher
school in Sedalia, North Carolina, near Greens-
boro in 19017 The AMA funded the school for
two years, then withdrew support. For a year,
Hawkins drew no salary, and she and the stu-
dents survived on what they grew, the produce
their parents donated, and a $100 county appro-
priation. Charlotte Hawkins returned to Cam-
bridge and approached Alice Freeman FPalmer
for financial help, which Palmer promised to
consider when she returned from Europe some
months later. Palmer died in Europe, however,
and Hawkins decided to name the school in
her memory. With continuing county support
and private contributions, Palmer Memorial
Institute taught practical vocational skills to
its students, and Hawkins became active in
the North Carolina Teachers Association and
in women's club work. In 1911, Hawkins mar-
ried Edward S. Brown. But the marriage lasted
only a few months since Edward said he could
not remain in Sedalia and be “Miss Hawkins’s
husband.”®

In the South, Brown tells us, she demanded
the respect of whites and received it from the
“quality people.” She insisted upon being ad-
dressed as “Miss,” “Mrs.,” or, after she gained
honorary degrees, “Doctor.”” She refused to be
Jim Crowed and reported that several times
she was “put out of Pullman berths and seats
during all hours of the night.” . . . By 1920, with
the support of prominent Greensboro whites,
Brown built Palmer Memorial Institute into
a sprawling complex. She was proud that the
most powerful whites in Greensboro served
on the Palmer board, including Lula Mclver
and Julius Cone, head of the huge Cone Mills."

As Brown rendered it, the theme of her
life story is challenge met through interracial
cooperation. Brown shaped the narrative in
two critical ways: she minimized the restric-
tions of race in her daily life and exaggerated
whites’” helpfulness at every critical juncture.
She obscured the fact that she was illegitimate
by making it seem as if her father, Edmund
Hight, was separated from the family by
slavery. Brown was born in 1883 and had an
older brother, demonstrating that her mother
had a long-term relationship with Hight. The
Hight family continued to live near Henderson
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throughout the twentieth century. Brown’s
grandmother, Rebecca Hawkins, may have
been the sister of railroad magnate Captain
John Hawkins, Jr,, but, far from acting as the
family’s protector, he retained no contact with
his black relatives and was a Democrat of the
white supremacist persuasion.”

Brown mythologized her birth to remind
southern whites of slavery’s legacy: their shared
kinship with African Americans. At the same
time, she drew whites as sympathetic figures,
the “protectors” of their African American
relatives. Such circumstances did exist in the
South; they just did not happen to exist within
Charlotte’s immediate family. As whites cre-
ated the fictional “good darky” who treasured
the interpersonal relationships that sprang
from the close association of whites and blacks
during slavery, Brown created a fictional “good
master” who realized the responsibilities of
miscegenation and loved his family, white and
black. She used this good master to assuage
whites’ guilt about slavery and to argue that
even slaves and masters achieved interracial
understanding. She did not have to fight whites
who melded ancestral ties to romantic class
mythologies; she could simply join them. She
shared their aristocratic roots.

Brown had moved to Cambridge not
“about the time of my birth” but at the age of
six. Yet she claimed to have no memory of her
early life in North Carolina, no first-hand recol-
lection of discrimination against blacks in the
South, indeed no racial consciousness while
growing up, even though she spent a great
deal of time in the South during her childhood,
even entire summers. Brown remade herself as
a New Englander. When asked how her name
should appear on her high school diploma, she
instantly dropped her North Carolina name—
Lottie Hawkins—for the more genteel sound-
ing “Charlotte Eugenia Hawkins,” which she
made up on the spot. She spoke in a manner
that “combine[d] the mellow tones of the
southern Negro and the quick clipped quali-
ties of New England—people turnfed] around
to see who [was] speaking.”"?

By casting herself as a New Englander,
Brown attempted to remain above the south-
ern racial structure. In Greensboro, she
occupied a place much like that of African dip-
lomats to the United States—she was an exotic
but North Carolina’s own exotic. If whites ac-
cused her of being an outside agitator, Brown
could fall back on her North Carolina roots.
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Then she presented herself as native stock, a
female, black Ulysses who fought her way back
to the South and to her own people, where she
belonged.

The story of the AMA’s dispatch of
Charlotte Hawkins to the South to save her
people competes with another, more compli-
cated parable that Brown merely hinted at and
may have consciously avoided dwelling upon.
Rather than seeing herself as a New England
missionary to a foreign place, Brown may have
construed her return to North Carolina as
coming to terms with the realities of race in her
own life. One night at a Cambridge meeting,
she watched magic lantern slides of the race
work being done by African Americans in the
South. She was particularly struck by two edu-
cators, Joseph Price, the founder of Livingstone
College, and Lucy Laney, the founder of Haines
Institute in Augusta, Georgia. She noted that
both Price and Laney were, like herself, very
dark skinned. Price and Laney were also bril-
liant, and their faces on the screen moved
Brown to feel that there was a place where she
might belong: the South.® Brown never ac-
knowledged publicly that she had any personal
reason for wanting to leave New England,
choosing rather to emphasize the missionary
aspect of her return.

As the years passed, accounts of the re-
lationship between Alice Freeman Palmer
and Brown made it seem as if Palmer had
sent Brown to the South to found the school
and that they had enjoyed a close friend-
ship. ... Contemporary newspaper accounts,
which relied on Brown's own promotional
material, reported that Palmer’s “efforts” had
made the school possible and “until her death
she was an ardent supporter of her namesake.”*

Although Brown did not actually lie
about Palmer’s interest in her and the school,
she embroidered the truth. Brown and Palmer
spent less than fifteen minutes together in
their lifetimes, and Palmer never promised
that she would personally contribute to the
school. Instead, Palmer had told Brown upon
their second meeting that she was too busy
at the moment but that after her return from
Europe she would contact friends in Boston
to encourage them to support the school.
Why, then, when Palmer never returned, dic
Brown name the school Palmer Memorial
Institute? Actually, Brown originally named
the school Alice Freeman Palmer Settlement
in order to gain support from Palmer’s friends

in Boston."” Palmer, after a brilliant career, had
died at a young age and was mourned by her
friends, and a memorial to her could prompt
contributions. . . .

Around 1910, Brown cannily began to play
southern pride against northern dollars when
she inspired white leaders in Greensboro to
challenge their community to take over the
financial support of Palmer’ In soliciting
southern white support, Brown . . . most often
called the school Sedalia rather than Palmer.
For example, Brown named the group of stu-
dents who sang African American spirituals
the Sedalia Singers."” She understood the white
southerners’ sense of place, and since her
school was the only thing in the crossroads of
Sedalia, she did not encroach upon white ter-
ritory in appropriating the name. The location
of Palmer at Sedalia facilitated support from
Greensboro whites. It was ten miles outside
of the city, surrounded by sparsely populated
farmland. Brown never permitted Palmer stu-
dents to travel alone to Greensboro but instead
brought them as a group, with the boys clad in
coats and ties and the girls wearing hats and
white gloves. Once in the city, they did not
mingle with Greensboro’s African Americans;
rather, Brown negotiated special seating sec-
tions for her students at public events.’®

Although Brown cloaked the curriculum
at Palmer in vocational disguises and por-
trayed it to the press as an industrial school
until the late 1930s, the institute offered
mostly academic courses from its inception.”
Booker T. Washington met Brown on a trip
to Boston while she was still a student there
and pronounced her “the only convert that he
made in New England.” If he believed her to
be a convert, she outfoxed the Wizard him-
self.? ... Brown never embraced Washington’s
vocational philosophy past the point of pro-
viding for the school’s basic needs, but she
portrayed the school as industrial, detailing
“farm yields” in fund-raising letters.> An
unidentified Palmer teacher explained the
ruse this way: “[Brown] always had a col-
lege preparatory class . .. a cultural academic
school. All the Negroes had to have that in
order to get along in the South.” Even though
this teacher believed, along with Brown, that
African Americans profited most from classi-
cal knowledge coupled with reinforcement of
middle-class values, support for that sort of
training did not exist. So Brown and her teach-
ers positioned Palmer as a “vocational” school.
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Funding for industrial education “could always
get through,” the teacher recalled. Despite the
vocational exterior, she continued, “you could
teach anything you wanted when you got in
your school. You came inside your class room
and you taught them Latin and French and
all the things you knew.”? Although initially
Brown's students were the poor children of the
neighborhood, by 1920, Palmer functioned as
an academic boarding school that drew stu-
dents from counties across the state and in-
cluded secondary grades.”

Notwithstanding her vocal cover, at times
Brown argued that her approach to “cultural”
instruction benefited whites as well as African
Americans. She explained, “Recognizing the
need of a cultural approach to life, believing
absolutely in education through racial con-
tacts, I have devoted my whole life to establish
for Negro youth something superior to Jim
Crowism.” She tried to accomplish this “by
bringing the two races together under the high-
est cultural environment that will increase race
pride, mutual respect, confidence, sympathetic
understanding, and interracial goodwill.”*

Why did Brown repeatedly overdraw
white understanding and support and mini-
mize the restrictions that her color placed on
her? Throughout her life, she operated by a
simple rule: it is better to overestimate pos-
sibility than to underestimate it. Charlotte
Hawkins Brown created a fictional mirror of
civility in race relations and held it up to whites
as a reflection of their better selves. From slav-
ery, she drew compassion; from the loneli-
ness of Cambridge, racial liberality among her
schoolmates; from Alice Freeman Palmer’s de-
ferral, a legacy; and from frightened, pinched
southern whites, chivalry of a sort. Brown was
a political genius, especially suited for interra-
cial work. Her renderings served her own pur-
poses, but she did not. .. delude herself into
thinking that they were true. Immune to her
own romantic stories, Brown was the consum-
mate pragmatist. So convinced was she of her
mission and of her opponent’s rigid character,
that she could risk the heartbreak of gilding
the lily. She expected nothing, received little,
and turned that pittance into bounty.

But Charlotte Hawkins Brown was a
double agent. When she refused to turn her
head toward the “colored” waiting room, she
must have felt the stares of its patrons burn
into her consciousness. In the decade preced-
ing 1920, Brown immersed herself in social
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welfare projects and political activity that she
kept hidden from whites. After 1920, Brown ac-
quired a national reputation for her interracial
work and landed official positions in interra-
cial organizations, success that brought her ac-
tivities under public scrutiny. Until then, and
thereafter when she could, Brown generally
said one thing to whites and then did another
if it suited her purposes.

Brown'’s double life left its mark on her. . ..
Living her life as a diplomat to the white com-
munity, Brown could never be just Lottie
Hawkins. African American women who chose
to take up interracial work walked a tightrope
that required them to be forever careful, tense,
and calculating. One slip would end their ca-
reers; they worked without nets.

In Lula Martin Mclver, Brown found an excep-
tion to her belief that the southern white woman
stood at the center of the race “problem.” Their
first meeting represents a classic case of the
Brown treatment. Constantly seeking funds
for Palmer Memorial Institute, Brown decided
in the spring of 1905 that she must approach
prominent white men in Greensboro for sup-
port. In Greensboro, Brown had no magic key
such as Alice Freeman Palmer’s name. Sedalia
was a crossroads, Palmer Institute tiny, and
Brown unknown. She had no historic con-
nections to white North Carolinians there,
no reputation in the black community, no de-
nominational bridge since she had converted
to Congregationalism, a faith rare in the South
among either African Americans or whites.
She had only herself-—the New England per-
sona she so carefully cultivated—and courage.

In 1904, she had written a poignant letter to
Charles Mclver, president of the white women’s
normal college in Greensboro. It began, “This
letter may come to you from a strange source,
but it comes from one whose heart is in the edu-
cational and moral uplift of our people.” It con-
cluded by begging Mclver to come to Palmer
for a visit. A year later, Brown was still implor-
ing him to the same end, touting the ease of the
train ride and signing herself “Very Anxiously
Yours.”* 5till Mclver did not come. One morn-
ing Brown dressed carefully in her customary
ankle-length dress, hat, and white gloves and
set out to call on him in Greensboro. She had no
appointment. Most often Brown did not write
or telephone ahead and risk refusal from those
she wished to meet but simply appeared on
their doorstep. That morning she knocked on
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the front door of the president’s residence and
found that he was away. His wife, Lula Martin
Mclver, invited Brown in, an unusual act in
itself. Lula Mclver was stunned by Brown's
appearance at the door. “Her daring, her en-
thusiasm, her faith intrigued me,” Mclver re-
called. The two women talked for over an hour
and warmed toward each other. Soon, Mclver
was advising Brown on “the best way to win
friends” and on how to raise money among the
Greensboro elite for the school.?

When Lula Mclver opened the door,
Brown chanced upon a valuable connection
that would prove enduring. Brown sat in the
parlor of the state’s foremost white female
educational advocate. Graduated from the
Moravian academy in Salem, Lula Martin had
longed to become a doctor like her father. After
she learned that the profession was virtually
closed to women, she became an outspoken
feminist. As an adolescent, she abandoned the
Moravians for the Methodists upon reading
that the early Moravian settlers chose wives
by lottery. In 1885, strong-willed Lula Martin
met Charles Duncan Mclver, a dedicated
voung teacher, who supported her feminist
ideas and called her a “most sensible” woman.
They married in a ceremony that omitted the
word “obey,” and Lula refused a wedding ring,
which she regarded as a “badge of slavery.”?

The Mclvers worked to build North
Carolina’s white public educational system
one school at a time. While Charles traveled
throughout the state promoting grade school
education, Lula served as his advance team,
preceding him to scrub courthouse venues
speckled with tobacco juice, to set up chairs,
to post flyers, and to raise a crowd. She was
delighted when Charles became first presi-
dent of the state-supported normal school for
white women since both felt that educating
women would be the key to building an effec-
tive public school system. She helped to found
the Woman’s Association for the Betterment
of Public School Houses, and after Charles'’s
death, she accepted a paying position as its
field secretary.®

The subtleties of Lula Mclver’s racial ide-
ology are elusive, but at the center of her think-
ing about race lay the strongly held belief that
African Americans deserved a good education.
For nearly a half century after they met, Mclver
continually raised money for Palmer Memorial
Institute. Lula Mclver attended meetings of
black women's clubs in Greensboro. After the

early death of Charles Mclver in 1909, and to
the eternal perplexity of Greensboro whites,
each semester Lula Mclver invited a male
African American student from nearby North
Carolina Agricultural and Technical College
to board in the president’s residence where she
lived until her death. There, surrounded by
young white women students, Lula MclIver of-
fered an object lesson in race relations.”

Both Brown and Mclver realized the re-
strictions on their relationship in the Jim Crow
South. For starters, Mclver was a woman and
thus not powerful in her own right. Moreover,
as the normal school’s maternal figurehead,
she had to act circumspectly since all of her
actions reflected upon the school, which was
still in the minds of some a dangerous ex-
periment that wasted state money to educate
women. Given these restrictions, Mclver could
do three concrete things for Brown: influence
prominent white Greensboro men to support
her, introduce leading club women to Palmer’s
mission, and raise money. She did another in-
tangible and invaluable thing for Brown: Lula
Mclver publicly referred to Charlotte Hawkins
Brown as her friend.®

It appears that Lula Mclver realized that
her husband’s influence would be more valu-
able than her own, and she urged Charles to
write an “open letter of endorsement” for
Palmer Memorial Institute shortly after she
met Browr. Since Charles Mclver served on
the Southern Education Board, his vote of con-
fidence carried weight in the North as well as
the South. The letter went out in June 1905, but
Charles McIver admitted in it that he had never
been to Palmer.* He died four years later. Long
after that, Brown named Charles D. Mclver as
her “first friend” in North Carolina.*® There
is no record that Mclver ever made the trip
to Sedalia or that Brown ever met him. With
Lula Mclvet's help, Brown appropriated the
memory of Charles Mclver as she had that of
Alice Freeman Palmer.

Local support of Palmer flowered around
1914 when Lula Mclver brought a delegation
of white women from across the state to visit
the school. A member of the delegation wrote
an account of the visit that appeared in the
Greensboro Daily Record and encouraged white
women to take an interest in Brown's work.
Brown struck just the right note in her solici-
tation letter: Palmer, she said, “has conducted
its work for the past 13 years without seeking
very much help from our southern friends.”
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She claimed friendship and a debt come due
in the same breath.*® The 1914 campaign was
the beginning of a steady stream of white
visitors to the school and financial support
from white North Carolinians.* In 1917, Lula
Mclver conducted some of Greensboro’s lead-
ing white businessmen on a tour of the school.
Many of the men who had ignored Brown's
previous appeals converted after that visit.
E. P. Wharton recalled that Charlotte Brown
had called on him around 1903 to obtain sup-
port for Palmer and that he was “ashamed of
[him]self for losing sight” of Brown's work.
He subsequently served for decades as a
Palmer trustee. By 1920, the board of Palmer
Memorial Institute included a Greensboro at-
torney, a banker, and an industrial magnate.*
Mclver sought no publicity for a trip she made
to Boston with Charlotte Hawkins Brown two
years later. There Mclver called upon promi-
nent white women, vouched for Brown’s suc-
cess, and asked for contributions to Palmer.
When northern white women visited Palmer,
they would not spend the night at the black
school but stayed instead with Lula Mclver*

In 1919, Charlotte Hawkins Brown, with
the endorsement of Lula Mclver, published a
remarkable novel, Mammy. On its face, the ap-
pearance of Mammy places Brown squarely
in the accommodationist camp of African
Americans, currying favor from whites by in-
voking the ties of slavery. The story tells of a
loving black woman who nurses a white family
and raises its children. Then, when the woman
becomes old and ill, the family provides no
help beyond an occasional visit to her drafty
log cabin. Ultimately, they stand by as Mammy
goes to the county home. Brown dedicated the
book to “my good friend, Mrs. Charles Duncan
Mclver.” She continued, “It is with gratitude
I acknowledge her personal interest in the
colored members of her household.”*

What could Brown have hoped to ac-
complish by the publication of Mammy? At
the time, she served as president of the state-
wide Association of Colored Women’s Clubs,
refused Jim Crow seating, and was secretly
organizing a campaign to interest the state’s
black women in woman suffrage. She had spent
almost twenty years building her dignity in
North Carolina. It was amazing that she would
play the Mammy card now. A close reading of
Brown’s introduction and Mclver’s response to
the dedication indicates that both saw Mammy
as a tool to promote their agenda: interracial
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cooperation among women. Mammies repre-
sented the one point of contact between south-
ern black and white women, and white women
continually bragged about their love for their
Mammies. But Brown’s Mammy is not a tale of
love rewarded; it is an indictment of white ne-
glect of African Americans. Brown calls upon
white women to remember their duty to black
women and redefines that duty in new ways. It
is no longer enough to be fond of oI’ Mammy;
white women must act on that affection.

Mclver framed her endorsement of
Mammy carefully. She said that today’s white
woman was not the person her mother was,
for in her mother’s day, there was “under-
standing and sympathy” between the races.
The problem was the separation of the races
since there could be no racial harmony with-
out “knowledge of each other’s problems and
an active interest in solving them.” Mclver
endorsed the concept of “racial integrity” but
reminded white southerners that their “task
[was the] training of the uncivilized African.”
Brown must have winced at that remark, but
it preceded Mclver’s most important state-
ment: “I verily believe that to the most intel-
ligent southern white women we must look
for leadership in keeping our ‘ship of state’ off
the rocks of racial antagonism.” She signed the
piece, “Your friend, Lula Martin Mclver.”

Interracial cooperation, association among
black and white women to solve mutual prob-
lems, was the solution that Mammy endorsed.
Mclver did not propose that white women
individually care for their mammies but that
they enter the public sphere and provide lead-
ership. Male sailors had steered the ship of
state onto rocky racial shores. It was time for
women to man the lifeboats and rescue gov-
ernment from the oppressive racial politics
of the white supremacists. In the same month
that Mammy appeared, the state’s white and
black women began to o just that by traveling
to Memphis, Tennessee, for a formal interra-
cial summit. The state associations of women’s
clubs and the YWCAs sent forth those first in-
trepid female navigators.

Most of the black women who traveled
to the Memphis interracial summit learned
leadership skills in the National Association of
Colored Women, but their experience in work-
ing with white women had come from two
other sources as well: heretofore racially segre-
gated groups that came together on the home-
front in World War 1 and the interracial work
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of the Young Women'’s Christian Association
(YWCA). During World War I organizational
lines between women's groups of both races
blurred when the Council of National Defense
chose white women from each southern state
to head committees to coordinate work on the
homefront. In North Carolina, white women
set up integrated county councils that in-
cluded African American and white women,
carefully chosen to represent clubs, YWCAs,
and denominational social service programs.”

The work of the black YWCA centered on
anotherupheaval of the time: African American
migration from farm to town. Southern black
women believed strongly in the YWCA's ability
o reach poor young women who had moved
o the city to find work. The national YWCA
board determined that any southern African
American branch must be supervised by an
existing “central” YWCA. “Central” meant
white. Once founded, the black YWCA must
Se overseen by a management committee of
three white women and two black women. The
rules mandated interracial “cooperation” of
= sort. Despite these humiliating restrictions,
two southern black women, Mary McCrorey of
Charlotte, North Carolina, and Lugenia Burns
Hope of Atlanta, founded Ys in their cities.®

On the train to Memphis, a group of white
=en pulled Brown out of the Pullman car and
marched her past “southern white women
sassing for Christians” who were on their way
= the Memphis meeting. The white women
sat silent as the men forced Brown to the Jim
Crow car.! Brown probably recognized among
“e fellow Memphis delegates North Carolina
white women whom she had come to know
ver the past decade. Among them was the
“ife of the governor, Fanny Bickett. . . .

When Brown rose to address the white
women, the frustration of a decade of interra-
==zl work erupted, and she shared the humilia-
=on of being ousted from the Pullman car two
mzhts before. She exhorted white women to
==ht lynching, to recognize the dignity of the
African American woman, and to help black
women. Brown ended on an ominous note:
“tou are going to reach out for the same hand
==zt | am reaching out for but [ know that the

=1 Lord will not receive it if you are crush-
== me beneath your feet.*> Most of the white
women were profoundly moved.
As it happened, the women's Memphis
=ferracial meeting foundered on the spot
“2t Lula Mclver had warned of in Mammny:

¥ Q3

the shoal of politics. Two months before the
meeting, a federal amendment had mandated
woman suffrage and a month after the meeting
women would vote for the first time. Just before
Brown left for Tennessee, she had been secretly
organizing black women in North Carolina to
register to vote. One faction of black women
would not budge on the issue of suffrage at the
Memphis meeting. A full year later, the white
and black women still had not agreed on a
statement of goals for an interracial movement,
Brown, McCrorey, and Hope favored a version
that included the controversial demand for
protection of African American voting rights.
Their language was blunt: “We believe that
the ballot is the safe-guard of the Nation and
that every citizen in the Nation should have
the right to use it. We believe that if there is
ever to be any justice before the law, the Negro
must have the right to exercise the vote.”® But
the white women balked at the suffrage state-
ment and the condemnation of lynching, both
points “which the Negro women dared not
leave out Whites suggested the wording,
“We believe that the ballot is the safe-guard of
the Nation, and that every qualified citizen in
the Nation should have the right to use it."#

Interracial cooperation led straight into
politics. As black and white women inched
toward cooperation on a grass roots level, they
came face-to-face with larger political forces.
With a decade of women's interracial experi-
ence behind them, many African American
women believed that the time had come to
take a firm stand on suffrage. Black women
looked to their white allies to support their
right to vote, a gesture that underscores the
success of interracial cooperation. Yet white
women’s confusion over black women’s suf-
frage reveals the limits of voluntary interracial
work. Upon the passage of woman suffrage,
white women involved with interracial social
service projects had to chose between gender
and race. They could support black women'’s
right to vote as women, or oppose their right
to vote as black women. Charlotte Hawkins
Brown called the question when she used the
NACW to organize black women’s voter reg-
istration drives in urban areas in the fall of
1920. Across the South, other black women did
the same thing, reporting back to the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP),

In Mobile, Alabama, registrars told black
women that they must own property to vote,
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and when the black juvenile court officer
challenged them, court officials fired her.*
From Birmingham came the news that when
a black teacher attempted to register, the reg-
istrar “called her an ugly name and ordered
her out.” Another teacher “answered every
question asked her—ex post facto law, habeas
corpus proceedings, etc.” The frustrated reg-
istrar still would not yield and “tore up her
card and threw it in her face. Ultimately, in
Birmingham, 225 black women succeeded in
registering, although 4,500 made the attempt.*

Itisimpossible tojudge Charlotte Hawkins
Brown’s success in the North Carolina registra-
tion campaign. Most registration books failed
to survive, but those that exist show not only
that black women succeeded in urban areas,
but that voter registration increased for black
men as well. Probably less than 1,000 black
women registered in North Carolina that fall.*
To judge the results of black women’s drive
for suffrage, however, one must look not just
at the few thousand who managed to register
in 1920, but at the heritage of interracial work
upon which they built and at the example
they set for those who followed. The number
of black women who voted in 1920 may have
been small, but their significance in the South’s
racial politics was large. For the first time since
the nineteenth century in the South, black
voters approached the registrars en masse.
They assembled as the result of a coordinated,
subversive campaign that crossed over the
boundaries of voluntary interracial work to re-
introduce black civil rights in electoral politics.
By their presence at the polls, black women
dared whites to use violence and won the dare.
In 1921, white supremacy still stood, but black
women had found faultlines in its foundations.
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Ida B. Wells, Southern Horrors (with an introduction by
Patricia A. Schechter)

da B. Wells's 1892 pamphlet Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases launched

a critical phase of the African American struggle for civil rights. Its statistical
refutation of the rape charge against black men that was used to justify lynching
is a sociological breakthrough that has stood the test of time and study. Wells also
demonstrates how the concepts of “race” and “rape” were tied to power relations
in the administration of justice, in the media, and in everyday life. Finally, Wells
expounds the racial and class dimensions of the sexual double standard in ways
that connect to contemporary feminist concerns with violence against all women,
communities of color, and the poor in the United States and globally.

The insights expressed in Southern Forrors reflect Wells's personal and commu-
nity survival strategy in the New South. Her situation was shaped by both new oppor-
tunities and new oppressions facing the first generation of free African Americans who
came of age after the Civil War. Wells's parents, who had been slaves in Mississippi,
bequeathed to their children a legacy of strong religious faith, pride in wage earning,
and a commitment to education that echoes through the many projects their daughter
undertook over her lifetime. Wells's father, James Wells, was a skilled carpenter and
a member of the Masons who, after the war, served on the board of Holly Springs
local American Missionary Association school, Rust College, which his daughter at-
tended. Wells’s mother, “Lizzie” Warrenton Wells, worked as a cook and was a devout
Methodist who made sure her children attended church, where she herself learned to
read the Bible. After James and Lizzie's untimely deaths in 1878 from a yellow fever
epidemic that swept the Delta, sixteen-year-old Ica B. Wells was left to care for her five
siblings, earning money by teaching school.

The prospect of better wages and the presence of extended family soon
drew Wells to Memphis, Tennessee. There, her intellectual, social, and political
horizons expanded in a burgeoning black community notable for its highly ac-
complished middle-class and elite members. Aspirations for equality nourished
community institutions like schools, newspapers, social clubs, literary lyceums,
and churches, especially the Baptist and African Methodist Episcopal denomina-
tions. In Memphis, Wells found encouragement to turn her intellectual talents into
leadership by teaching Sunday school and by pursuing literary activities, espe-
cially journalism. Her first newspaper article appeared in 1883 in a Baptist weekly.
It explained how Wells had been unfairly ejected from a first-class “ladies” rail-
road coach and how she fought racial discrimination by taking her case to court.
While tens of thousands of educated women joined the paid labor force as school
“ma’ams,” religious educators, and journalists in the late nineteenth century,
these social roles had particular significance for African American women, whose

This introduction was written by the author expressly for Wonen's America. © by Patricia A. Schechter,
published by permission of the author.
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personal, family, and community well-being was intimately bound up with their
wage earning, educational activities, and community-betterment work.

As Southern Horrors emphatically argues, a white racist backlash followed
closely upon the achievements of African Americans after Reconstruction. The
result of this backlash was “Jim Crow” segregation, a set of laws designed for the
economic deprivation, social marginalization, and political disfranchisement of
black people. Jim Crow was established and enforced through systematic violence
and terror. Ida B. Wells’s eight pamphlets, written between 1892 and 1920, pains-
takingly document the ways in which African Americans were deprived of their
rights through mob and police violence, through negative propaganda campaigns
in the media, and through the elimination of economic opportunity and political
rights* Few aspects of Jim Crow escaped Wells’s sharp scrutiny in the press and
eventually, while in Memphis, she caught the negative attention of critics. As the
following excerpt explains, she was forced to leave the South as a kind of politi-
cal exile, first traveling to New York, then to Great Britain, and finally settling in
Chicago in 1895, There, she married lawyer and fellow activist Ferdinand L. Barnett
(hyphenating her name to Wells-Barnett) and raised a family of four children.

Post-exile, Wells-Barnett’s writing and activism were sustained through
African American community networks and by organizations shared by black
and white women reformers, such as the Woman's Christian Temperance Union.
Her work with black women’s church and club networks nurtured her into a
powerful public speaker and political organizer. Between 1892 and 1895, Wells-
Barnett organized scores of antilynching committees and women'’s clubs all over
the United States and abroad and helped inaugurate the National Association of
Colored Women (NACW), a group that functioned as the preeminent civil rights
organization up to World War L In 1909, Wells-Barnett cofounded the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), which, in 1917, as-
sumed principal leadership of the antilynching fight in the United States.

The trajectory of Wells-Barnett’s civil rights agitation was neither simple nor
smooth. Controversy followed her and her work, especially during its first decade.
White supremacists in the North and South vilified her in the press, slandering
her morals and threatening her with violence for speaking out against lynching.
While most African American communities embraced Wells-Barnett as a heroine,
there was little consensus about how, exactly, to end lynching or resist Jim Crow.
Black leaders were a diverse group ideologically and generationally; regional con-
siderations also came into play as black Southerners found themselves more cir-
cumscribed than their northern peers. Women’s roles were also fundamental to the
building of black communities and to resistance work. Though black women'’s fam-
ilies and communities were dependent upon their contributions, any move on their
part into official political and intellectual leadership—especially where interac-
tions with whites were concerned—usually sparked controversy. Whether in jour-
nalism, public speaking, or institutional leadership—as with her Chicago social
settlement, the Negro Fellowship League (1909-1919)—Wells-Barnett’s initiatives

" Besides Southern Horrors, the pamphlets were The Reason Why tire Colored American Is Not in the World's
“olumbian Exposition: The Afro-American’s Coniribution to Columbian Literature (Chicago: 1da B. Wells, 1893);
“iuited States Atrocities: Lynch Law (London, 1894); A Red Record: Tabulated Statistics and Alleged Causes of
~umchings in the United States, 1892-1893-1894 (Chicago, 1895); Lynch Law in Georgia (Chicago: Ida B. Wells-
Sarnett, 1899); Mob Rule in New Orleans: Robert Charles and His Fight to the Death (Chicago: Ida B. Wells-Barnett,
5500); The East St. Louis Massacre: The Greatest Outrage of the Century (Chicago: The Negro Fellowship Herald
Fress, 1917); The Arkansas Race Riot (Chicago: Ida B. Wells-Barnett, 1920).
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were always double-edged, affording new spaces for community defense and ac-
tivism while potentially exposing black men as somehow deficient in their protec-
tive or leadership roles. For every celebration of her hard work and successes, there
were always powerful voices affirming the propriety of male ministers, business
leaders, and elected officials leading the civil rights agenda for African Americans.
Wells-Barnett remained staunchly committed to equality for black women, how-
ever, fighting hard for suffrage rights in Illinois and nationally. After the passage
of the Nineteenth Amendment, she eventually ran for public office herself, in 1930.

Wells-Barnett’s steadfast commitment to full equality not just for lynching
victims but for “every citizen” rings through Southern Horrors, lending the text its
prophetic, visionary quality; hers is a plea, to quote further from the pamphlet’s
preface, that “justice be done though the heavens fall.” Southern Horrors draws on
a number of powerful currents in American thought and style to make its case. As
a graphic exposé, Southern Horrors shares kinship with muckraking journalism, a
hallmark of the U.S. press at the turn of the century. Its empirical bent draws on
statistical work to be found in the nascent academic field of sociology. Southern
Horrors also stands in a tradition of radical pamphleteering in U.S. history that
includes Tom Paine’s Common Sense (1776) and David Walker’s Appeal to the Colored
People ‘of the Americas (1829). Like these texts, Southern Horrors is peppered with
wilting sarcasm and theatrical asides designed to provoke, starting with its title, a
mocking send up of “southern honor.” Instead of the neat closure of genteel fiction,
Southern Horrors is full of questions and commands in a kind of call-and-response
engagement with the reader, a pattern of expression at the heart of black wor-
ship traditions and one designed to work a deep transformation in participants.
Finally, Southern Horrors ends with a practical list of strategies for “self-help,” in-
cluding education, boycotts, migration, agitation for protective legislation, suing
through the courts, and even armed self-defense, to be “used to give that protec-
tion which the law refuses to give.” Nearly five thousand Americans, almost three
fourths of them black, were lynched in Wells-Barnett’s lifetime. Repeated efforts
of African American activists to pass federal legislation making lynching a crime
were defeated in Congress in 1922, 1937, and 1940.

What are the different kinds of violence or threats of violence that Wells
documents in Southern Horrors? How is violence linked to issues of sexual, racial,
and class privilege? How does Wells compare the social and sexual experiences of
black and white women under Jim Crow? In what ways does class shape the social
behavior and political strategies of the historical actors Wells describes?

CHAPTER I: THE OFFENSE™* editorial published in the Free Speech May 21st,

1892, the Saturd ious.
Wednesday evening May 24th, 1892, the city of SRSRICRY PIEvIRNR

Memphis was filled with excitement. Editorials Eight negroes lynched since last issue of the Free
in the daily papers of that date caused a meet- Speech, one at Little Rock, Ark, last Saturday
ing to be held in the Cotton Exchange Building; morning where the c1}:|z:en5 brok;: () into ;lhe
a committee was sent for the editors of the Free pltiicinyanc. gk e maniiee jeat-An.

S / AficA & . I sublished i niston, Ala., one near New Orleans; and three at
PERH AR SEROTURALICH, JOURL A, PUDRSHCEL IR Clarksville, Ga., the last three for killing a white

that city, and the on]y reason the open threats man, and five on the same old racket—the new
of lynching that were made were not carried alarm about raping white women. The same pro-
out was because they could not be found. The gramme of hanging, then shooting bullets into
cause of all this commotion was the following the lifeless bodies was carried out to the letter.

* Excerpted from Ida B. Wells, Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases (New York, 1892).
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Nobody in this section of the country be-
lieves the old threadbare lie that Negro men rape
white women. If Southern white men are not care-
ful, they will over-reach themselves and public
sentiment will have a reaction; a conclusion will
then be reached which will be very damaging to
the moral reputation of their women.

The Daily Commercial of Wednesday follow-
ing, May 25th, contained the following leader:

Those negroes who are attempting to make the
lynching of individuals of their race a means for
arousing the worst passions of their kind are play-
ing with a dangerous sentiment. The negroes may
as well understand that there is no mercy for the
negro rapist and little patience with his defenders.
Anegro organ printed in this city, in a recent issue
publishes the following atrocious paragraph:
“Nobody in this section of the country believes
the old thread-bare lie that negro men rape white
women. If Southern white men are not careful
they will over-reach themselves, and public senti-
ment will have a reaction; and a conclusion will be
reached which will be very damaging to the moral
reputation of their women.”

The fact that a black scoundrel is allowed
to live and utter such loathsome and repulsive
calumnies is a volume of evidence as to the won-
derful patience of Southern whites. But we have
had enough of it.

There are some things that the Southern
white man will not tolerate, and the obscene inti-
mations of the foregoing have brought the writer
to the very outermost limit of public patience. We
hope we have said enough.

The Evening Scimitar of same date, copied
the Commercial’s editorial with these words of
comment: “Patience under such circumstances
is not a virtue. If the negroes themselves do not
apply the remedy without delay it will be the
duty of those whom he has attacked to tie the
wretch who utters these calumnies to a stake
at the intersection of Main and Madison Sts.,
brand him in the forehead with a hot iron and
perform upon him a surgical operation with a
pair of tailor’s shears.”

Acting upon this advice, the leading citi-
zens met in the Cotton Exchange Building the
same evening, and threats of lynching were
freely indulged, not by the lawless element
upon which the deviltry of the South is usually
saddled—but by the leading business men, in
their leading business centre. Mr. Fleming, the
business manager and owning a half interest
the Free Speech, had to leave town to escape the
mob, and was afterwards ordered not to return;
letters and telegrams sent me in New York

where I was spending my vacation advised me
that bodily harm awaited my return. Creditors
took possession of the office and sold the outfit,
and the Free Speech was as if it had never been.
The editorial in question was prompted
by the many inhuman and fiendish lynch-
ings of Afro-Americans which have recently
taken place and was meant as a warning. Eight
Iynched in one week and five of them charged
with rape! The thinking public will not easily
believe freedom and education more brutal-
izing than slavery, and the world knows that
the crime of rape was unknown during four
years of civil war, when the white women of
the South were at the mercy of the race which
is all at once charged with being a bestial one.
Since my business has been destroyed and
I am an exile from home because of that edito-
rial, the issue has been forced, and as the writer
of it I feel that the race and the public generally
should have a statement of the facts as they exist.
They will serve at the same time as a defense for
the Afro-American Sampsons who suffer them-
selves to be betrayed by white Delilahs.
The whites of Montgomery, Ala,, knew J.
C. Duke sounded the keynote of the situation—
which they would gladly hide from the world,
when he said in his paper, The Herald, five years
ago: “Why is it that white women attract negro
men now more than in former days? There was
a time when such a thing was unheard of. There
is a secret to this thing, and we greatly suspect
it is the growing appreciation of white Juliets
for colored Romeos.” Mr, Duke, like the Free
Speech proprietors, was forced to leave the city
for reflecting on the “honah” of white women
and his paper suppressed; but the truth re-
mains that Afro-American men do not always
rape (?) white women without their consent.
Mr. Duke, before leaving Montgomery,
signed a card disclaiming any intention of
slandering Southern white women. The editor
of the Free Speech has no disclaimer to enter,
but asserts instead that there are many white
women in the South who would marry colored
men if such an act would not place them at
once beyond the pale of society and within the
clutches of the law. The miscegenation laws of
the South only operate against the legitimate
union of the races; they leave the white man
free to seduce all the colored gitls he can, but
it is death to the colored man who yields to the
force and advances of a similar attraction in
white women. White men lynch the offending
Afro-American, not because he is a de-spoiler
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of virtue, but because he succumbs to the
smiles of white women.

CHAPTER II: THE BLACK AND WHITE OF IT

The Cleveland Gazette of January 16, 1892, pub-
lishes a case in point. Mrs. J. S. Underwood, the
wife of a minister of Elyria, Ohio, accused an
Afro-American of rape. She told her husband
that during his absence in 1888, stumping the
State for the Prohibition Party, the man came to
the kitchen door, forced his way in the house
and insulted her. She tried to drive him out
with a heavy poker, but he overpowered and
chloroformed her, and when she revived her
clothing was torn and she was in a horrible
condition. She did not know the man but could
identify him. She pointed out William Offett, a
married man, who was arrested and, being in
Ohio, was granted a trial.

The prisoner vehemently denied the
charge of rape, but confessed he went to Mrs.
Underwood'’s residence at her invitation and
was criminally intimate with her at her re-
quest. This availed him nothing against the
sworn testimony of a minister’s wife, a lady
of the highest respectability. He was found
guilty, and entered the penitentiary, December
14, 1888, for fifteen years. Some time after-
wards the woman'’s remorse led her to confess
to her husband that the man was innocent.

These are her words: “I met Offett at the Post
Office. It was raining. He was polite to me, and
as | had several bundles in my arms he offered
to carry them home for me, which he did. He
had a strange fascination for me, and I invited
him to call on me. He called, bringing chestnuts
and candy for the children. By this means we
got them to leave us alone in the room. Then I
sat on his lap. He made a proposal to me and |
readily consented. Why I did so, I do not know,
but that I did is true. He visited me several times
after that and each time I was indiscreet. I did
not care after the first time. In fact I could not
have resisted, and had no desire to resist.”

When asked by her husband why she told
him she had been outraged, she said: “I had
several reasons for telling you. One was the
neighbors saw the fellow here, another was, 1
was afraid I had contracted a loathsome dis-
ease, and still another was that I feared I might
give birth to a Negro baby. I hoped to save
my reputation by telling you a deliberate lie.”
Her husband horrified by the confession had
Offett, who had already served four years, re-
leased and secured a divorce.

MODERN AMERICA EMERGES 1880-1945

There are thousands of such cases through-
out the South, with the difference that the
Southern white men in insatiate fury wreak
their vengeance without intervention of law
upon the Afro-Americans who consort with
their women. A few instances to substantiate
the assertion that some white women love the
company of the Afro-American will not be out
of place. Most of these cases were reported by
the daily papers of the South.

In the winter of 18856 the wife of a prac-
ticing physician in Memphis, in good social
standing whose name has escaped me, left
home, husband and children, and ran away
with her black coachman. She was with him a
month before her husband found and brought
her home. The coachman could not be found.
The doctor moved his family away from
Memphis, and is living in another city under
an assumed name. . . .

Sarah Clark of Memphis loved a black man
and lived openly with him. When she was in-
dicted last spring for miscegenation, she swore
in court that she was not a white woman. This
she did to escape the penitentiary and contin-
ued her illicit relation undisturbed. That she is
of the lower class of whites, does not disturb the
fact that she is a white woman. “The leading cit-
izens” of Memphis are defending the “honor”
of all white women, demi-monde included.

Since the manager of the Free Speech has
been run away from Memphis by the guard-
ians of the honor of Southern white women, a
young girl living on Poplar St, who was dis-
covered in intimate relations with a handsome
mulatto young colored man, Will Morgan by
name, stole her father’s money to send the
young fellow away from that father’s wrath.
She has since joined him in Chicago. . . .

The very week the “leading citizens” of
Memphis were making a spectacle of them-
selves in defense of all white women of every
kind, an A fro-American, M. Stricklin, was found
in a white woman'’s room in that city. Although
she made no outcry of rape, he was jailed and
would have been lynched, but the woman stated
she bought curtains of him (he was a furniture
dealer) and his business in her room that night
was to put them up. A white woman's word was
taken as absolutely in this case as when the cry
of rape is made, and he was freed.

What is true of Memphis is true of the
entire South. . . . Frank Weems of Chattanooga
who was not lynched in-May only because the
prominent citizens became his body guard
until the doors of the penitentiary closed on
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him, had letters in his pocket from the white
woman in the case, making the appointment
with him. Edward Coy who was burned alive
n Texarkana, January 1, 1892, died protest-
ing his innocence. Investigation since as given
ov the Bystander in the Chicago Inter-Ocean,
October 1, proves: ... The woman who was
paraded as a victim of violence was of bad
character; her husband was a drunkard and a
zambler. ... She was compelled by threats, if
mot by violence, to make the charge against the
wictim. ... When she came to apply the match
Coy asked her if she would burn him after they
=ad “been sweethearting” so long. . ..

Hundreds of such cases might be cited,
sut enough have been given to prove the asser-
=on that there are white women in the South
who love the Afro-American’s company even
2s there are white men notorious for their pref-
erence for Afro-American women.

There is hardly a town in the South which
=as not an instance of the kind which is well-
«nown, and hence the assertion is reiterated
that “nobody in the South believes the old
“hread-bare lie that negro men rape white
women.” Hence there is a growing demand
zmong Afro-Americans that the guilt or inno-
cence of parties accused of rape be fully estab-
“shed. They know the men of the section of the
country who refuse this are not so desirous of
punishing rapists as they pretend. The utter-
znces of the leading white men show that with
them it is not the crime but the class, Bishop
Fitzgerald has become apologist for lynchers of
the rapists of white women only. . .. But when
the victim is a colored woman it is different.

Last winter in Baltimore, Md., three white
ruffians assaulted a Miss Camphor, a young
Afro-American girl, while out walking with
= young man of her own race. They held her
escort and outraged the girl. It was a deed das-
zzrdly enough to arouse Southern blood, which
zives its horror of rape as excuse for lawless-
ness, but she was an Afro-American. The case
went to the courts, an Afro-American lawyer
Zefended the men and they were acquitted.

In Nashville, Tenn., there is a white man,
Fat Hanifan, who outraged a little Afro-
American girl, and, from the physical inju-
sies received, she has been ruined for life. He
was jailed for six months, discharged, and
s now a detective in that city....Only two
weeks before Eph. Grizzard, who had only
Seen charged with rape upon a white woman,
nad been taken from the jail, with Governor
Suchanan and the police and militia standing

by, dragged through the streets in broad day-
light, knives plunged into him at every step,
and with every fiendish cruelty a frenzied mob
could devise, he was at last swung out on the
bridge with hands cut to pieces as he tried to
climb up the stanchions. . ..

At the very moment these civilized whites
were announcing their determination “to pro-
tect their wives and daughters,” by murder-
ing Grizzard, a white man was in the same
jail for raping eight-year-old Maggie Reese,
an Afro-American girl. He was not harmed.
The “honor” of grown women who were glad
enough to be supported by the Grizzard boys
and Ed Coy, as long as the liaison was not
known, needed protection; they were white.
The outrage upon helpless childhood needed
no avenging in this case; she was black. . . .

CHAPTER Ill: THE NEW CRY

... Thoughtful Afro-Americans with the
strong arm of the government withdrawn and
with the hope to stop such wholesale massacres
urged the race to sacrifice its political rights for
the sake of peace. They honestly believed the
race should fit itself for government, and when
that should be done, the objection to race par-
ticipation in politics would be removed.

But the sacrifice did not remove the trou-
ble, nor move the South to justice. One by
one the Southern States have legally (?) dis-
franchised the Afro-American, and since the
repeal of the Civil Rights Bill nearly every
Southern State has passed separate car laws
with a penalty against their infringement. The
race regardless of advancement is penned into
filthy, stifling partitions cut off from smok-
ing cars....The dark and bloody record of
the South shows 728 Afro-Americans lynched
during the past eight years;...and not less
than 150 have been known to have met violent
death at the hands of cruel bloodthirsty mobs
during the past nine months.

To palliate this record (which grows worse
as the Afro-American becomes intelligent) and
excuse some of the most heinous crimes that
ever stained the history of a country, the South
is shielding itself behind the plausible screen
of defending the honor of its women. This, too,
in the face of the fact that only one-third of the
728 victims to mobs have been charged with
rape, to say nothing of those of that one-third
who were innocent of the charge. . . .

Even to the better class of Afro-Americans
the crime of rape is so revolting they have too
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often taken the white man’s word and given
lynch law neither the investigation nor con-
demnation it deserved.

They forget that a concession of the right
to lynch a man for a certain crime, not only
concedes the right to lynch any person for any
crime, but (so frequently is the cry of rape now
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raised) it is in a fair way to stamp us a race of
rapists and desperadoes. They have gone on
hoping and believing that general education
and financial strength would solve the dif-
ficulty, and are devoting their energies to the
accumulation of both. ...

Mary McLeod Bethune, “How the Bethune—Cookiman College
Campus Started”

Mary McLeod Bethune was one of the most distinguished educators of her
generation. The daughter of slaves, she received her early education from
missionary teachers. Like others of her race who saw education as a key to racial
advancement at a time when the white South was indifferent if not hostile to
the aspirations of African Americans, Bethune faced extraordinary obstacles.
When she began a little school at Daytona Beach, Florida, in 1904, America was
entering an era of reform. Yet even most northern progressives—with the nota-
ble exception of women such as Mary White Ovington, one of the founders of
the NAACP—shared the racist assumptions of that era, believing that the future
of black women, like immigrant women, lay in domestic service. Bethune had
larger dreams. Because of her courage, energy, and vision, she was able to keep
her school afloat with her intrepid fundraising, guiding its growth from grammar
school to high school and to what finally became an accredited four-year college.
President of the institution from its founding until her resignation in 1942, she
remained a trustee of Bethune-Cookman College until her death in 1955. She was
an activist and held many important posts within the black community, founding
such organizations as the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs and
the National Council of Negro Women. A national figure as well, she served in
the Roosevelt administration during the 1930s, advising the president on minor-
ity affairs. She was also involved in early efforts on behalf of the United Nations.
Her many offices and honors, however, never diverted her from her primary
purpose—the pursuit of full citizenship rights for all black Americans*

On October 3, 1904, I opened the doors of my
school, with an enrollment of five little girls,
aged from eight to twelve, whose parents paid
me fifty cents” weekly tuition. My own child was
the only boy in the school. Though I hadn't a

penny left, I considered cash money as the small-
est part of my resources. I had faith in a living
God, faith in myself, and a desire to serve. . ..
We burned logs and used the charred
splinters as pencils, and mashed elderberries

*See Joyce A. Hanson, Mary McLeod Bethune and Black Women'’s Political Activism (Columbia, MO, 2003).

Excerpted from “Faith That Moved a Dump Heap” by Mary Mcleod Bethune, in Who, The Magazine about

People 1 (June 1941): 31-35, 54.
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Soon after opening the Daytona Educational and Industrial Institute for Negro Girls, its foundet,
Mary McLeod Bethune, posed with pupils lining the road leading to its first Daytona Beach
building—a four-room cottage. One of the fields nearby, nicknamed Hell's Hole, would soon be
purchased by Bethune as the foundation of a genuine campus. At the time, Florida’s handful of
state-supported public “high” schools for blacks operated only five months a year, in contrast to
nine for whites” schools. Bethune, a tireless fundraiser, chose Daytona Beach, despite the fact that
it was home to a Ku Klux Klan chapter, because of two primary factors: it had a fast-growing black
population attracted by relatively good jobs, and its wealthy whites, both year-round and summer
residents, included some who supported her efforts. (Courtesy of the State Archives of Florida.)

for ink. I begged strangers for a broom, a lamp,
a bit of cretonne to put around the packing
case which served as my desk. I haunted the
city dump and the trash piles behind hotels,
retrieving discarded linen and kitchenware,
cracked dishes, broken chairs, pieces of old
lumber. Everything was scoured and mended.
This was part of the training to salvage, to re-
construct, to make bricks without straw. As
parents began gradually to leave their children
overnight, I had to provide sleeping accommo-
dations. I took corn sacks for mattresses. Then
I picked Spanish moss from trees, dried and
cured it, and used it as a substitute for mat-
tress hair.

The school expanded fast. In less than two
years I had 250 pupils. In desperation I hired a
large hall next to my original little cottage, and
used it as a combined dormitory and class-
room. I concentrated more and more on gitls,

as | felt they especially were hampered by lack
of educational opportunities. . ..

I had many volunteer workers and a few
regular teachers, who were paid from fifteen to
twenty-five dollars a month and board. I was
supposed to keep the balance of the funds for my
own pocket, but there was never any balance—
only a yawning hole. I wore old clothes sent me
by mission boards, recut and redesigned for me
in our dress-making classes. At last I saw that
our only solution was to stop renting space, and
to buy and build our own college.

Near by was a field, popularly called Hell's
Hole, which was used as a dumping ground. I
approached the owner, determined to buy it.
The price was $250. In a daze, he finally agreed
to take five dollars down, and the balance in
two years. I promised to be back in a few days
with the initial payment. He never knew it
but I didn't have five dollars. I raised this sum
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selling ice cream and sweet-potato pies to the
workmen on construction jobs, and I took the
owner his money in small change wrapped in
my handkerchief.

That's how the Bethune—Cookman college
campus started. . . .

As the school expanded, whenever I saw
a need for some training or service we did not
supply, I schemed to add it to our curriculum.
Sometimes that took years. When I came to
Florida, there were no hospitals where a Negro
could go. A student became critically ill with
appendicitis, so I went to a local hospital and
begged a white physician to take her in and
operate. My pleas were so desperate he finally
agreed. A few days after the operation, I vis-
ited my pupil.

When I appeared at the front door of the
hospital, the nurse ordered me around to the
back way. I thrust her aside—and found my
little girl segregated in a corner of the porch
behind the kitchen. Even my toes clenched
with rage.

That decided me. I called on three of my
faithful friends, asking them to buy a little
cottage behind our school as a hospital. They
agreed, and we started with two beds.

From this humble start grew a fully
equipped twenty-bed hospital—our college in-
firmary and a refuge for the needy throughout
the state. It was staffed by white and black phy-
sicians and by our own student nurses. We ran
this hospital for twenty years as part of our con-
tribution to community life; but a short time ago,
to ease our financial burden, the city took it over.

Gradually, as educational facilities ex-
panded and there were other places where
small children could go, we put the emphasis
on high-school and junior-college training. In
1922, Cookman College, a men’s school, the
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first in the state for the higher education of
Negroes, amalgamated with us. The combined
coeducational college, now run under the
auspices of the Methodist Episcopal Church,
is called Bethune—Cookman College. We
have fourteen modern buildings, a beautiful
campus of thirty-two acres, an enrollment in
regular and summer sessions of 600 students,
a faculty and staff of thirty-two, and 1,800
graduates. The college property, now valued at
more than $800,000, is entirely unencumbered.

When [ walk through the campus, with its
stately palms and well-kept lawns, and think
back to the dump-heap foundation, I rub my
eyes and pinch myself. And I remember my
childish visions in the cotton fields.

But values cannot be calculated in ledger
figures and property. More than all else the
college has fulfilled my ideals of distinctive
training and service. Extending far beyond
the immediate sphere of its graduates and
students, it has already enriched the lives of
100,000 Negroes.

In 1934, President Franklin D. Roosevelt
appointed me director of the division of Negro
affairs of the National Youth Administration.
My main task now is to supervise the train-
ing provided for 600,000 Negro children, and
I have to run the college by remote control.
Every few weeks, however, I snatch a day or so
and return to my beloved home.

This is a strenuous program. The doctor
shakes his head and says, “Mrs. Bethune, slow
down a little. Relax! Take it just a little easier.” I
promise to reform, but in an hour the promise
is forgotten.

For I am my mother’s daughter, and the
drums of Africa still beat in my heart. They
will not let me rest while there is a single Negro
boy or girl without a chance to prove his worth.
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Women in the West

PEGGY PASCOE

Ophelia Paquet, a Tillamook of Oregon,
Challenges Mlscegenatlon Laws
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When Ophelia Paquet’s husband died in 1919, the county court recognized
her as his widow—the Paquets had been married for thirty years—and
appointed Ophelia to administer his estate. As there were no children, Ophelia
stood to inherit her late husband’s property. It was a just arrangement inasmuch
as it was her money that had been used to purchase the land and pay taxes on it.
John Paquet, Fred’s disreputable brother, thought otherwise. Ultimately the court
awarded the estate to him, leaving the sixty-five-year-old widow destitute.
Ophelia’s story is a complicated one. It illuminates many issues: the purpose
of miscegenation laws, the role of marriage in the transmission of property, the
“invisibility” of married women’s economic contributions, and the way race can
compound gender disadvantage. What arguments did Ophelia offer when her
brother-in-law sought to claim his brother’s property? In what respects does John

Paquet’s victory illuminate the convergence of both race and class?

Although miscegenation laws are usually re-
membered (when they are remembered at all)
2s a Southern development aimed at African
“Americans, they were actually a much broader
chenomenon. Adopted in both the North and
“he South in the colonial period and extended
% western states in the nineteenth century,
miscegenation laws grew up with slavery but
Secame even more significant after the Civil
War, for it was then that they came to form the
“rucial “bottom line” of the system of white
supremacy embodied in segregation.

The earliest miscegenation laws, passed
= the South, forbade whites to marry African
“mericans, but the list of groups prohib-
#=d from marrying whites was gradually
#xpanded, especially in western states, by

adding first American Indians, then Chinese
and Japanese (both often referred to by the
catchall term “Mongolians”), and then Malays
(or Filipinos). And even this didn’t exhaust
the list. Oregon prohibited whites from mar-
rying “Kanakas” (or native Hawaiians); South
Dakota proscribed “Coreans”; Arizona singled
out Hindus; and Georgia prohibited whites
from marrying “West” and “Asiatic” Indians.
Many states packed their miscegenation
laws with multiple categories and quasimathe-
matical definitions of “race.” Oregon, for exam-
ple, declared that “it shall not be lawful within
this state for any white person, male or female,
to intermarry with any negro, Chinese, or
any person having one fourth or more negro,
Chinese, or Kanaka blood, or any person

_Lerpted from “On the Significance of Miscegenation Law in United States History,” in New Viewpoints in
“omen's History: Working Papers from the Schiesinger Library 50th Anniversary Conference, March 4-5, 1994, ed.
===an Ware (Cambridge, Mass.: Arthurand Elizabeth Schlesinger Library on the History of Women in America,
Sadcliffe College, [1994]). Reprinted by permission of the author. Notes have been renumbered and edited. We
wourn Peggy Pascoe’s death on July 23, 2010. For Estelle Freedman’s remembrance, see: https://www.historians
~r2/publications-and-directories/perspectives-on-history/novernber-2010/in-memoriam-pegg y-pascoe.
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having more than one half Indian blood.”
Altogether, miscegenation laws covered forty-
one states and colonies. They spanned three
centuries of American history: the first ones
were enacted in the 1660s, and the last ones
were not declared unconstitutional until 1967.

Although it is their sexual taboos that
have attracted most recent attention, the
structure and function of miscegenation laws
were ... more fundamentally related to the
institution of marriage than to sexual behav-
ior itself. In sheer numbers, many more laws
prohibited interracial marriage than interracial
sex. And in an even deeper sense, all miscege-
nation laws were designed to privilege mar-
riage as a social and economic unit. Couples
who challenged the laws knew that the right
to marry translated into social respectability
and economic benefits, including inheritance
rights and legitimacy for children, that were
denied to sexual liaisons outside marriage.
Miscegenation laws were designed to patrol
this border by making so-called “miscegenous
marriage” a legal impossibility. Thus criminal
courts treated offenders as if they had never
been married at all; that is, prosecutors charged
interracial couples with the moral offense of
fornication or other illicit sex crimes, then
denied them the use of marriage as a defense.

Civil courts guarded the junction be-
tween marriage and economic privilege. From
Reconstruction to the 1930s, most miscegena-
tion cases heard in civil courts were ex post
facto attempts to invalidate relationships that
had already lasted for a long time. They were
brought by relatives or, sometimes, by the state,
after the death of one partner, almost always a
white man. Many of them were specifically de-
signed to take property or inheritances away
from the surviving partner, almost always
an African American or American Indian
woman. By looking at civil law suits like these
(which were, at least in appeals court records,
more common than criminal cases), we can
begin to trace the links between white patri-
archal privilege and property that sustained
miscegenation laws.

Let me illustrate the point by describing
[a] sample case, In re Paquet’s Estate, decided by
the Oregon Supreme Courtin 1921.! The Paquet
case, like most of the civil miscegenation cases
of this period, was fought over the estate of a
white man. The man in question, Fred Paquet,
died in 1919, survived by his 63-year-old
Tillamook Indian wife, named Ophelia. The
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Paquet estate included 22 acres of land, some
farm animals, tools, and a buggy, altogether
worth perhaps $25(10.% Fred and Ophelia’s rela-
tionship had a long history. In the 1880s, Fred
had already begun to visit Ophelia frequently
and openly enough that he had become one of
many targets of a local grand jury which peri-
odically threatened to indict white men who
lived with Indian women.? Seeking to formal-
ize the relationship—and, presumably, end this
harassment—Fred consulted a lawyer, who
advised him to make sure to hold a ceremony
which would meet the legal requirements for
an “Indian custom” marriage. Accordingly,
in 1889, Fred not only reached the custom-
ary agreement with Ophelia’s Tillamook rela-
tives, paying them $50 in gifts, but also sought
the formal sanction of Tillamook tribal chief
Betsy Fuller (who was herself married to a
white man); Fuller arranged for a tribal coun-
cil to consider and confirm the marriage.
Afterwards Fred and Ophelia lived together
until his death, for more than thirty years.
Fred clearly consicdered Ophelia his wife, and
his neighbors, too, recognized their relation-
ship, but because Fred died without leaving a
formal will, administration of the estate was
subject to state laws which provided for the
distribution of property to surviving family
members.

When Fred Paquet died, the county
court recognized Ophelia as his widow and
promptly appointed her administrator of the
estate. Because the couple had no children,
all the property, including the land, which
Ophelia lived on and the Paquets had owned
for more than two decades, would ordinarily
have gone to her. Two days later, though, Fred’s
brother John came forward to contest Ophelia
for control over the property.® John Paquet had
little to recommend him to the court. Some of
his neighbors accused him of raping native
women, and he had such an unsavory repu-
tation in the community that at one point the
county judge declared him “a man of immoral
habits . . . incompetent to transact ordinary
business affairs and generally untrustwor-
thy.” He was, however, a “white” man, and
under Oregon’s miscegenation law, that was
enough to ensure that he won his case against
Ophelia, an Indian woman.

The case eventually ended up in the
Oregon Supreme Court. In making its deci-
sion, the key issue for the court was whether or
not to recognize Fred and Ophelia’s marriage,
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which violated Oregon’s miscegenation law.”
The Court listened to—and then dismissed—
Ophelia’s argument that the marriage met the
requirements for an Indian custom marriage
and so should have been recognized as valid
out of routine courtesy to the authority of an-
other jurisdiction (that of the Tillamook tribe).5
The Court also heard and dismissed Ophelia’s
claim that Oregon’s miscegenation law dis-
criminated against Indians and was therefore
an unconstitutional denial of the Fourteenth
Amendment guarantee of equal protection.
The Court ingenuously explained its reason-
ing; it held that the Oregon miscegenation law
did not discriminate because it “applied alike
to all persons, either white, negroes, Chinese,
Kanaka, or Indians.” Following this logic, the
Court declared Fred and Ophelia’s marriage
void because it violated Oregon’s miscegena-
tion law; it ordered that the estate and all its
property be transferred to “the only relative
in the state,” John Paquet, to be distributed
among him, his siblings and their heirs."’

As the Paquet case demonstrates, misce-
genation law did not always prevent the for-
mation of interracial relationships, sexual or
otherwise. Fred and Ophelia had, after all,
lived together for more than thirty years and
had apparently won recognition as a couple
from many of those around them; their perse-
verance had even allowed them to elude grand
jury crackdowns. They did not, however,
manage to escape the really crucial power of
miscegenation law: the role it played in con-
necting white supremacy to the transmission
of property. In American law, marriage pro-
vided the glue which allowed for the transmis-
sion of property from husbands to wives and
their children; miscegenation law kept prop-
erty within racial boundaries by invalidating
marriages between white men and women of
color whenever ancillary white relatives like
John Paquet contested them."...Property,
so often described in legal sources as simple
economic assets (like land and capital) was ac-
tually a much more expansive phenomenon,
one which took various forms and structured
crucial relationships....Race is in and of
itself a kind of property.!? As [legal scholar]
Derrick Bell ... explains, most whites did—
and still do—"expect the society to recognize
an unspoken but no less vested property right
in their ‘whiteness.” “This right,” Bell main-
tains, “is recognized and upheld by courts
and the society like all property rights under

a government created and sustained primarily
for that purpose.”

As applied to the Paquet case, this theme
is easy to trace, for, in a sense, the victorious
John Paquet had turned his “whiteness” (the
best—and perhaps the only—asset he had)
into property, and did so at Ophelia’s expense.
This transformation happened not once but
repeatedly. One instance occurred shortly
after the county judge had branded John
Paquet immoral and unreliable. Dismissing
these charges as the opinions of “a few scala-
wags and Garibaldi Indians,” John Paquet’s
lawyers rallied enough white witnesses who
would speak in his defense to mount an
appeal which convinced a circuit court judge
to declare Paquet competent to administer the
estate. Another example of the transforma-
tion of “whiteness” into property came when
the Oregon Supreme Court ruled that Ophelia
Paquet’s “Indianness” disqualified her from
legal marriage to a white man; with Ophelia
thus out of the way, John and his siblings won
the right to inherit the property.

The second property relationship [is] il-
luminated by the etymological connection be-
tween the words “property” and “propriety.”
Miscegenation law played on this connection
by drawing a sharp line between “legitimate
marriage” on the one hand and “illicit sex” on
the other, then defining all interracial relation-
ships as illicit sex. The distinction was a cru-
cial one, for husbands were legally obligated to
provide for legitimate wives and children, but
men owed nothing to “mere” sexual partners:
neither inheritance rights nor the legitimacy of
children accompanied illicit relationships.

By defining all interracial relationships
as illicit, miscegenation law did not so much
prohibit or punish illicit sex as it did create
and reproduce it. Conditioned by stereotypes
which associated women of color with hyper-
sexuality, judges routinely branded long-term
settled relationships as “mere” sex rather than
marriage. Lawyers played to these assump-
tions by reducing interracial relationships to
interracial sex, then distinguishing interracial
sex from marriage by associating it with pros-
titution. Describing the relationship between
Fred and Ophelia Paquet, for example, John
Paquet’s lawyers claimed that “the alleged
‘marriage’ was a mere commercial affair” that
did not deserve legal recognition because “the
relations were entirely meretricious from their
inceptior.”’
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It was all but impossible for women of
color to escape the legacy of these associations.
Ophelia Paquet’s lawyers tried to find a way
out by changing the subject. Rather than refut-
ing the association between women of color
and illicit sexuality, they highlighted its flip
side, the supposed connection between white
women and legitimate marriage. Ophelia
Paquet, they told the judge, “had been to the
man as good a wife as any white woman could
have been.”® In its final decision, the Oregon
Supreme Court came as close as any court of
that time did to accepting this line of argu-
ment. Taking the unusual step of admitting
that “the record is conclusive that [Ophelia]
lived with [Fred] as a good and faithful wife
for more than 30 years,” the judges admit-
ted that they felt some sympathy for Ophelia,
enough to recommend—but not require—that
John Paquet offer her what they called “a fair
and reasonable settlement.””” But in the Paquet
case, as in other miscegenation cases, sexual
morality, important as it was, was nonetheless
still subordinate to channelling the transmis-
sion of property along racial . . . lines. Ophelia
got a judicial pat on the head for good behav-
ior, but John and his siblings got the property.

Which brings me to the third form of
property relationship structured by miscege-
nation laws—and, for that matter, marriage
laws in general—and that is women's eco-
nomic dependence on men. Here the problems
started long before the final decision gave John
Paquet control of the Paquet estate. One of the
most intriguing facts about the Paquet case
is that everyone acted as if the estate in ques-
tion belonged solely to Fred Paquet. In fact,
however, throughout the Paquet marriage,
Fred had whiled away most of his time; it was
Ophelia’s basket-making, fruit-picking, milk-
selling, and wage work that had provided the
income they needed to sustain themselves.
And although the deed to their land was
made out in Fred Paquet’s name, the couple
had used Ophelia‘s earnings, combined with
her proceeds from government payments to
Tillamook tribal members, both to purchase
the property and to pay the yearly taxes on it.
It is significant. .. that, although lawyers on
both sides of the case knew this, neither they
nor the Oregon Supreme Court judges consid-
ered it a key issue at the trial in which Ophelia
lost all legal right to what the courts consid-
ered “Fred’s” estate.
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Indeed, Ophelia’s economic contribution
might never have been taken into account if
it were not for the fact that in the wake of the
Oregon Supreme Court decision, United States
Indian officials found themselves responsible
for the care of the now impoverished Ophelia.
Apparently hoping both to defend Ophelia
and to relieve themselves of the burden of her
support, they sued John Paquet on Ophelia’s
behalf. Working through the federal courts
that covered Indian relations and equity
claims, rather than the state courts that en-
forced miscegenation laws, they eventually
won a partial settlement. Yet their argument,
too, reflected the assumption that men were
better suited than women to the ownership
of what the legal system referred to as “real”
property. Although their brief claimed that
“Fred Paquet had practically no income aside
from the income he received through the labor
and efforts of the said Ophelia Paquet,” they
asked the Court to grant Ophelia the right to
only half of the Paquet land.” In the end, the
Court ordered that Ophelia should receive a
cash settlement (the amount was figured at half
the value of the land), but only if she agreed
to make her award contingent on its sale.”” To
get any settlement at all, Ophelia Paquet had
to relinquish all claims to actual ownership
of the land, although such a claim might have
given her legal grounds to prevent its sale and
so allow her to spend her final years on the
property.

It is not even clear that she received any
payment on the settlement ordered by the
court. As late as 1928, John Paquet’s major
creditor complained to a judge that Paquet had
repeatedly turned down acceptable offers to
sell the land; perhaps he had chosen to live on
it himself.®

Like any single example, the Paquet case
captures miscegenation law as it stood at one
moment, and a very particular moment at that,
one that might be considered the high water
mark of American courts’ determination to
structure both family formation and property
transmission along racial dividing lines.

Today, most Americans have trouble re-
membering that miscegenation laws ever ex-
isted . .. [and] are incredulous at the injustice
and the arbitrariness of the racial classifica-
tions that stand out in [such]... cases. [Yet]
few . .. notice that one of the themes raised in
the Paquet case—the significance of marriage
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in structuring property transmission—not
only remains alive and well, but has, in fact,
outlived both the erosion of traditional patriar-
chy and the rise and fall of racial classifications
in marriage law.

More than a generation after the
demise of miscegenation laws...the draw-
ing of exclusionary lines around marriage
[continues] ....The most prominent—though
hardly the only—victims are lesbian and gay
couples, who point out that the sex classifica-
tions currently embedded in marriage law
operate in much the same way that the race
classifications embedded in miscegenation laws
once did: that is, they allow courts to catego-
rize same-sex relationships as illicit sex rather
than legitimate marriage and they allow courts
to exclude same-sex couples from the property
benefits of marriage, which now include every-
thing from tax advantages to medical insurance
coverage.

Both these modern legal battles and the
earlier ones fought by couples like Fred and
Ophelia Paquet suggest...that focusing on
the connections between property and the po-
litical economy of marriage . . . offer a reveal-
ing vantage point from which to study both
the form and power of analogies between race
and sex classifications in American law and
the relationships between race and gender hi-
erarchies in American history.
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JUDY YUNG

Unbound Feet: From China to San Francisco’s
Chinatown

IS P I T S ST I R B

he imbalance of men and women in the largest Chinese community on

the West Coast was a source of immense frustration, especially after the
Immigration Act of 1924 effectively barred Chinese wives, even those married to
US citizens, from entering the country. Pany Lowe, an American-born Chinese
man, explained, “I think most Chinese in this country like have their son go to
China get married. Under this new law . . . can’t do this. No allowed marry white
girl. Not enough American-born Chinese to go around. China only place to get
wife. Not allowed to bring them back. For Chinaman, very unjust.”* Although
the act was amended in 1930 to allow the entry of women who had been mar-
ried to US citizens prior to May 26, 1924, the process of gaining entrance was
lengthy, costly, and humiliating for most Chinese women. Many men, like Pany
Lowe, chose to visit their wives in China rather than subject them to the ordeal
of immigration.

Judy Yung’s essay traces the experiences of three women from Guangdong
Province who arrived in San Francisco in 1922. Two, Wong Ah So and Law Shee
Low, came from impoverished villages to join their husbands in arranged mar-
riages. Wong Ah So was in for a major surprise when she discovered that her
“marriage” was part of a system of enslaving women in forced prostitution. The
third woman came from a different background with different expectations. Jane
Kwong Lee was an urbanized, unmarried “new woman” who came to the United
States to advance her education. While she endured many of the same gender and
racial restrictions as the other two women, differences in her class and education
made her experience—and the opportunities available to her—significantly dif-
ferent from that of other immigrant Chinese women in the 1920s.

* Quoted in Yung, Unbound Feet, 58.

Excerpted from Unbound Feet: A Social History of Chinese Women in San Francisco (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1995), by Judy Yung. Copyright © 1995 Judy Yung. Reprinted by permission of the author and
publisher. Notes have been renumbered and edited.
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Women’s emancipation was heralded in San
Francisco’s Chinatown on the afternoon
of November 2, 1902, when Sieh King, an
eighteen-year-old student from China and an
ardent reformer, stood before a theater full of
men and women and, according to newspaper
accounts, “boldly condemned the slave girl
system, raged at the horrors of foot-binding
and, with all the vehemence of aroused youth,
declared that men and women were equal and
should enjoy the privileges of equals.”’ Her
talk and her views on women’s rights were
inextricably linked with Chinese nationalism
and the 1898 Reform Movement, which advo-
cated that China emulate the West and mod-
ernize in order to throw off the yoke of foreign
domination. Elevating the status of women
to the extent that they could become “new
women"—educated mothers and productive
citizens—was part of this nationalist effort to
strengthen and defend China against further
encroachment.

What Sieh King advocated on behalf
of Chinese women—unbound feet, educa-
tion, equal rights, and public participation—
remained at the heart of social change for
Chinese women for the next three decades.
This was due-largely to the continuous influ-
ence of nationalism and women’s emancipa-
tion in China, the reform work of Protestant
missionary women in Chinatown, and Chinese
women’s entry into the urban economy. By
1929, immigrant women had made consider-
able progress toward freeing themselves of
social restrictions and moving into the public
arena. Footbinding was no longer practiced,
prostitution had been eradicated, and a sub-
stantial number of women were working out-
side the home, educating themselves and their
daughters, and playing a more visible role in
community affairs. This discussion of the
lives of Chinese immigrant women from 1902,
when Sieh King introduced her feminist views
in San Francisco, to 1929, the beginnings of the
Great Depression, will illustrate how socioeco-
nomic developments in China and the United
States facilitated the unbinding of their feet
and of their lives.

JOURNEY TO GOLD MOUNTAIN

At the time of Sieh King King’s speech, China
was still suffering under the stranglehold of
Western imperialism and the inept rule of
the Manchus. Life for the ordinary Chinese

remained disrupted; survival was precarious.
Consequently, many able-bodied peasants in
Southeast China continued to emigrate over-
seas where kinfolk had already settled. Despite
the Chinese Exclusion Acts and anti-Chinese
hostilities, a good number went to California,
the Gold Mountain. As increased numbers
of Chinese sojourners became settlers, some
found the economic means by which to get
married or send for their wives and children
from China. American immigration laws and
the process of chain migration determined
that most Chinese women would continue to
come from the rural villages of Guangdong
Province, where traditional gender roles still
prevailed. Among these women were Wong
Ah So and Law Shee Low, who both emigrated
as obedient daughters in 1922 to escape pov-
erty at home. Jane Kwong Lee, who also came
the same year, was among the small number
of urbanized “new women” who emigrated on
their own for educational reasons. Together,
these three women’s stories provide insights
into the gender roles and immigration experi-
ences of Chinese women in the early twentieth
century.

“I was born in Guangdong Province,”
begins Wong Ah So’s story. “My father
was sometimes a sailor and sometimes he
worked on the docks, for we were very poor.”?
Patriarchal cultural values often put the
daughter at risk when poverty strikes: From
among the five children in the family, her
mother chose to betroth her, the eldest daugh-
ter, to a Gold Mountain man in exchange for a
bride price of 450 Mexican dollars.

I was 19 when this man came to my mother and
saidl that in America there was a great deal of gold.
Even if I just peeled potatoes there, he told my
mother I would earn seven or eight dollars a day,
and if I was willing to do any work at all I would
earn lots of money. He was a laundryman, but
said he earned plenty of money. He was very nice
to me, and my mother liked him, so my mother
was glad to have me go with him as his wife.

Out of filial duty and economic neces-
sity, Ah So agreed to sail to the United States
with this laundryman, Huey Yow. He had a
marriage certificate prepared and told her to
claim him as her husband to the immigration
officials in San Francisco, although as she ad-
mitted later, “I claimed to be the wife of Huey
Yow, but in truth had not at any time lived
with him as his wife.”
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In Law Shee Low’s case, her family suc-
cumbed to poverty after repeated raids by
roving bandits in the Chungshan District of
Guangdong Province. Conditions became so
bad that the family had to sell their land and
give up their three servants; all four daughters
had to quit school and help at home. Speaking
of her arranged marriage to a Gold Mountain
man, she said, “I had no choice; we were so
poor. We had no food to go with rice, not even
soy sauce or black bean paste. Some of our
neighbors even had to go begging or sell their
daughters, times were so bad. So my parents
thought I would have a better future in Gold
Mountain.”® Her fiancé said he was a clothing
salesman in San Francisco and a Christian. He
had a minister from Canton preside over the
first “modern” wedding in his village. Law
was eighteen and her husband, thirty-four,
Nine months after the wedding, they sailed
for America.

Born in 1902 to wealthy parents of the
Toishan District, Guangdong Province (her
family owned land and her father and uncle
were successful businessmen in Australia),
Jane Kwong Lee was able to acquire a Western
education in the treaty port of Canton. There
she was first exposed to American ideas of de-
mocracy and women’s emancipation. During
her last year in school, she was swept up by
the May Fourth Movement, in which students
agitated for political and cultural reforms in
response to continuing foreign domination. At
the time of her graduation from middle school,
she observed that classmates were either enter-
ing technical institutions or getting married.
“I thought otherwise,” she said. “I enjoyed
studying and I wanted to be economically
independent. In that sense, it was clear in my
mind that [ had to have as much formal educa-
tion as possible.”

Although she wanted to become a doctor,
medical school was out of the question, as
her father’s remittances from Australia could
no longer support both her and her younger
brother’s education. Arguing that graduates
trained in American colleges and universities
were drawing higher salaries in China than
local graduates, Jane convinced her mother to
sell some of their land in order to pay her pas-
sage to the United States. She then obtained a
student’s visa and sailed for America, planning
to earn a doctorate and return home to a pres-
tigious academic post. Jane Kwong Lee’s class
background, education, and early exposure to
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Western ideas would lead her to a different
life experience in America than Law Shee Low
and Wong Ah So, who came as obedient wives
from sheltered and impoverished families.

The San Francisco Chinatown that the
three women came to call home was differ-
ent from the slum of “filth and depravity” of
bygone days. After the 1906 earthquake and
fire destroyed Chinatown, Chinese commu-
nity leaders seized the opportunity to create a
new “Oriental City” on the original site. The
new Chinatown, in stark contrast to the old,
was by appearance cleaner, healthier, and
more modern with its wider paved streets,
brick buildings, glass-plated storefronts, and
pseudo-Chinese architecture. In an effort to
establish order in the community, nurture
business, and protect the growing numbers
of families, the merchant elite and middle-
class bourgeoisie established new institu-
tions: Chinese schools, churches, a hospital,
newspapers, and a flurry of civic and political
organizations. Soon after the 1911 Revolution
in China, queues and footbinding were elimi-
nated, tong wars and prostitution reduced,
and more of Chinatown’s residents were
dressing in Western clothing and adopting
democratic ideas. Arriving in San Francisco’s
Chinatown at this juncture in time gave immi-
grant women such as Wong Ah So, Law Shee
Low, and Jane Kwong Lee unprecedented op-
portunities to become “new women” in the
modern era of Chinatown.

ESCAPING “A FATE WORSE THAN DEATH”

Upon landing in America, Wong Ah So's
dreams of wealth and happiness vanished
when she found out that her husband, Huey
Yow, had in fact been paid $500 by a madam to
procure her as a slave.

When we first landed in San Francisco we lived
in a hotel in Chinatown, a nice place, but one
day, after I had been there for about two weeks,
a woman came to see me. She was young, very
pretty, and all dressed in silk. She told me that I
was not really Huey Yow's wife, but that she had
asked him to buy her a slave, that I belonged to
her, and must go with her, but she would treat
me well, and I could buy back my freedom, if I
was willing to please, and be agreeable, and she
would let me off in two years, instead of four if I
did not make a fuss.

For the next year, Wong Ah So worked as
a prostitute for the madam in various small
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towns. She was also forced to borrow $1,000
to pay off Huey Yow, who was harassing her
and threatening her life. Soon after, she was
sold to another madam in Fresno for $2,500.
Meanwhile, her family in China continued to
write her, asking for money. Even as her debts
piled up and she became ill, she fulfilled her
filial obligation by sending $300 home to her
mother, enclosed with a letter that read in part:

Every day I have to be treated by the doctor. My
private parts pain me so that I cannot have in-
tercourse with men. It is very hard. . . . Next year
I certainly will be able to pay off all the debts.
Your daughter is even more anxious than her
mother to do this. Your daughter will do her part
so that the world will not look down upon us.

Then one evening at a tong banquet where
she was working, Wong Ah So was recognized
by a friend of her father’s, who sought help
from the Presbyterian Mission Home on her
behalf. Ten days later, she was rescued and
placed in the care of Donaldina Cameron, the
director of the home. As she wrote, “I don't
know just how it happened because it was all
very sudden. I just know that it happened. 1

am learning English and to weave, and I am
going to send money to my mother when I can.
I can't help but cry, but it is going to be better.
I will do what Miss Cameron says.” A year
later, after learning how to read Chinese and
speak English and becoming a Christian, Ah
So agreed to marry Louie Kwong, a merchant
in Boise, Idaho.

Wong Ah So’s story harks back to the
plight of the many Chinese women who were
brought to the United States as prostitutes to
fill a specific need in the Chinese bachelor soci-
ety. By the 1920s, however, the traffic had gone
underground and was on the decline due to
the Chinese exclusion laws, anti-prostitution
legislation, and the efforts of Protestant mis-
sionaries. In 1870, the peak year of prostitution,
1,426 or 71 percent of Chinese women in San
Francisco were listed as prostitutes. By 1900
the number had dropped to 339 or 16 percent;
and by 1910, 92 or 7 percent. No prostitutes
could be found in the 1920 census, although
English- and Chinese-language newspaper
accounts and the records of the Presbyterian
Mission Home indicate that organized prosti-
tution continued through the 1920s.°

Newly arrived Chinese women and children awaiting interrogation at the Immigration Station on
Angel Island, near San Francisco, sometime after 1910. (Courtesy of California Historical Society,

FN-18240.)
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Most well known for her rescue work in
Chinatown, Donaldina Cameron was a prod-
uct of the Social Gospel and Progressive move-
ments, which sought to uplift the “uncivilized”
throughout the world and eradicate political
corruption and social vices in the nation’s cities.
Unable to work effectively among Chinatown
bachelors and spurned by white prostitutes,
Cameron found her calling among Chinese
prostitutes and slave girls. In turn, some
Chinese prostitutes, calculating their chances in
an oppressive environment with few options for
improvement, saw the Mission Home as a way
out of their problems. Cameron made it her cru-
sade to free them from “a fate worse than death”
by first rescuing them, and then inculcating
them with Christian moral values. Numerous
accounts in newspapers and religious publica-
tions describe in vivid detail the dangerous
raids led by Cameron, who was credited with
rescuing hundreds of Chinese slave girls during
her forty years of service at the Presbyterian
Mission Home.®

Once rescued, the young women were
brought back to the Mission Home to be
educated, trained in the domestic arts and
industrial skills, and, most importantly, in-
doctrinated with Victorian moral values. The
goal was to regroom them to enter society as
Christian women. While some women chose
to return to China under Christian escort,
others opted to enter companionate mar-
riages, pursue higher education, or become
missionary workers. Wong Ah So—a direct
beneficiary of the efforts of Protestant mis-
sionary women—was among the last to be res-
cued, Christianized, and married to a Chinese
Christian.

IMMIGRANT WIVES AS INDISPENSABLE
PARTNERS

Immigrant wives like Law Shee Low also
found their lives transformed by the socio-
economic conditions in Chinatown. They did
not find streets paved with gold, but practi-
cally speaking, they at least had food on the
table and hope that through their hard work
conditions might improve for themselves and
their families. Although women were confined
to the domestic sphere within the borders of
Chinatown, their contributions as homemak-
ers, wage earners, and culture bearers made
them indispensable partners to their husbands
in their struggle for economic survival. Their
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indispensability, combined with changing
social attitudes toward women in Chinatown,
gave some women leverage to shape gender
arrangements within their homes and in the
community.

Upon arrival in San Francisco, Law Shee
Low moved into a one-room tenement apart-
ment in Chinatown with her husband, where
she lived, worked, and gave birth to eleven
children, eight of whom survived. While her
husband worked in a restaurant that catered to
black customers on the outskirts of Chinatown,
Law stayed home and took in sewing. Like
other immigrant women who followed tra-
ditional gender roles, Law believed that the
proper place for a woman was at home. As she
recalls those days,

There was no time to feel imprisoned; there was
so much to do. We had to cook, wash the clothes
and diapers by hand, the floors, and sew when-
ever we had a chance to sit still. It was the same
for all my neighbors. We were all good, obedi-
ent, and diligent wives. All sewed; all had six or
seven children. Who had time to go out?

Fortunately for Law Shee Low, her hus-
band turned out to be cooperative, support-
ive, and devoted. Until he developed a heart
condition in the 1950s, he remained the chief
breadwinner, first cooking at a restaurant, then
picking fruit in Suisun [California], sewing
at home during the depression, and finally
working in the shipyards during World War
II. Although he refused to help with house-
cleaning or childcare, he did all the shopping,
cooked the rice, and hung out the wash. In
his own way, he showed concern for his wife.
“When he was afraid I wasn't eating, he would
tell me to eat more. Even though it was an ar-
ranged marriage, we got along well. I didn’t
complain that he went out every day. We
hardly talked. Good or bad, we just struggled
along as we had work to do.”

As far as children were concerned Law
Shee Low, like her neighbors, had not known
how to interfere with nature. “We didn’t know
about birth control. We would become preg-
nant every year without realizing it. Even if
we didn’t want it, we didn’t have the money to
go see the doctor.” All of Law’s children were
born at home, with the help of neighbors or
the local midwife. Fortunately, her husband
wanted children and was more than willing to
provide for them all regardless of sex. “Other
men would scold their children and beat them.
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One woman who had four children told me
ner husband would drag her out of bed and
beat her because she didn’t want to have any
more children. We heard all kinds of sad sto-
ries like that, but my husband never picked on
me like that.”

It was not until her children were older
that Law Shee Low went out to work in the
sewing factories and to the Chinese movies
on Saturdays, but she still did not leave the
confines of Chinatown. Prior to that, she went
out so seldom that one pair of shoes lasted
her ten years. Since their first responsibility
was to their families, many immigrant wives
like Law found themselves housebound, with
no time to learn English or to participate in
social activities outside the home. Their hus-
bands continued to be the chief breadwinner,
to hold the purse strings, and to be their liai-
son to the outside world. But in the absence of
the mother-in-law, immigrant wives usually
ruled the household and assumed the respon-
sibility of disciplinarian, culture-bearer, and
of maintaining the integrity of their families.
With few exceptions, they were hardworking,
frugal, and tolerant, faithful and respectful
to their husbands, and self-sacrificing toward
their children. As such, they were indispen-
sable partners to their husbands in their ef-
forts to establish and sustain family life in
America. And although they presented a
submissive image in public, many immigrant
women were known to “wear the pants”
at home.

Overall, as compared to their predeces-
sors, immigrant women in the early twen-
tieth century were less tolerant of abuses
to their persons and more resourceful in
upgrading their status, thanks to the influ-
ence of the press, the support of Protestant
organizations in the community, and a legal
system that was sympathetic toward abused
women. Although most immigrant wives like
Law Shee Low could not read the Chinese
newspapers, they were affected by public
opinion as filtered through their husbands,
neighbors, and social reformers looking after
their interests. Law noted that after the 1911
Revolution it was no longer considered “fash-
ionable” to have bound feet, concubines, or
slave girls. And as housebound as Law was,
she was aware of the mission homes that res-
cued prostitutes, helped abused women, and
provided education for children and immi-
grant women.

CHINESE WOMEN IN THE LABOR
MARKET

Compared to Wong Ah So and Law Shee
Low, Jane Kwong Lee had an easier time ac-
climating to life in America. Not only was she
educated, Westernized, English-speaking, and
unencumbered by family responsibilities, but
she also had the help of affluent relatives who
provided her with room and board, financial
support, and important contacts that enabled
her eventually to strike out on her own.

Arriving in the middle of a school semes-
ter and therefore unable to enroll in a college,
she decided to look for a job. In spite of her
educational background and qualifications,
she found that only menial jobs and domes-
tic service were opened to her. “At heart I was
sorry for myself; 1 wished I were a boy,” she
wrote in her autobiography. “If I were a boy, I
could have gone out into the community, find-
ing a job somewhere as many newcomers from
China had done.” But as a Chinese woman,
she had to bide her time and look for work
appropriate for her race and gender. Thus,
until she could be admitted to college, and
during the summers after she enrolled at Mills
College, Jane took whatever jobs were open to
Chinese women. She tried embroidery work
at a Chinatown factory, sorting vegetables in
the wholesale district, working as a live-in
domestic for a white family, peeling shrimp,
sorting fruit at a local cannery, and sewing
flannel nightgowns at home.

As was true for European immigrant
women, the patterns of work for Chinese
women were shaped by the intersection of the
local economy, ethnic traditions, language and
job skills, and family and child-care needs, but
in addition, race was an influential factor. At
the time of Jane’s arrival, San Francisco was
experiencing a period of growth and pros-
perity. Ranked the eighth largest city in the
country, it was the major port of trade for
the Pacific Coast and touted as the financial
and corporate capital of the West. Jobs were
plentiful in the city’s three largest economic
sectors—domestic and personal service, trade
and transportation, and manufacturing and
mechanical industries—but they were filled
according to a labor market stratified by race
and gender, with Chinese men occupying
the lowest tier as laborers, servants, factory
workers, laundrymen, and small merchants,
while Chinese women, handicapped further
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by gender, worked primarily in garment and
food-processing factories for low piece-rate
wages. With inadequate child-care services
in the community, most seamstresses worked
with their children close by or had their babies
strapped to their backs.

For Jane Kwong Lee, being Chinese and a
woman was a liability in the job market, but
because she spoke English, was educated, and
had good contacts among Chinese Christians,
she was better off than most other immigrant
women. She eventually got a scholarship at
Mills College and part-time work teaching
Chinese school and tutoring Chinese adults
in English at the Chinese Episcopal Church in
Oakland. After earning her bachelor’s degree
in sociology, she married, had two children,
and returned to Mills College, where she re-
ceived a master’s degree in sociology and
ecohomics in 1933. She then dedicated herself
to community service, working many years
as coordinator of the Chinese YWCA and as
a journalist and translator for a number of
Chinatown newspapers.

For most immigrant women, joining the
labor market proved to be a double-edged
sword: On the one hand, their earnings
helped to support their families and elevate
their socioeconomic status; on the other hand,
they became exploited laborers in the factory
system, adding work and stress to their al-
ready burdensome lives. On the positive side,
however, working outside the home offered
women social rewards—a new sense of free-
dom, accomplishment, and camaraderie. They
were no longer confined to the home, they
were earning money for themselves or the
family, and they were making new acquaint-
ances and becoming exposed to new ideas.
As Jane Kwong Lee observed, having money
to spend made the women feel more liber-
ated in America than in China: “They can buy
things for themselves, go out to department
stores to choose their own clothes instead of
sewing them.”

FIRST STEPS TOWARD SOCIAL ACTIVISM

For working-class women like Law Shee Low,
family and work responsibilities consumed all
their time and energy, leaving little left over
for self<improvement or leisure activities, and
even less for community involvement. This
was not the case for a growing group of edu-
cated and professional women like Jane Kwong
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Lee, who, inspired by Christianity, Chinese
nationalism, and Progressivism, took the first
steps toward social activism. Prior to the 1911
Revolution in their homeland, Chinese women
in America followed the tradition of remain-
ing publicly invisible. They seldom ventured
out of their homes except perhaps to shop or
go to the Chinese opera, where they sat in a
segregated section apart from the men.

The Protestant churches and Chinese
YWCA were the first to encourage Chinese
women'’s participation in organized activities
outside the home, as evidenced by the small
but visible number of them at Sunday ser-
vices, English classes, meetings, outings, and
other church-sponsored programs. Some of
the churches also helped organize Chinese
womer's societies to encourage involvement in
Christian activities. Members of these groups
met regularly to have lunch or socialize, and
paid dues to help support the work of Bible
women in their home villages in China.”

Aside from Christianity, the intense na-
tionalistic spirit that took hold in the early
twentieth century also affected Chinese
women in far-reaching ways. Not only did
the call for modernization include the need to
improve conditions for Chinese women, but
reformers also solicited women's active partici-
pation in national salvation work. Fundraising
for disaster relief and the revolution in China
opened up opportunities for women to
become involved in the community, develop
leadership abilities, and move into the male-
dominated public sphere. The Tongmenghui,
the revolutionary party founded by Dr. Sun
Yat-sen to overthrow the Qing dynasty and
establish a republic in China, was the earli-
est organization fto accept women into its
ranks. While women in China participated
in benefit performances, enlisted in the army,
and engaged in dangerous undercover work,
women in San Francisco also did their share
for the revolutionary effort—making patriotic
speeches, donating money and jewelry for the
cause, and helping with Red Cross work—
sometimes under the auspices of Protestant
churches, other times under the banner of the
Women'’s Young China Society.

Although the success of the revolution
and the establishment of a republic in China
failed to bring peace and prosperity to the
country, it did have a lasting impact on the
lives of Chinese American women. As Jane
Kwong Lee observed, “After the establishment
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of the Republic of China, Chinese women in
this country picked up the forward-locking
trend for equality with men. They could go to
school, speak in public places, have their feet
free from binding, and go out to work in stores
and small factories if they needed to work.”®

Arriving as a liberated woman at the time
when she did, Jane did not hesitate to join
other women in becoming socially active in
the Chinatown community. In her capacity as
a community worker at the Chinese YWCA,
she made house visits, wrote articles that were
published in the local newspapers, and im-
plemented programs that benefited Chinese
women in the community. She was particularly
known for her loud and forceful speeches that
she delivered in Chinese at churches and street
corners in support of Christianity and nation-
alist causes, and before Chinatown organiza-
tions on behalf of the Chinese YWCA. Jane
zlso made presentations in English to groups
interested in learning more about Chinese
culture, and traveled as a Chinese delegate to
YWCA functions outside of Chinatown. On
one of these occasions, she was so moved by
z discussion on racial discrimination that she
surprised herself and African Americans at a
YWCA meeting by speaking up for them. “I
said, you are all équa!; nobody is inferior to
znother.”

CONCLUSION

4s Sieh King had advocated in 1902, Chinese
women unbound their feet and began to
unbind their lives in America during the first
chree decades of the twentieth century. Most,
ke Law Shee Low and Wong Ah So, had im-
migrated for a better livelihood but found
themselves exploited as prostitutes or working
wives at the bottom of a labor market strati-
“ed by race and gender. Some, like Jane Kwong
Lee, had come from a privileged background
wet still encountered discrimination in the
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workplace and in the larger American society.
But like many other immigrant women before
them, they not only persevered and survived,
but took advantage of new circumstances to
improve their lives and contribute to the well-
being of their families and community. Even
as immigrant women began to enjoy their new
roles as emancipated women, economic de-
pression set in and war loomed large in their
homeland. The challenges of the 1930s and
1940s—economic survival and the war effort
on two fronts—would lead to even greater dra-
matic changes in their lives, allowing them to
take the first steps toward fuller participation
in American society.
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Zitkdla-Sd, The Americanization of Native American Children

itkala-5a (1876-1938), whose mother was Sioux and father was Anglo-

American, sought throughout her life to bridge the cultures of Native
Americans and the United States. She was one of the first American Indian women
who built an independent career as a writer; her voice, as the following selection
from her early writing shows, could be simultaneously eloquent, sentimental, and
bitter. Zitkdla-54 was eight years old when she left her home on the Yankton Sioux
Agency in South Dakota for White’s Indiana Manual Labor Institute in Wabash,
Indiana, a training school funded by Quakers. She continued her education first at
a teacher training school close to her home, then at Earlham College, and finally at
the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston, where she studied the violin.

After her marriage in 1901, Zitkala-54 worked with her husband, Raymond
Bonnin, who was an employee of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, advocating citizen-
ship for Indians, exposing corruption in the bureau, and insisting on the dignity
of Indian religions. In this stage of her life, she used her anglicized married name,
Gertrude Simmons Bonnin. Bonnin lobbied for the Indian Citizenship Act of 1924;
she founded the National Council of American Indians; and she sought to shape
the Indian policy of the New Deal years.

When she wrote this memoir of her childhood in 1900 at age twenty-four,
Zitkala-54 had not yet taught at the Carlisle Indian School in Pennsylvania. The
experience would strengthen her criticism of the practice of removing native chil-
dren from their homes. It would also lead her to expose the corruption she found
among the school’s directors, who receivec federal money for each child they
boarded and whose promotion of “Americanization” could be harsh and cruel.
To what extent did her mother anticipate that the experience at the mission school
would be difficult? What advantage did the educators think would result from
cutting girls’ hair? What evidence is there to suggest that she herself was involved
in the process of acculturation?

The first turning away from the easy, natural
flow of my life occurred in an early spring. It
was in my eighth year; in the month of March,
I afterward learned. At this age [ knew but one
language, and that was my mother’s native
tongue.

From some of my playmates I heard that
two paleface missionaries were in our vil-
lage. They were from that class of white men
who wore big hats and carried large hearts,
they said. Running direct to my mother, I

began to question her why these two stran-
gers were among us. She told me, after I had
teased much, that they had come to take away
Indian boys and girls to the East. My mother
did not seem to want me to talk about them.
But in a day or two, I gleaned many wonder-
ful stories from my playfellows concerning
the strangers.

“Mother, my friend Judéwin is going home
with the missionaries. She is going to a more
beautiful country than ours; the palefaces told

Excerpted from “Impressions of an Indian Childhood,” “The School Days of an Indian Girl,” and “An Indian
Teacher among Indians,” by Zitkala-5a, Atlantic Monthly 85 (Jan., Feb., Mar. 1900): 45-47, 18687, 386.
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Zitkala-54, ca. 1898, posed in traditional dress.

This photograph is one in a series taken by the professional photographer Gertrude Kisebier,
who had a studio on Fifth Avenue in New York City. In other mmges taken at the same sitting,
Zitkdla-Sd is in Western dress (a white gown), and in some she holds in her lap a book, her violin,
or an Indian basket. For interpretations of Kisebier's portraits of Zitkdla-Sd and other American
Indians, see Laura Wexler, Tender Violence: Domestic Visions in an Age of US Imperialism
(Chapel Hill: 2000), 115-124, 177-208; and Elizabeth Hutchinson, “When the ‘Sioux Chief’s
Party Calls": Kiisebier's Indian Portraits and the Gendering of the Artist’s Studio,” American Art
16 (Summer 2002), 40-65. (Courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution.)
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her so!” I said wistfully, wishing in my heart
that I too might go.

Mother sat in a chair, and I was hanging
on her knee. Within the last two seasons my
big brother Dawée had returned from a three
years’ education in the East, and his coming
back influenced my mother to take a farther
step from her native way of living. First it was
a change from the buffalo skin to the white
man’s canvas that covered our wigwam.
Now she had given up her wigwam of slen-
der poles, to live, a foreigner, in a home of
clumsy logs.

Judéwin had told me of the great tree
where grew red, red apples; and how we could
reach out our hands and pick all the red apples
we could eat. I had never seen apple trees. |
had never tasted more than a dozen red apples
in my life; and when | heard of the orchards of
the East, I was eager to roam among them. The
missionaries smiled into my eyes, and patted
my head. | wondered how mother could say
such hard words against them.

“Mother, ask them if little girls may have
all the red apples they want, when they go
East,” [ whispered aloud, in my excitement.

The interpreter heard me, and answered:
“Yes, little girl, the nice red apples are for those
who pick them; and you will have a ride on the
iron horse if you go with these good people.”

I had never seen a train, and he knew it.

“Mother, I'm going East! I like big red
apples, and I want to ride on the iron horse!
Mother, say yes!” I pleaded.

My mother said nothing. The missionaries
waited in silence; and my eyes began to blur
with tears, though I struggled to choke them
back. The corners of my mouth twitched, and
my mother saw me.

“Iam not ready to give you any word,” she
said to them. “Tomorrow I shall send you my
answer by my son.”

With this they left us. Alone with my
mother, I yielded to my tears, and cried aloud,
shaking my head so as not to hear what she was
saying to me. This was the first time I had ever
been so unwilling to give up my own desire
that I refused to harken to my mother’s voice.

There was a solemn silence in our home
that night. Before I went to bed I begged the
Great Spirit to make my mother willing 1
should go with the missionaries.

The next morning came, and my mother
called me to her side. “My daughter, do you
still persist in wishing to leave your mother?”
she asked.
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“Oh, mother, it is not that I wish to leave
you, but I want to see the wonderful Eastern
land,” T answered. . ..

... My brother Dawée came for mother’s
decision. I dropped my play, and crept close to
my aunt.

“Yes, Dawée, my daughter, though she
does not understand what it all means, is anx-
ious to go. She will need an education when
she is grown, for then there will be fewer
real Dakotas, and many more palefaces. This
tearing her away, so young, from her mother
is necessary, if I would have her an educated
woman. The palefaces, who owe us a large debt
for stolen lands, have begun to pay a tardy jus-
tice in offering some education to our children.
But I know my daughter must suffer keenly in
this experiment. For her sake, I dread to tell
you my reply to the missionaries. Go, tell them
that they may take my little daughter, and that
the Great Spirit shall not fail to reward them
according to their hearts.”

Wrapped in my heavy blanket, I walked
with my mother to the carriage that was soon
to take us to the iron horse. I was happy. I met
my playmates, who were also wearing their
best thick blankets. We showed one another
our new beaded moccasins, and the width of
the belts that girdled our new dresses. Soon we
were being drawn rapidly away by the white
man’s horses. When I saw the lonely figure of
my mother vanish in the distance, a sense of
regret settled heavily upon me. I felt suddenly
weak, as if I might fall limp to the ground. [ was
in the hands of strangers whom my mother did
not fully trust. I no longer felt free to be myself,
or to voice my own feelings. The tears trickled
down my cheeks, and I buried my face in the
folds of my blanket. Now the first step, part-
ing me from my mother, was taken, and all my
belated tears availed nothing,

Having driven thirty miles to the fer-
ryboat, we crossed the Missouri in the even-
ing. Then riding again a few miles eastward,
we stopped before a massive brick building. I
looked at it in amazement, and with a vague
misgiving, for in our village I had never seen so
large a house. Trembling with fear and distrust
of the palefaces, my teeth chattering from the
chilly ride, I crept noiselessly in my soft mocca-
sins along the narrow hall, keeping very close
to the bare wall. [ was as frightened and bewil-
dered as the captured young of a wild creature.

The first day in the land of apples was a bitter-
cold one; for the snow still covered the ground,




DOCUMENT 299

and the trees were bare. A large bell rang
for breakfast, its loud metallic voice crash-
ing through the belfry overhead and into our
sensitive ears. The annoying clatter of shoes
on bare floors gave us no peace. The constant
clash of harsh noises, with an undercurrent of
many voices murmuring an unknown tongue,
made a bedlam within which I was securely
tied. And though my spirit tore itself in strug-
gling for its lost freedom, all was useless.

A paleface woman, with white hair, came
up after us. We were placed in a line of girls
who were marching into the dining room.
These were Indian girls, in stiff shoes and
closely clinging dresses. The small girls wore
sleeved aprons and shingled hair. As I walked
noiselessly in my soft moccasins, I felt like
sinking to the floor, for my blanket hacl been
stripped from my shoulders. I looked hard at
the Indian girls, who seemed not to care that
they were even more immodestly dressed
than I, in their tightly fitting clothes. While
we marched in, the boys entered at an oppo-
site door. I watched for the three young braves
who came in our party. I spied them in the rear
ranks, looking as uncomfortable as I felt. . . .

... Lateinthe morning, my friend Judéwin
gave me a terrible warning. Judéwin knew a
few words of English; and she had overheard
the paleface woman talk about cutting our
long, heavy hair. Our mothers had taught us
that only unskilled warriors who were cap-
tured had their hair shingled by the enemy.
Among our people, short hair was worn by
mourners, and shingled hair by cowards!

We discussed our fate some moments, and
when Judéwin said, “We have to submit, be-
cause they are strong,” I rebelled.

“No, I will not submit! I will struggle
first!” I answered.

I watched my chance, and when no one
noticed I disappeared. I crept up the stairs as
quietly as I could in my squeaking shoes—
my moccasins had been exchanged for shoes.
Along the hall I passed, without knowing
whither I was going. Turning aside to an open
door, I found a large room with three white
beds in it. The windows were covered with
dark green curtains, which made the room very
dim. Thankful that no one was there, I directed
my steps toward the corner farthest from the
door. On my hands and knees I crawled under
the bed, and cuddled myself in the dark corner.

From my hiding place I peered out, shud-
dering with fear whenever | heard footsteps
near by. Though in the hall loud voices were

calling myname, and I knew that even Judéwin
was searching for me, I did not open my mouth
to answer. Then the steps were quickened and
the voices became excited. The sounds came
nearer and nearer. Women and girls entered
the room. I held my breath, and watched
them open closet doors and peep behind large
trunks. Some one threw up the curtains, and
the room was filled with sudden light. What
caused them to stoop and look under the bed
I do not know. I remember being dragged out,
though I resisted by kicking and scratching
wildly. In spite of myself, I was carried down-
stairs and tied fast in a chair.
Icriedaloud,shaking my head all the while
until I felt the cold blades of the scissors against
my neck, and heard them gnaw off one of my
thick braids. Then I lost my spirit. Since the
day I was taken from my mother I had suffered
extreme indignities. People had stared at me. I
had been tossed about in the air like a wooden
puppet. And now my long hair was shingled
like a coward’s! [n my anguish I moaned for
my mother, but no one came to comfort me. Not
a soul reasoned quietly with me, as my own
mother used to do; for now I was only one of
many little animals driven by a herder. . ..

... Now, as | look back upon the recent past,
I see it from a distance, as a whole. I remem-
ber how, from morning till evening, many
specimens of civilized peoples visited the
Indian school. The city folks with canes and
eyeglasses, the countrymen with sunburnt
cheeks and clumsy feet, forgot their relative
social ranks in an ignorant curiosity. Both
sorts of these Christian palefaces were alike
astounded at seeing the children of savage
warriors so docile and industrious.

As answers to their shallow inquiries they
received the students’ sample work to look
upon. Examining the neatly figured pages, and
gazing upon the Indian girls and boys bending
over their books, the white visitors walked out
of the schoolhouse well satisfied: They were
educating the children of the red man! They
were paying a liberal fee to the government
employees in whose able hands lay the small
forest of Indian timber.

In this fashion many have passed idly
through the Indian schools during the last
decade, afterward to boast of their charity to
the North American [ndian. But few there are
who have paused to question whether real life
or long-lasting death lies beneath this sem-
blance of civilization.
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Change Agents

KATHRYN KISH SKLAR

Florence Kelley and Women’s Activism
in the Progressive Era
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lorence Kelley was a remarkable woman who lived in a period when the social

sciences and the welfare state sought to address the problems created by in-
dustrialization and urbanization. Through an examination of Kelley, historian
Kathryn Sklar illuminates how she and other progressive women of her genera-
tion pursued social justice. Sklar reveals the factors that made it possible for these
women—who still did not have the right to vote—to influence public policy. She
also describes the changing political context that limited their impact during the
first Red Scare at the end of World War L.

What were the personal and intellectual influences that shaped Kelley's
vision of social reform? What strategies did she employ in pursuit of that vision?
How did the Red Scare affect women’s organizations’ political agendas? What fea-
tures of women’s power in the Progressive Era could be described as “gendered”?

=1 =]

One of the most powerful women in American
history deserves to be better known today.
Florence Kelley (1859-1932) was well known
to her contemporaries as a leading champion
of social justice legislation. For most of the
1890s she lived in the nation’s leading reform
institution, Hull House, a social settlement
founded in Chicago by Jane Addams in 1889.
Between 1899 and 1932 she served as head
of the National Consumers’ League in New
York City.

Living collectively with other women re-
formers in Chicago and New York, Florence
Kelley was able to make the most of her talents;
for four decades she occupied the vanguard
of social reform. Her forceful personality
flourished in the combative atmosphere gen-
erated by her struggles for social justice. Jane
Addams's nephew, who resided with Kelley at
Hull House, was awed by the way she “hurled
the spears of her thought with such apparent

carelessness of what breasts they pierced.”
He thought her “the toughest customer in the
reform riot, the finest rough-and-tumble fighter
for the good life for others, that Hull House
ever knew: Any weapon was a good weapon
in her hand-—evidence, argument, irony or in-
vective.” Nevertheless, he said, those who were
close to her knew she was “full of love.”!

Kelley's career, like that of many of her
reform contemporaries, was responding to
profound changes in American social and
economic life. Rapid industrialization was
recasting the economy, massive immigration
was reconstituting the working class, and
sustained urbanization was making cities the
focus of social change.? In this context, college-
educated women reformers often achieved
what men and male-dominated organizations
could not.

Florence Kelley’s life helps us understand
how women reformers accomplished their

Written expressly for Women’s America. A revised version of this essay appears in Rima Lunin Schultz
and Adele Hast, eds., Women Building Chicago, 1790-1990: A Biographical Dictionary (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2001.) Copyright © by Kathryn Kish Sklar.
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=oals. Her reform career exemplified four
=znificant features of women’s power in the
“rogressive Era: their access to higher educa-
“om; their prominence in early social science;
e political autonomy of their separate institu-
=ons; and their ability to challenge American
“zditions of limited government. Having ex-
serienced these ingredients of women'’s power
n her own life before 1899, thereafter, as the
Ceneral Secretary of the National Consumers’
League, she integrated them into her strategies
“or pursuing social justice.?

WOMEN'’S ACCESS TO HIGHER
EDUCATION

When she graduated from Cornell University
‘n 1882, Florence Kelley joined thousands of
other young women in her generation who re-
ceived college educations. Two changes in the
1860s and 1870s enabled white, middle-class
women to attend college in sufficient numbers
0 become a sociological phenomenon. Elite
women'’s colleges, such as Vassar, Smith, and
Wellesley, began accepting students between
1365 and 1875, providing equivalents to elite
men’s colleges such as Harvard, Yale, and
Princeton. And state universities, established
through the allocation of public lands in the
Morrill Act of 1862 and required to be “open
for all,” gradually made college educations
accessible for the first time to large numbers
of women in the nation’s central and western
states. By 1880 women, numbering forty thou-
sand, constituted 33 percent of all enrolled
students in higher education.* Though a small
percentage of all women, they exercised an in-
fluence disproportionate to their numbers.

To Cornell Kelley brought a social con-
science shaped by her family. Born into an
elite Philadelphia family with Quaker and
Unitarian political traditions, she grew up
against the background of the Civil War and
Reconstruction—dramas in which her father
and her mother’s aunt played major roles.
Her father, William Durrah Kelley, one of the
founders of the Republican Party, was ree-
lected to fifteen consecutive terms in the U.S.
Congress between 1860 and 1890. As a Radical
Republican, he advanced the cause of black suf-
frage and tried to forge a biracial Republican
Party in the South. Her mother’s aunt, Sarah
Pugh, served as president of the Philadelphia
Female Anti-Slavery Society almost every year
between 1838 and 1870. In the 1860s and 1870s,

Pugh accompanied her close friend, Lucretia
Mott, to early woman suffrage conventions. To
young “Florrie,” Sarah Pugh was conscience
incarnate, a full-time reformer who lived her
beliefs, never wearing slave-made cotton or
eating slave-produced sugar.’

During six mostly schoolless years before
she entered Cornell, Florence systematically
read through her father’s library, imbibing
the fiction of Dickens and Thackeray, Louisa
May Alcott and Horatio Alger; the poetry of
Shakespeare, Milton, Byron, and Goldsmith;
the writings of James Madison; histories by
Bancroft, Prescott, and Parkman; and the
moral and political philosophy of Emerson,
Channing, Burke, Carlyle, Godwin, and
Spencer. These readings helped her reach out to
her moody and distant father. For that purpose
she also began reading government reports at
the age of ten and, on trips to Washington,
began using the Library of Congress by the
time she was twelve.

A darker side of Kelley’s childhood was
shaped by her mother’s permanent depression—
caused by the death of five of her eight chil-
dren before they had reached the age of six.
Caroline Bonsall Kelley was a descendant of
John Bartram, the Quaker botanist. Orphaned
at the age of nine, she was raised in the Pugh
family. With the death of her infants, Caroline
developed a “settled, gentle melancholy” that
threatened to envelop her daughter as long as
she lived at home.® Florence grew up with two
brothers, but no sisters survived. Keenly aware
of the high social cost of infant mortality to
nineteenth-century families, she developed a
rage against human suffering that formed her
lifelong career as a reformer.

WOMEN’'S PROMINENCE IN EARLY
SOCIAL SCIENCE

Like higher education, the newly emerging
field of social science served as a critical vehi-
cle by which middle-class women expanded
the space they occupied within American civic
life between 1860 and 1890. Social science lev-
eled the playing field on which women inter-
acted with men in public life. It offered tools
of analysis that enhanced women'’s ability to
investigate economic and social change, speak
for the welfare of the whole society, devise
policy initiatives, and oversee their implemen-
tation. Yet at the same time, social science also
deepened women's gender identity in public
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life and attached their civic activism even
more securely to gender-specific issues.’

Kelley’s early commitment to social sci-
ence as a tool for social reform built on a
generation of women's presence in American
social science. Women came with the civic ter-
ritory that social science embraced. Caroline
Dall had been a cofounder of the association in
1865, and other women were especially active
in the American Social Science Association’s
(ASSA) department of education, public health,
and social economy, which gave them clear but
limited mandates for leadership.

The question of “After college, what?”
was as pertinent to Florence Kelley as it was
to other women graduates.® Barred from ad-
mission to graduate study at the University of
Pennsylvania because she was a woman, she
faced a very limited set of opportunities. First
she thréw her energies into the New Century
Working Women’s Guild, an organization that
fostered middle-class aid for self-supporting
women. She helped found the guild, taught
classes in history, and assembled the group’s
library. Then, remaining a dutiful daughter,
in 1882 she accompanied her brother when his
doctor prescribed a winter of European travel
to cure temporary blindness. In Europe she
encountered M. Carey Thomas, a Cornell ac-
quaintance, who had just completed a Ph.D. at
the University of Zurich, the only European
university that granted degrees to women.
Thomas recommended that Kelley go to Zurich
for graduate study.

Initially accompanied by her mother and
younger brother, Kelley studied government
and law at Zurich between 1883 and 1886.
There she promptly befriended exiled social-
ist students from Russia and Germany. To the
shocked amazement of her family and friends,
in 1885 she married Lazare Wischnewetzky, a
Russian, Jewish, socialist medical student. She
then gave birth to three children in three years.

Cloaked with her new personal identity as
a European married woman, she stopped com-
municating with her family and began to forge
a new political identity. Rejecting American
public culture because it limited her oppor-
tunities for social service and because her fa-
ther’s career revealed so starkly that culture’s
tolerance of social injustice, she underwent a
dramatic conversion to socialism, joined the
German Social Democratic Party (SPD), and
began to translate the writings of Friedrich
Engels and Karl Marx. Outlawed in Germany,
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the SPD maintained its European headquar-
ters in Zurich, where Kelley met many of its
leaders. Since the death of Marx in 1885, Engels
had become the chief theoretician of German
socialism. Kelley's translation of his 1845 book,
The Condition of the Working Class in England,
is still the preferred scholarly version of that
now-classic social science study. This project
launched a close but troubled relationship with
Engels that persisted until his death in 1895

When Kelley returned to the United States
in 1886 with her small family, she searched
without success for a political context capa-
ble of sustaining her newfound radicalism.
Settling in New York City, within a year she
was expelled from the Socialist Labor Party,
predominantly a German-speaking immi-
grant group, for “incessant slander” against
party leaders, whom she denounced for failing
to recognize the importance of the writings of
Marx and Engels.” Having reached a political
dead-end, Kelley reoriented her use of social
science as a vehicle for her activism. She re-
sumed contact with her Philadelphia family
and became a self-taught authority on child
labor in the United States, as well as a sharp
critic of state bureaus of labor, the agencies re-
sponsible for monitoring child labor. Writing
articles on child labor that deployed both sta-
tistical and rhetorical power, she discovered
that her most responsive publisher was the
Woman's Temperance Publication Association,
which printed her lengthy, hard-hitting pam-
phlet, Our Toiling Children, in 1889.

Lazare Wischnewetzky, meanwhile, never
having managed to establish a medical prac-
tice, began battering her. After enduring this
for more than a year, she borrowed money
from a friend and fled with her children to
Chicago. There she headed for the Woman’s
Temple, a twelve-story office building and
hotel constructed by the Woman’s Christian
Temperance Union, where she was directed to
an even more congenial place—Hull House,
the nation’s preeminent social settlement
founded by Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr
in 1889.

THE POLITICAL AUTONOMY
OF WOMEN'S SEPARATE INSTITUTIONS

“We were welcomed as though we had been
invited,” Kelley later wrote about her arrival at
Hull House. “We stayed.”" Addams arranged
for Kelley’s children, Nicholas, Margaret, and
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John, age seven, six, and five, to live with the
family of Henry Demarest Lloyd and his wife,
Jessie Bross Lloyd. That winter Kelley cast her
lot with Addams and Hull House, remaining
until May 1, 1899, when she returned to New
York as a figure who had achieved national
renown as a reformer of working conditions
for women and children.

Chicago and the remarkable political
culture of the city’s women opened opportu-
nities to Kelley that she had sought in vain
in Philadelphia, Germany, and New York.
Exploiting those opportunities to the fullest,
she drew on the strength of three overlap-
ping circles of politically active women. The
core of her support lay with the community of
women at Hull House. This remarkable group
helped her reconstruct her political identity
within women'’s class-bridging activism and
provided her with an economic and emotional
alternative to married family life. Partly over-
lapping with this nucleus were women trade
unionists. By drawing women and men trade
unionists into the settlement community, she
achieved the passage of pathbreaking legisla-
tion. Toward the end of her years in Chicago,
she worked with the circle of middle-class and
upper-middle-class women who supported
Hull House and labor reform.

Florence Kelley’s life in Chicago began
with her relationship with Jane Addams. Julia
Lathrop, another Hull House resident, re-
ported that Kelley and Addams “understood
each other’s powers” instantly and worked
together in a “wonderfully effective way.”’?
Addams, the philosopher with a deep appre-
ciation of the unity of life, was better able to
construct a vehicle for expressing that unity in
day-to-day living than she was capable of de-
vising a diagram for charting the future. And
Kelley, the politician with a thorough under-
standing of what the future should look like,
was better able to invoke that future than to
express it in her day-to-day existence. Addams
taught Kelley how to live and have faith in an
imperfect world, and Kelley taught Addams
how to make demands on the future.

At Hull House Kelley joined a community
of college-educated women reformers who,
like Addams and herself, sought work com-
mensurate with their talents. Julia Lathrop,
almost twenty years later the first director of
the U.S. Children’s Bureau, had joined the set-
tlement before Kelley. Alice Hamilton, who ar-
rived in 1897, developed the field of industrial

medicine. These four, with Mary Rozet Smith,
Jane Addams’s life partner, became the set-
tlement’s main leaders. In addition to these
women, Kelley forged close ties with Mary
Kenney, a trade union organizer affiliated
with the settlement, who lived nearby with her
mother.

Since her father had lost most of his
money before his death in 1890, Kelley had
to support herself and her children. She first
did so by working for the Illinois Bureau of
Labor Statistics and the U.S. Department of
Labor, collecting data for governmental stud-
ies of working conditions. A good example of
the empowerment of her Hull House residence
lay in her use of data collected for the U.S.
Department of Labor, which in 1895 formed the
basis of the maps published in Hull House Maps
and Papers. She and four government “sched-
ule men” collected responses to sixty-four
questions on printed schedules from “each
house, tenement, and room” in the ward sur-
rounding Hull House.”® From this data Carroll
Wright, head of the Department of Labor,
constructed scores of tables. But Kelley and
Hull House associates, using only data about
nationalities and wages in conjunction with
residential information, created color-coded
maps that displayed geographic patterns that

" told more than Wright’s charts. Because the

maps defined spatial relationships among
human groups, they vividly depicted social
and economic relationships: the concentration
of certain ethnic groups in certain blocks; the
relationship between poverty and race; the
distances between the isolated brothel district
and the rest of the ward; the very poor who
lived in crowded, airless rooms in the rear of
tenements and those with more resources in
the front; and the omniscient observer and the
observed. Expressing the democratic relation-
ship among Hull House residents, Hull House
Maps and Papers listed only “Residents of Hull
House” as the volume’s editors.

Kelley described the transformative effect
of the Hull House community on her personal
life in a letter to her mother a few weeks after
her arrival. “In the few weeks of my stay here
I have won for the children and myself many
and cear friends whose generous hospitality
astonishes me. It is understood that I am to
resume the maiden name and that the chil-
dren are to have it.”" By joining a community
of women, she had achieved a new degree of
personal autonomy.
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CHALLENGING TRADITIONS OF LIMITED
GOVERNMENT

In the spring of 1892, Kelley used Hull House
as a base to exert leadership within an anti-
sweatshop campaign that had been launched in
1888 by the Illinois Woman's Alliance, a class-
bridging coalition of women’s organizations.
At mass meetings that attacked the sweatshop
system, Kelley shared the podium with Mary
Kenney, Henry Demarest Lloyd, and other
Chicago notables such as reverend Jenkin
Lloyd Jones, minister at All Souls’ Unitarian
Church, the most liberal pulpit in Chicago,
and with young trade union organizers in the
clothing industry such as Abraham Bisno.

Campaigns against sweatshops were
widespread in American cities in the 1890s.
These efforts targeted “predatory manage-
ment” and “parasitic manufacturers” who paid
such low wages to their workers as to require
them to seek support from relief or charity,
thereby indirectly providing employers with
subsidies that enabled them to lower wages
further.” Supported by trade unions, these
campaigns used a variety of strategies to shift
work from tenement sweatshops to factories, In
factories, union organizing could more easily
succeed in improving working conditions and
raising wages to levels necessary to sustain life.

Outcries raised by anti-sweatshop cam-
paigns prompted government inquiries, and
in 1893, after intense lobbying in Springfield
by Hull House residents and other well-known
Chicago women, the passage of pathbreaking
legislation drafted by Florence Kelley. That
year Governor John Peter Altgeld appointed
Kelley to a position the new statute created:
Chief Factory Inspector of Illinois. Nowhere
else in the Western world was a woman
trusted to enforce the labor legislation of a city,
let alone of a large industrial region the size
of Illinois. With eleven deputies, five of whom
were required to be women, and a budget of
$28,000, for the next three years Kelley en-
forced the act’s chief clauses. The act banned
the labor of children under fourteen years of
age; it regulated the labor of children age four-
teen to sixteen; it outlawed the production of
garments in tenements; it prohibited the em-
ployment of women and minors for more than
eight hours a day; and it created a state office of
factory inspection.

The statute’s eight-hour clause made it the
most advanced in the United States, equaled
only by an eight-hour law for all workers in
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Australia. The limitation of hours, whether
through statutes or union negotiations with
employers, was the second most important
goal of the labor movement between 1870 and
1910, the first being the recognition of the right
of workers to form unions. Skilled workers had
acquired the eight-hour day for themselves in
many trades by the 1890s, but since women
were not admitted to most skilled occupations,
their hours remained long, often extending
to twelve or even fourteen hours a day. In the
late 1880s more than 85 percent of female wage
earners were between the ages of fourteen and
twenty-five and only about 5 percent were
married." Excluded from access to skilled jobs
and presumed to leave the paid labor force
upon marriage, they were crowded into a few
unskilled occupations, where they were easily
replaced, and employers exploited them by
requiring long hours and paying low wages.
Statutes that limited women’s hours limited
this exploitation. How to achieve such reduc-
tion of hours without reducing wages was a
challenge that Kelley’s office met by promot-
ing the formation of unions among affected
women workers, thereby helping them nego-
tiate better wages for the hours they worked.

But the reduction of women’s hours by
statute had other beneficial effects: in many
occupations it also reduced the hours of un-
skilled men, as was the case in garment-
making sweatshops. In this and many other
occupations, it proved impossible to keep
men working longer than the legal limit of the
working day for women. Therefore, hours stat-
utes drove sweatshops out of business, since
their profits could only be achieved through
long hours. In the United States more than in
other industrializing nations, the union move-
ment consisted with few exceptions (miners
being the chief exception) of skilled work-
ers who shunned responsibility for the wel-
fare of unskilled workers. Therefore, in the
United States more than in elsewhere, gender-
specific reforms like Kelley’s 1893 legislation—
undertaken by women for women-—also had
the effect of aiding all unskilled workers, men
as well as women and children. In the United
States, where labor movements were not as
strong as they were elsewhere, gender-specific
reforms accomplished goals that elsewhere
were achieved under the auspices of class-
specific efforts.!”

In an era when courts nullified legisla-
tive attempts to intervene in the laissez-faire
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relationship between capital and labor, Kelley’s
enforcement of this new eight-hour law was
inevitably challenged in the courts. In 1895 the
Ilinois Supreme Court found the eight-hour
clause of the 1893 law unconstitutional because
it violated women’s right to contract their labor
on any terms set by their employer. This set-
back made Kelley determined to change the
power of state courts to overturn hours laws
for women.

The high tide of Kelley’s achievements
between 1893 and 1896 ebbed quickly when
Altgeld lost the election of 1896. His successor
replaced her with a person who did not chal-
lenge the economic status quo, and she was
unable to find work commensurate with her
talents. German admirers came to her rescue.
For fifty dollars a month she provided a lead-
ing German reform periodical with assess-
ments of recent American social legislation.
She also worked in the Crerar Library, a ref-
erence library specializing in economic, scien-
tific, and medical topics.

Needing to reach beyond the limits of Hull
House activities, Kelley began to work more
closely with Ellen Henrotin. Wife of a lead-
ing Chicago banker, Henrotin had supported
Kelley’s legislation in 1892 and spoke vigor-
ously at a rally to defend the law in 1894, urging
those in attendance to “agitate for shorter hours
for women because it means in the end shorter
hours for all workers, men and women.”?*
Henrotin’s organization in 1893 of thirty wom-
en'’s congresses at the Chicago World’s Fair cat-
apulted her into the presidency of the General
Federation of Women'’s Clubs (GFWC; founded
1890) from 1894 to 1898. By 1897 the GFWC
served as an umbrella organization for more
than five hundred women’s clubs, including
the powerful Chicago Women'’s Club. Fostering
the creation of over twenty state federations to
coordinate those clubs, Henrotin moved the
GFWC in progressive directions by establish-
ing national committees on industrial work-
ing conditions and national health. In this way
she directed the path of what was to become
one of the largest grass-roots organizations of
American women beyond the minimal goals
of good government and civil service reform to
the more challenging issues of social inequali-
ties and social justice.

Reflecting her growing awareness of the
potential power of women’s organizations as
a vehicle for her social justice agenda, in 1897
Kelley began to work closely with Henrotin

in organizing an Illinois Consumers’ League.
They built on the example of the New York
Consumers’ League, which had been founded
in 1891 to channel consumers’ consciousness
toward political action on behalf of work-
ers who made the goods that consumers
purchased.

THE NATIONAL CONSUMERS’ LEAGUE
AND NEW STRATEGIES FOR SOCIAL
JUSTICE

Kelley’s work with Henrotin helped her make
the biggest career step of her life when, in 1899,
she agreed to serve as secretary of the newly
formed National Consumers’ League, a posi-
tion she held until her death in 1932. With a
salary of $1,500 plus traveling and other ex-
penses, the job offered financial stability and a
chance to develop a more radical and more fo-
cused women'’s organization than the GFWC.

When she carried her formidable tal-
ents into the National Consumers’ League in
1899, women'’s political culture gained a war-
rior with formidable rhetorical and organiza-
tional skills. She quickly made the National
Consumers’ League (NCL) into the nation’s
leading promoter of protective labor legisla-
tion for women and children. Between 1900
and 1904 she built sixty-four local consumer
leagues—one in nearly every large city out-
side the South. Through a demanding travel
schedule, which required her to spend one
day on the road for every day she worked at
her desk, Kelley maintained close contact with
local leagues, urging them to implement the
national organization’s agenda and inspiring
them to greater action within their states and
municipalities. At the age of forty she had fi-
nally found a platform that matched her tal-
ents and goals.

In New York she lived until 1926 at Lillian
Wald’s nurses’ settlement on Henry Street on
Manhattar’s Lower East Side. Her children
moved east with her. Supported by aid from
Jane Addams’s life partner, Mary Rozet Smith,
Nicholas Kelley graduated from Harvard in
1905 and then from Harvard Law School.
Living in Manhattan, he became his mother’s
closest advisor. In a blow that caused Kelley
to spend the rest of that year in retirement in
Maine, her daughter Margaret died of heart
failure during her first week at Smith College
in 1905. After this bereavement Kelley main-
tained a summer home on Penobscot Bay,
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Maine, where she retreated for periods of in-
tense work with a secretary each summer.
John Kelley never found a professional niche,
but remained close to his mother and joined
her in Maine each summer.

THE WHITE LABEL CAMPAIGN: NEW
WAYS OF EDUCATING MIDDLE-CLASS
WOMEN ABOUT INDUSTRIAL WORKING
CONDITIONS

The national branch of the Consumers’ League
was formed in 1898 to coordinate the efforts
of previously existing leagues in New York,
Brooklyn, Philadelphia, Boston, and Chicago,
all of which had conducted campaigns against
sweatshops. At a convention of the local leagues
called to coordinate their anti-sweatshop ef-
forts, Kelley proposed the creation of a consum-
ers’ label as a way of identifying goods made
under fair conditions. Her proposal galvanized
the convention into creating a national organi-
zation “for the express purpose of offering a
Consumers’ League Label” nationally, recogniz-
ing that local efforts against sweatshops could
never succeed until all producers were “com-
pelled to compete on a higher level,” and agree-
ing that the label could be a means of achieving
that goal.”” The NCL awarded its label to manu-
facturers who obeyed state factory laws, pro-
duced goods only on their own premises, did
not require employees to work overtime, and
did not employ children under sixteen years of
age. To enforce the label, however, factories had
to be inspected. Local leagues had employed
their own factory inspectors; Kelley became the
league’s national inspector.

In determining whether local factories
qualified for the label, local league members
had to educate themselves about local work-
ing conditions. They had to pose and answer
questions new to middle-class women, though
painfully familiar to union organizers: Did the
manufacturer subcontract to home workers
in tenements? Were children employed? Were
state factory laws violated? Could workers live
on their wages, or were they forced to augment
their pay with relief or charitable donations?
How far below the standard set by the con-
sumers’ label were their own state laws? Even
more technical questions arose when leagues
came into contact with factory inspectors, bu-
reaus of labor statistics, state legislatures, and
courts. Should the state issue licenses for home
workers? What was the relationship between
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illiteracy in child workers and the enforce-
ment of effective child labor laws? Was their
own state high or low on the NCL's ranked list
showing the number of illiterate child workers
in each? Should laws prohibit the labor of chil-
dren at age fourteen or sixteen? Should excep-
tions be made for the children of widows? How
energetically were state factory laws enforced?
How could local factory standards be im-
proved? These questions, recently quite alien to
middle-class women, now held the interest of
thousands of the most politically active among
them. This was no small accomplishment. State
leagues differed in the degree to which they
worked with state officials, but wherever they
existed they created new civic space in which
women used their new knowledge and power
to expand state responsibility for the welfare of
women and children workers.

On the road steadily between 1900 and
1907, Kelley inspected workshops, awarded
the label to qualified manufacturers, and
strengthened local leagues. Her efforts were
rewarded by the spectdcular growth of NCL
locals, both in number and location. The NCL's
1901 report mentioned thirty leagues in eleven
states; by 1906 they numbered sixty-three in
twenty states.

Flourishing local leagues sustained the
national’s existence, channeling money, ideas,
and the support of other local groups into the
national office. At the same time, locals imple-
mented the national’s agendla at the state level.
Most league members were white, urban,
northern, middle-class Protestants, but Jewish
women held important positions of leadership.
Catholic women became more visible after car-
dinal James Gibbons of Baltimore consented to
serve as vice president of a Maryland league
and bishop J. Regis Canevin of Pittsburgh en-
couraged members of that city’s Ladies Catholic
Benevolent Association to join. Two important
reasons for the absence of black women from
the NCL's membership and agenda were the
league’s focus on Northern urban manufactur-
ing and the residence of 90 percent of the na-
tion’s black population in the South, employed
primarily in agriculture, in 1900.

10-HOUR LAWS FOR WOMEN: NEW USES
OF SOCIAL SCIENCE

The work of educating her constituency being
achieved by 1907, Kelley implemented a second
stage of league work. With the use of social
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science data, the NCL overcame legal obstacles
© the passage of state laws limiting women’s
hours. The overturning of Illinois’s 1893 law by
[llinois’s Supreme Court in 1895 made Kelley
determined to defend such laws before the U.S.
Supreme Court. When an Oregon ten-hour
law came before the court in 1907, she threw
the resources of the NCL into its defense. This
case, Muller v. Oregon, pitted the NCL and its
Oregon branch against a laundry owner who
disputed the state’s ability to regulate work-
ing hours in non-hazardous occupations.
For what became known as the “Brandeis
Brief,” Kelley’s Research Director, Josephine
Goldmark, gathered printed evidence from
medical and other authorities (most of whom
were British or European) to demonstrate that
workdays longer than ten hours were haz-
ardous to the health of women. Goldmark
obtained the services of her brother-in-law,
Louis D. Brandeis, a leading Boston attorney,
who successfully argued the case on sociologi-
cal rather than legal grounds, using the evi-
dence that Goldmark had compiled. Thus, at
the same time that this case cleared the way
for state hours laws for women, it also estab-
lished the court’s recognition of sociological
evidence, a strategy that sustained the court’s
ruling against segregated schools in Brown .
Board of Education in 1954.

In the years immediately following the
Muller decision, inspired by Kelley’s leader-
ship, and supported by other groups, local con-
sumer leagues gained the passage in twenty
siates of the first laws limiting women's work-
g hours. Also responding to the decision,
~ineteen other states revised and expanded
their laws governing women'’s working hours.

The Supreme Court’s 1908 opinion tried to
Slock the possibility of extending such protec-
=ons to men by emphasizing women's special
‘=zal status (they did not possess the same con-
=actual rights as men) and their physiological
Zifference from men (their health affected the
“ezlth of their future children). Nevertheless,
== 1917 Kelley and the NCL again cooperated
successfully with the Oregon league inarguing
=nother case on sociological grounds before
= US. Supreme Court, Bunting v. Oregon, in
“wich the court upheld the constitutionality of
Sours laws for men in non-hazardous occupa-
“ons. Viewing laws for women as an entering
wedge for improving conditions for all work-
== people, Kelley achieved that goal in the
~rogression from Muller to Bunting, In this as

in other aspects of her work with the league,
though nominally focused on gender, her re-
forms had class-wide effects.

THE MINIMUM WAGE CAMPAIGN:
NEW USES OF THE POWER OF WOMEN'S
ORGANIZATIONS

As early as 1899, Florence Kelley had hoped “to
include a requirement as to minimal wages”
in the NCL's White Label. Australia and New
Zealand had already organized wage boards
as part of compulsory arbitration, but the path
to an American equivalent did not seem clear
until she and other Consumers’ League mem-
bers in 1908 attended the First International
Conference of Consumers’ Leagues, in Geneva,
where they learned about the proposed British
wage law of 1909, which that year implemented
minimum wages for all workers in certain
poorly paid occupations,

Almost immediately on her return, Kelley
established her leadership in what became an
enormously successful campaign for mini-
mum wage laws for women in the United
States. In her campaign she denounced the
large profits made in three industries: retail
stores, sweatshop garment making, and tex-
tile manufacturers. “Low wages produce more
poverty than all other causes together,” she in-
sisted, urging that “goods and profits are not
ends in themselves to which human welfare
may continue to be sacrificed.”?

Kelley argued that minimum wages
would raise the standards in women's employ-
ment by recognizing their need to support
themselves. “So long as women’s wages rest
upon the assumption that every woman has a
husband, father, brother, or lover contributing
to her support, so long these sinister incidents
of women’s industrial employment (tubercu-
losis, insanity, vice) are inevitable.” She urged
that “society itself must build the floor beneath
their feet.”*

Minimum wage legislation was much
more difficult to achieve than maximum hours
laws because, as one of Kelley’s allies put it,
wage legislation “pierces to the heart the classic
claim that industry is a purely private affair,”2
For this reason, Kelley and the NCL were un-
aided in their efforts by their male-dominated
equivalent, the American Association for
Labor Legislation (AALL). When Kelley ap-
pealed in 1910 to their executive director, John
Andrews, he loftily replied: “I question very
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seriously the wisdom of injecting the mini-
mum wage proposal into the legislative cam-
paign of this year, because I do not believe our
courts would at the present time uphold such
legislation, and 1 am afraid it would seriously
jeopardize the splendid progress now being
made to establish maximum working hours.”*
Two years later the AALL still opposed wage
legislation as premature.

Kelley and the NCL were able to move
ahead with this pathbreaking legislation be-
cause they could mobilize grass-roots support
for it at local and state levels. The AALL had
no local branches; instead, their power flowed
from a network of male academic experts who
advised politicians about legislation. If politi-
cians were not ready to move, neither was the
AALL. The NCL, by contrast, had in its sixty-
four local branches enough political muscle to
take the initiative and lead politicians where
they otherwise wouldn't have gone.

In 1912 Massachusetts passed the first
minimum wage law for women, followed in
1913 by eight additional states: California,
Colorado, Minnesota, Nebraska, Oregon,
Utah, Washington, and Wisconsin. By 1919
fourteen states and the District of Columbia
and Puerto Rico had enacted minimum wage
statutes for women. The success of these
laws influenced the inclusion of a minimum
wage for men and women in the Fair Labor
Standards Act (FLSA) of 1938. In 1942, when
the U.S. Supreme Court approved the consti-
tutionality of the FLSA, the eight-hour day
and the minimum wage became part of the
social contract for most American workers.
The class-bridging activism of middle-class
women in the NCL forged the way with these
fundamental reforms.

GAINS AND SETBACKS IN THE 19205

At Henry Street, Kelley continued to benefit
from the same consolidation of female reform
talents that had sustained her efforts at Hull
House in Chicago. The creation of the U.S.
Children’s Bureau in 1911 sprang from her
discussions with Lillian Wald. The Children’s
Bureau was the only governmental agency in
any industrial society that was headed and
run by women. Kelley thought that her most
important contribution to social change was
the passage in 1921 of the Sheppard-Towner
Maternity and Infancy Protection Act, which
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first allocated federal funds to health care.
She was instrumental in the creation of the
coalition that backed the act's passage, the
Women’s Joint Congressional Committee,
and in the coalition’s successful campaign
for the bill in Congress. Although limited to
a program administered by the Children’s
Bureau to combat infant and maternal mortal-
ity, Kelley thought the Sheppard-Towner Act
marked the beginning of a national health
care program.*

After this high point in 1921, however,
the decade brought a series of reversals that
threatened to undo most of her achievements.
In 1923 the 1U.S. Supreme Court in Adkins v.
Children’s Hospital found Washington, D.Cs,
wage law for women unconstitutional. Many
state wage boards continued to function
during the 1920s and 1930s, however, provid-
ing ample evidence of the benefits of the law,
but no new wage laws were passed. In 1926,
Congress refused to allocate new funds for
Sheppard-Towner programs, and responsibil-
ity for maternal and infant health returned to
state and county levels.”

Just as important, by 1922 Kelley’s strat-
egy of using gender-specific legislation as a
surrogate for class legislation had generated
opposition from a new quarter—women who
did not themselves benefit from gendered
laws. The National Woman’s Party (NWP),
formed in 1916 by the charismatic leadership
of Alice Paul and funded almost entirely by
Alva Belmont, created a small coalition con-
sisting primarily of professional women with
some wage-earning women who worked in
male-dominated occupations. Despite Kelley’s
strong objections over the damage they would
do to gender-specific legislation, including the
Sheppard-Towner Act, in 1921 the NWP pro-
posed an Equal Rights Amendment to the U.S.
Constitution (ERA). Although mainstream
organizations such as the General Federation
of Women’s Clubs and the League of Women
Voters continued to support gender-specific
legislation, the NWP’s proposed amendment
undercut the momentum of such gendered
strategies. In the 1920s most wage-earning
women opposed the ERA because they stood
to lose rather than benefit from it. By the 1970s
changes in working conditions and protec-
tive labor laws meant that most wage-earning
women stood to benefit from the amendment,
and many more supported it.**
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Even more damaging than these rever-
sals, however, were the right-wing attacks
launched by hyperpatriots against Kelley
and other women reformers during the “red
scare” of the 1920s. The Womian Patriot exempli-
fied these attacks. Launched in 1916 and pub-
lished twice a month, before the enactment of
the woman suffrage amendment this news-
letter was subtitled Dedicated to the Defense of
Womanhood, Motherhood, the Family and the State
AGAINST Suffragism, Feminism and Socialism.
After 1920 the newsletter dropped its refer-
ence to suffrage, but continued its virulent
attacks on the social agenda of women re-
formers. “SHALL BOLSHEVIST-FEMINISTS
SECRETLY GOVERN AMERICA?” their head-
lines screamed, referring to the Sheppard-
Towner Act. When The Woman Patriot referred
o Kelley as “Mrs. Wischnewetzky” and called
her “Moscow’s chief conspirator,” Kelley
arged Addams to join her in a libel suit against
them. Addams gently persuaded her to ignore
the attacks. Kelley then wrote an impassioned
series of autobiographical articles that estab-
Uished her lineage as an inheritor of American
‘deals and a dedicated promoter of American
values.”

Attacks on women reformers in the
1920s were in part generated by support-
ers of American military expansion in the
zftermath of World War I, when Kelley and
many other women reformers were actively
cromoting peace and disarmament. For ex-
=mple, The Woman Patriot characterized the
support that women reformers were giving to
Jisarmament as “an organized international-
=t Bolshevist-Feminist plot to embarrass the
Limitation of Armaments Conference.” Gov-
=rnment employees joined the attack in 1924,
when Lucia Maxwell of the Chemical War-
=re Department of the Department of War
=sued a “Spider Web Chart” entitled “The
Socialist-Pacifist Movement in America Is an
“bsolutely Fundamental and Integral Part of
‘mternational Socialism.” Depicting the con-
=ections between women’s organizations and
congressional lobbying for social legislation
znd for disarmament, the chart sought to
characterize as “pacifist-socialist” most wom-
=1's organizations in the United States, in-
—uding the National Consumers’ League, the
“ztional League of Women Voters, the General
“ederation of Women’s Clubs, the Woman's
Christian Temperance Union, the National

Congress of Mothers and Parent-Teachers
Association, the National Women’s Trade
Union League, the American Home Econom-
ics Association, the American Association
of University Women, the National Council of
Jewish Women, the Girls’ Friendly Society,
the Young Women's Christian Association,
and the National Federation of Business and
Professional Women.*

Historians have not measured the effect of
these attacks on the political agendas of wom-
en’s organizations, but after these attacks the
agendas of many women’s organizations, for
example, that of the League for Women Voters,
shifted from social justice to good govern-
ment projects, from support for a Child Labor
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution to advo-
cacy for a city manager form of governance.”
Such a shift was in keeping with the demise
of the Progressive movement after World
War 1. But that demise was hastened by the
rise of “red scare” tactics in American political
culture.

Florence Kelley did not live to see many
of her initiatives incorporated into federal
legislation in the 1930s. Faced with the col-
lapse of the American economy in the Great
Depression of 1929-1939, policymakers drew
heavily on the legacy of Progressive reforms
initiated between 1890 and 1920. Florence Kel-
ley’s legacies, including the minimum wage
and maximum hours legislation incorpo-
rated in the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938,
were strong enough to survive the reversals
of the 1920s. In 1933, with the inauguration
of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Kelley's proté-
gée Frances Perkins became the first woman
to serve as a cabinet member. Reflecting the
power of women’s organizations in shaping
a new social contract for American working
people, Perkins was appointed Secretary of
Labor.®

But Kelley's legacy reaches beyond any
specific policies. U.S. Supreme Court Justice
Felix Frankfurter said in 1953 that the nation
owed Kelley an “enduring debt for the con-
tinuing process she so largely helped to initi-
ate, by which social legislation is promoted
and eventually gets on the statute books.”*
As Kelley shaped it during her long reform
career between 1890 and 1930, that process
relied heavily on women’s organizations and
their ability to act independently of the politi-
cal status quo.
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ANNELISE ORLECK

From the Russian Pale to Labor Organizing
in New York City

he pale of Jewish settlement was a territory in Russia to which Jews were

restricted during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and where they
were frequently subjected to ferocious outbursts of anti-Semitic violence.
Crossing from the pale to the teeming streets of Manhattan’s Lower East Side
was a transition of major proportions. Yet two million European Jews who came
to the United States between 1880 and 1924 made it across, among them the
remarkable young women who are the subjects of Annelise Orleck’s lively and
informative essay.

Rose Schneiderman, Fannia Cohn, Clara Lemlich, and Pauline Newman
gravitated to one of the earliest industries to employ women—the garment in-
dustry. Based in New York City, the industry had long provided countless mar-
ried women with piecework to take back to dimly lit tenements, where they
often enlisted the help of grandmothers and children. By the turn of the cen-
tury, much of the work had been transferred to sweatshops and factories that
were notorious for their low wages and squalid working conditions. Because so
many of the employees were young single women who presumably regarded
their work as a temporary necessity until rescued by marriage, labor leaders
usually assumed that the women were unorganizable. Yet between 1909 and
1915, women garment workers exploded in labor militancy. By 1919, half of all
women garment workers belonged to trade unions and many had joined the
suffrage struggle, too.

As you read Orleck’s profiles of four labor activists, consider these questions:
what experiences shaped their political consciousness? As young gitls forced to
forego high school and college, how did they educate themselves? Who were their
allies and why were these alliances so necessary, yet so unstable? What attracted
these young working women to suffrage? What is meant by the term “industrial
feminists”?

T L VA EECIEANTY O T TR TR (o U D A e A I R

During the summer of 1907, when New York
City was gripped by a severe economic depres-
sion, a group of your{g women workers who
had been laid off and were facing eviction took
tents and sleeping rolls to the verdant Palisades
overlooking the Hudson River. While rising
rents and unemployment spread panic among
the poor immigrants of Manhattan’s Lower
East Side, these teenagers lived in a makeshift
summer camp, getting work where they could

find it, sharing whatever food and drink they
could afford, reading, hiking, and gathering
around a campfire at night to sing Russian and
Yiddish songs. “Thus we avoided paying rent
or, worse still, being evicted,” Pauline Newman
later recalled. “Besides which, we liked living in
the open—plenty of fresh air, sunshine and the
lovely Hudson for which there was no charge.”

Away from the clatter of the shops and
the filth of Lower East Side streets, the young

Excerpted from the prologue and chs. 1 and 2 of Common Sense and a Little Five: Women and Working-Class Politics
in the United States, 1900-1965 by Annelise Orleck (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995).
Used by permission of the author and publisher. Notes have been edited and renumbered.
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women talked into the night, refreshed by what
Newman called “the cool of the evening, glori-
ous sunsets, the moon and stars.” They shared
personal concerns as well as shop-floor gripes—
worries about love, about the future, and about
the pressing problems of housing and food.

Their cliffside village meant more to
Newman and her friends than a summer
escape. They had created a vibrant alterna-
tive to the tenement life they found so oppres-
sive, and their experience of it had set them to
wondering. Perhaps the same sense of joy and
comradeship could help workers transcend
the drudgery of the garment shops and form
the basis for effective organizing.?

At season’s end, they emerged with
strengthened bonds and renewed resolve to
organize their communities around issues that
the recent depression had brought into sharp
relief: the need for stabilized rent and food
prices, improved working conditions, and
housing for the poor.?

The spirit of intimacy and solidarity that
pervaded the summer of 1907 would inspire
much of Pauline Newman'’s later organizing.
Indeed, it became a model for the vision of
change that Newman shared with her fellow
Jewish immigrant radicals Fannia Cohn, Rose
Schneiderman and Clara Lemlich. The four
women moved to political struggle not simply
by the need for better wages, hours and work-
ing conditions but also, in Newman'’s words,
by a need to ensure that “poverty did not de-
prive us from finding joy and satisfaction in
things of the spirit.” This essay examines the
early careers of these four remarkable organ-
izers and the role they played in building a
militant working women'’s movement during
the first decades of the twentieth century.

Forevenas girls, these marginally educated
immigrants wanted to be more than...shop-
floor drudges. They wanted lives filled with
beauty—with friendships, books, art, music,
dance, fresh air, and clean water. “A working
girl is a human being,” Newman would later
tell a legislative committee investigating factory
conditions, “with a heart, with desires, with as-
pirations, with ideas and ideals.” That image
nourished Newman, Schneiderman, Lemlich,
and Cohn throughout their long careers. And
it focused them on a single goal: to reshape U.S.
society so that “working girls” like themselves
could fulfill some of their dreams.®

The four women moved through strik-
ingly different cultural milieus over the course
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of long careers that would carry them in dif-
ferent directions. Still, they each bore the im-
print of the shared culture in which they were
raised, first in Eastern Europe and then in New
York City. That common experience gave them
a particular understanding of gender, class,
and ethnicity that shaped their later activism
and political thought.

All four were born in the Russian-
dominated pale of Jewish settlement during
the last two decades of the nineteenth century.
Rose Schneiderman was born in the Polish vil-
lage of Saven in 1882; Fannia Cohn was born
in Kletsk, Poland, in 1885; Clara Lemlich was
born in the Ukrainian village of Gorodok
in 1886; and Pauline Newman was born in
Kovno, Lithuania, around 1890.°

They were ushered into a world swept
by a firestorm of new ideas, where the con-
trasting but equally messianic visions of or-
thodox Judaism and revolutionary Socialism
competed for young minds. The excitement
of living in a revolutionary era imbued these
young women with a faith in progress and
a belief that political commitment gave life
meaning. It also taught them, at an early age,
that gender, class, and ethnicity were funda-
mental social categories and essential build-
ing blocks for political change. Being born
into turbulence does not in itself make a child
into a political activist. But the changes sweep-
ing the Russian Empire toward the end of the
nineteenth century shaped the consciousness
of a generation of Eastern European Jews who
contributed, in wildly disproportionate num-
bers, to revolutionary movements in Russia
and to the labor and radical movements in the
United States.”

The four were exposed to Marxist ideas at
a tender age. As Eastern Europe shifted uneas-
ily from feudalism to capitalism in the latter
part of the nineteenth century, class analysis
became part of the common parlance of young
people in Jewish towns and villages. “Behind
every other volume of Talmud in those years,
there was a volume of Marx,” one union or-
ganizer recalled of his small Polish town.
Clara Lemlich grew up on revolutionary tracts
and songs; Fannia Cohn considered herself a
committed Socialist by the age of sixteen.®

Their awareness of ethnicity was even
more keen. As Jews in Eastern Europe, the
four learned young that ethnic identity was a
double-edged sword. It was a source of strength
and solace in their bitterly poor communities,
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but it also enabled Tsarist authorities to single
Jews out and sow seeds of suspicion among
their peasant neighbors. Jews living under
Russian rule were made painfully aware of
their status as permanent “others” in the land
where they had lived for centuries. Clara Lem-
lich’s family lived not far from Kishinev, where
in 1903 the Tsar’s government openly and una-
bashedly directed an orgy of anti-Jewish vio-
lence that shocked the world. In cosmopolitan
Minsk, where she had gone to study, Fannia
Cohn watched with dismay as the revolu-
tionary populist organization she had joined
began mouthing the same anti-Semitic con-
spiracy theories spewed by the government
they despised. Frustration turned to fear when
her brother was almost killed in yet another
pogrom.”

Sex was just as distinct a dividing line
as class and ethnicity. Eastern European Jews
had ‘observed a strict sexual division of labor
for more than a thousand years. But by the late
nineteenth century, as political and economic
upheaval jolted long-accepted ways of think-
ing, sex roles too were being questioned. And
so the four girls’ understandings of gender
were informed both by traditional Jewish con-
ceptions of womanhood and by the challenges
issued by new political movements.

In traditional Jewish society, mothers were
also entrepreneurs. Clara Lemlich, Pauline
Newman, and Rose Schneiderman were all
raised by mothers who were skilled business-
women. Jewish mothers’ success in this role
grew out of and reinforced a belief that women
were innately suited to competition in the eco-
nomic sphere. In contrast to the image of the
sheltered middle-class housewife then domi-
nant in the United States, Eastern European
Jewish religious tradition glorified strong, eco-
nomically sophisticated wives and mothers.

But as much as women’s entrepreneur-
ship was respected, a far higher premium was
placed on study and prayer. And that, religious
tradition dictated, could be performed only by
men. A woman was expected to be pious, to
read the vernacular Yiddish—rather than an-
cient Hebrew—translation of the Bible, and
perhaps to attend women’s services at the syn-
agogue. But her primary religious role was as
keeper of the home. Formal religious education
was offered only to males.” Because Eastern
European Jewish women had to fight for every
scrap of education they received, many began
to see education as the key to independence

from all masters. This view would strongly
influence their political organizing once in the
United States.

The four emigrated as part of the mass
movement that brought two million Jews
from Eastern Europe to the United States be-
tween 1881 and 1924. Schneiderman came in
1890, Newman in 1901, Lemlich in 1903, and
Cohn in 1904. Like most of their compatriots,
they arrived in New York Harbor and settled
on Manhattan’s Lower East Side, the largest
settlement of Eastern European Jews in the
United States.! The newcomers were tanta-
lized by the exciting diversions that New York
life promised: libraries, theater, music, depart-
ment stores, and amusement parks. But they
had neither time nor money to indulge in such
pleasures, for all of them soon found them-
selves laboring long hours to support their
families.

At an age when most girls in the United
States were still in grade school, immigrant
working girls like Newman spent twelve- to
fourteen-hour days in the harshest of atmos-
pheres. Their bodies and minds reeled from
the shock of the shops: the deafening noise, the
brutal pace, and the rebukes of foremen. Some
children were able to slough off the hardship
with jokes and games. Others, realizing that
they were destined to spend their youth in
dank factories rather than in classrooms or
schoolyards, grew sullen and withdrawn.

Clara Lemlich, like so many others, was
quickly disillusioned by her first job in a New
York garment shop: “T went to work two weeks
after landing in this country. We worked from
sunrise to set seven days a week. ... Those who
worked on machines had to carry the machines
on theirbackboth to and fror work. . . . The shop
we worked in had no central heating, no electric
power. . . . The hissing of the machines, the yell-
ing of the foreman, made life unbearable.”’

Anger drove young women workers
like Lemlich and Newman to band together.
Untrained and largely unschooled, these young
women were drawn to Socialism and trade un-
ionism not because they felt an ideological af-
finity but because they had a desperate need
to improve their working conditions. “I knew
very little about Socialism,” Lemlich recalled.
“[But] the girls, whether Socialist or not, had
many stoppages and strikes.” Newman too
found that for most young women workers,
political understanding followed action rather
than precipitating it: “We of the 1909 vintage
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Newly arrived European women undergoing medical examinations at Ellis Island, ca. 1900.

“The day of the emigrant’s arrival in New York was the nearest earthly likeness to the final day of
Judgement, when we have to prove our fitness to enter Heaven.” The words are those of a sympathetic
journalist who shared the anxiety-ridden experience awaiting the immigrants at the port of entry.
Failing the medical test could mean deportation. (Courtesy of Brown Brothers, Sterling, Pennsylvania.)

knew nothing about the economics of...in-
dustry or for that matter about economics in
general. All we knew was the bitter fact that,
after working seventy and eighty hours in a
seven day week, we did not earn enough to
keep body and soul together.” These assertions
reveal much about the political development of
the tens of thousands of women garment work-
ers who would soon amaze New York and the
nation with their militancy.”

Shop-floor culture fed the young women'’s
emerging sense of political identity. Working
alongside older men and women who dis-
cussed Socialism daily, they began to feel a
sense of belonging to a distinct class of people
in the world: workers. This allegiance would
soon become as important to them as their
Judaism. The shops also provided an oppor-
tunity for bonding with other women. Slowly,
out of their workplace experiences, they began
to develop a complex political identity in

which class, gender and ethnicity overlapped.
Young women workers were moved by the
idea of sisterhood. It captured their own expe-
riences in the sex-segregated shops where they
worked. The majority of New York’s garment
workers were little more than girls, and the
relationships they forged with factory friends
were similar to those of schoolgirls—intense,
melodramatic, and deeply loyal. They were
teenage confidantes as well as fellow workers,
and they relied on shop-floor rapport to soften
the harshness of factory life.* For young im-
migrant women trying to build lives in a new
land, such bonds were powerful and lasting.
From these shop-floor friendships would soon
evolve the ties of union sisterhood.”

Pauline Newman and her co-workers at
the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory literally grew
up together. Only twelve when she first came
to Triangle, Newman was assigned to a corner
knownas “the kindergarten,” where workers as
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voung as eight, nine, or ten years old trimmed
threads from finished garments. They labored,
Newman later recalled, “from 7:30 a.m. to 6:30
2t night when it wasn't busy. When the season
was on we worked till 9 o’clock. No overtime
pay.” Their only taste of a normal childhood
came through the songs and games they in-
vented to help pass the time, the stories they
told and the secrets they shared.!®

By the early twentieth century, New York
State had passed laws prohibiting night work
for children. But little attempt was made to
enforce them. On the rare occasions when an
inspector showed up at her factory, Newman
remembered, “the employers were always
tipped off.... 'Quick,’ they'd say, ‘Into the
boxes!” And we children would climb into the
big box the finished shirts were stored in. Then
some shirts were piled on top of us and when
the inspector came—No children.” In a way it
was fun, Newman remembered. They thought
they were playing a game like hide and seek.”

But it wasn't really a game. Children
who had to help support their parents grew
up quickly. Rose Schneiderman was thirteen
when her mother begged United Hebrew
Charities, an organization run by middle-class
German Jews, to find her daughter a “respecta-
ble job” at a department store. Retail jobs were
deemed more respectable than factory work
because the environment was more pleasant
and sexual harassment was thought to be less
common. Deborah Schneiderman worried
that factory work would sully Rose’s reputa-
tion and make her less marriageable. A jobasa
fashionable salesgirl, she hoped, would usher
Rose into the middle class. The single mother
who had fed her children on charity food bas-
kets and had been forced to place them in or-
phanages was grimly determined to help them
escape poverty.

But then as now, pink-collar jobs paid sig-
nificantly less than industrial work. Anxious
to free her mother from the rigors of maintain-
ing their tenement building, Schneiderman
left her job in Ridley’s department store for the
harsher and more morally suspect conditions
of an industrial shop. Making linings for caps
and hats, she immediately raised her weekly
income from $2.75 to $6. As the sole supporter
of her family, the sixteen-year-old hoped to
work her way up quickly to a skilled job in the
cap trade.”

Clara Lemlich’s family also relied on her
wages, particularly because her father was

unemployed. She aspired to the skilled position
of draper, one of the highest-paid positions a
woman could attain in the dressmaking trade.
Despite terrible working conditions, many
ambitious young women chose garment work
over other jobs because it seemed to offer their
greatest chance to acquire skills and command
high wages. When these hopes were dashed,
some young workers grew angry. That anger
was fanned and channeled by older women in
the shops who were itching to challenge the
authority of the bosses."”

That is what happened to Rose Schneider-
man, who, like many skilled women garment
workers, was blocked from advancement by
the unofficial gender hierarchy at her factory.
Finding that all the highest-paid jobs in her
capmaking shop were reserved for men, Sch-
neiderman asked around about ways to break
through those barriers. When she approached
fellow worker Bessie Braut with her concerns,
Schneiderman was initiated simultaneously
into trade unionism, Socialism, and feminism.
Schneiderman recalled, “Bessie was an unu-
sual person. Her beautiful eyes shone out of
a badly pockmarked face and the effect was
startling. An outspoken anarchist, she made a
strong impression on us. She wasted no time
in giving us the facts of life—that the men in
our trade belonged to a union and were, there-
fore, able to better their conditions. She added
pointedly that it would be a good thing for the
lining-makers to join a union along with the
trimmers, who were all women.”%

Schneiderman, Braut, and several other
workers called on the secretary-treasurer of
the United Cloth Hat and Cap Makers to re-
quest union recognition for their fledgling
local of trimmers and lining makers. Within a
few days they had enough signatures to win a
charter for their local, and Schneiderman was
elected secretary.”!

Surprising even herself, the once-shy red-
head soon found she could be an eloquent and
fierce advocate for her fellow workers. In rec-
ognition of her growing reputation, the cap-
makers elected her to the Central Labor Union
of New York. Deborah Schneiderman was
disturbed by the turn Rose’s life was taking.
She warned Rose that if she pursued a public
life she would never find a husband. No man
wants a woman with a big mouth, her mother
said.™

In the flush of exciternent at the praise and
warmth suddenly coming her way, young Rose
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did not stop to worry. In organizing, she had
found both a calling and a world of friends.
She had no intention of turning back. “It was
such an exciting time,” she wrote later. “A new
life opened up for me. All of a sudden I was not
lonely anymore. .. . It was the beginning of a
period that molded all my subsequent life.”*

Fannia Cohn, too, chose garment work as
her path to a career. And like Schneiderman,
Lemlich, and Newman, she found a commu-
nity there. Unlike the others, however, she
did not enter a garment factory looking for
work that paid well. She was a comfortable
middle-class woman in search of a trade ripe
for unionizing.

Cohn arrived in New York in 1904 and
moved in with her affluent cousins. There was
little about her early days in the United States
that was comparable to the hard-pressed
scrambling for a living that the Schneidermans,
Lemlichs, and Newmans experienced. “My
family suggested that I complete my stud-
ies and then join the labor movement but I
rejected this as I did not want to come into it
from ‘without’ but from ‘within.’ I realized
then that if I wanted to really understand the
mind, the aspirations of the workers, I should
experience the life of the worker in a shop.”* [n
1905, Fannia Cohn became a sleevemaker. For
a year she moved from shop to shop until, in
the “white goods” trade, she found the organ-
izing challenge she was looking for.

Shops that manufactured white goods—
underwear, kimonos, and robes—were consid-
ered particularly hard to organize. Production
took place in tiny sweatshops, not large facto-
ries, and the manufacturing process had been
broken down into small tasks that required
little skill. The majority of white goods work-
ers were immigrant girls under the age of
fifteen. And because they came from a wide
range of backgrounds—]Jewish, Italian, Syrian,
Turkish, and Greek—it was difficult for them
to communicate with each other, let alone or-
ganize. As a result, these workers were among
the lowest paid in the garment trades.

At twenty, Cohn was an elder in the trade.
With her high school education and fluency
in three languages, she was seen as a mother
figure by many of the adolescents in the shops.
She and a handful of older women workers
began to operate as mentors, meeting with the
girls in each shop and identifying potential
leaders. Cohn taught her co-workers to read,
write, and speak in public, hoping they would
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channel those skills into the union struggle.
Cohn had already created the role that she
would play throughout her career: an educator
of younger workers.”

Education was a primary driving force in
the metamorphosis of all four young women
from shop workers to union organizers. From
the isolated towns and restive cities of Eastern
Europe, where gender, class, and ethnicity
stymied Jewish girls’ hopes for education,
the lure of free public schooling in the United
States beckoned powerfully. Having to drop
out of school to work was more than a disap-
pointment for many Jewish immigrant girls; it
was their first great disillusionment with the
dream of America. And they did not give that
dream up easily.

“When I went to work,” Rose Schneider-
man remembered, “l was determined to con-
tinue my studies.” Her only option was to attend
one of the many night schools then open to im-
migrant workers in New York. Having carried
with her from Poland the ideal of education
as an exalled, liberating process, she was dis-
gusted by the mediocre instruction she encoun-
tered and felt betrayed by teachers who seemed
to be patronizing her. “I enrolled and went
faithfully every evening for about four weeks.
But I found that . . . the instructor seemed more
interested in getting one-hundred-percent at-
tendance than in giving one-hundred-percent
instruction. He would joke and tell silly sto-
ries. ... Isoonrealized I was wasting my time.”
Schneiderman left the evening school but did
not stop studying. She asked older co-workers if
she could borrow books that she had discussed
with them in the shop. In the evenings, she
read with her mother at home. Serializations of
Emile Zola’s [‘Accuse and other contemporary
writings in the Yiddish evening paper Abendb-
latt gave Rose a taste for literature. “I devoured
everything I could get my hands on.”

Clara Lemlich was an equally avid reader.
At the end of each twelve-hour day stitching
shirtwaists, she would walk from her factory
to the East Broadway branch of the New York
Public Library. There she read the library’s
entire collection of Russian classics. “I was
so eager to learn things,” she later recalled.
When she tired of solitary study, Lemlich
joined a free night school on Grand Street. She
returned home late each night, ate the dinner
her mother had kept warm for her, then slept
for just a few hours beéfore rising again for
work.”



FROM THE RUSSIAN PALE TO LABOR ORGANIZING IN NEW YORK CITY 317

Not surprisingly, young women like
Schneiderman, Newman, and Lemlich turned
o radical politics to fulfill their desire for a life
of the mind. If no other school was available,
then what Pauline Newman called “the school
of solidarity” would have to do. Membership in
the Socialist Party and in unions, tenant organ-
izations, and benevolent societies provided im-
migrant women with an opportunity to learn
and study that most would never have gotten
otherwise. And as Newman put it, “Because
they were hitherto deprived of any tutorship,
they at once became ardent students.”*

Pauline Newman was just fifteen when
she first knocked on the doors of the Socialist
Literary Society. Although women were not
vetallowed tojoin, she was permitted to attend
classes. The Literary Society was a revelation
o the young worker. There she was introduced
o the writings of Shakespeare, George Eliot,
znd Thomas Hardy and personally met writ-
ers like Jack London and Charlotte Perkins
Gilman, who came to speak there. Gratitude,
however, didn't stop her from joining a suc-
cessful petition drive to admit women to the
society.

For Newman—as for Clara Lemlich, who
attended Marxist theory classes at the Socialist
Farty’s Rand School—studying was more than
a distraction from work. The “desire to get out
of the shop,” Newman wrote later, “to learn, to
understand, became the dominant force in my
life.” But unlike many immigrants, who saw
schooling as a ladder out of the working class,
both she and Lemlich were committed to help-
ing others rise with them. So Newman and
Lemlich formed study groups that met during
Iunch hours and after work to share what they
were learning with their friends.”

“We tried to educate ourselves,” Newman
remembered of her co-workers at the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory. “I would invite the girls to
my room and we took turns reading poetry in
English to improve our understanding of the
language.” Because they had to steal the time
to study, the young women approached eve-
rything they read with a heightened sensitiv-
ity. And when something they were reading
struck a chord of recognition, seemed to reflect
on their own lives, the catharsis was not only
emotional; it was political.*®

The evolution of Lemlich’s study group
illustrates how study often led to union activ-
ity. Older workers, who were teaching Lemlich
the craft of draping, invited her to join their

lunchtime discussion groups to learn more
about trade unionism. Soon Lemlich and a
group of young women waistmakers formed
their own study group. Discussion quickly es-
calated to action, and they decided to form a
union.”

Skilled male workers in the shirtwaist
trade had been trying to establish a union
since 1900. But after five years the union had
managed to attract only ten members. The
problem, Lemlich told her male colleagues,
was that women workers had to be approached
by an organizer who understood their particu-
lar needs as women. They bristled at the sug-
gestion that this young girl might know more
about their business than they did. But years
later, one conceded that the failure of the first
waistmakers’ union was due at least in part
to their ham-fisted tactics: “We would issue a
circular reading somewhat as follows: ‘Murder
the exploiters, the blood-suckers, the manufac-
turers. ... Pay your dues....Down with the
Capitalists!” Few women or men showed up
at their meetings.”

During the spring of 1905 the union dis-
banded and reorganized as Local 25 of the
ILGWU, with Clara Lemlich and a group of
six young women from her waistmaking shop
on the executive board. Taking their cue from
Lemlich, the new union used women organ-
izers to attract women workers. Lemlich ad-
dressed street-corner meetings in English and
Yiddish and found Italian women to address
the Italian workers. Soon, like Schneiderman,
Newman, and Cohn, she realized that she had
found a calling.®

In the progressive atmosphere of early-
twentieth-century New York City, influential
people quickly noticed the militant young
working women. Older Socialists, trade un-
ionists, and middle-class reformers offered
their assistance. These benefactors helped the
young organizers sharpen their arguments,
provided financial assistance, and introduced
them to politicians and public officials. The
protégés recognized the importance of this
informal mentoring and would later work to
recreate such networks in the unions, schools,
and training programs they built for young
women workers. Schneiderman, Newman,
Lemlich, and Cohn were keenly aware that
young working women needed help from
more experienced and more powerful allies.
But they also worried that the voices of women
workers might be outshouted in the clamorous



318 PART 111

MODERN AMERICA EMERGES 1880-1945

-

BOOFTLrLS
STNOCRIFITERTS 7D
{INTIATS UNiON.|

Rose Schneiderman addresses a street rally in New York City, probably 1910s.
(Courtesy of Brown Brothers, Sterling, Pennsylvania.)

process of building alliances. From these early
days, they battled to preserve the integrity of
their vision.

Pauline Newman found her first mentors
in the Socialist Party, which she joined in 1906
at the age of fifteen. Older women, includ-
ing former garment worker Theresa Serber
Malkiel, took her on as a protégé. Newman
quickly blossomed under their tutelage. Before
long she was running street-corner meetings.
Armed with a sonorous voice and the certi-
tude of youth, she would take “an American
flag and a soapbox and go from corner to
corner,” exhorting the gospel of Socialism
in Yiddish and English. “I, like many of my
friends and comrades, thought that socialism
and socialism alone could and would someday
fill the gap between rich and poor,” Newman
recalled. In a neighborhood crowded with
sidewalk proselytizers, this child evangelist
became one of the party’s most popular street-
corner attractions.™

In 1908, nine years before New York
State gave women the vote, seventeen-year-
old Newman was nominated by the Socialist
Party to run for New York's Secretary of State.

Newman used her campaign as a platform
for suffrage. Her speeches were heckled by
some Socialist men, and her candidacy pro-
voked amused commentaries in New York
City newspapers; some writers snickered at
the prospect of a “skirted Secretary of State.” It
was a largely symbolic crusade, but Newman
felt that she got people talking about the idea
of women in government. The highlight of the
campaign was her whistlestop tour with presi-
dential candidate and Socialist leader Eugene
V. Debs on his “Red Special” train.

The Socialist Party opened up anew world
to Newman, who, after all, had never gradu-
ated from elementary school. Along with Debs,
she met future Congressmen Meyer Berger
and Morris Hillquit and leading Socialist in-
tellectuals. Newman later wrote about the ex-
citement of discussions that carried over from
meetings and went into the night as she and
her friends walked through Central Park, ar-
guing till the sun came up. Those nights made
her feel part of a historic moment.*

While Newman was being nurtured by
the Socialist Party, Rose Schneiderman found
her mentors in the United Cloth Hat and Cap



FROM THE RUSSIAN PALE TO LABOR ORGANIZING IN NEW YORK CITY 319

Makers. At the union’s 1904 convention she
was elected to the General Executive Board; she
was the first woman to win such a high-level
post in the American labor movement. During
the winter of 1904-5, Schneiderman’s lead-
ership skills were tested when owners tried
to open up union shops to nonunion work-
ers. The largely immigrant capmaker’s union
called for a general strike. The 1905 strike was
a watershed event in Schneiderman’s emerg-
ing career. Her role as the only woman leader
in the union won attention from the press and
lasting respect from male capmakers, includ-
ing the future president of the union, Max
Zaritsky, who became a lifelong friend and
admirer.?

It also brought her to the attention of the
newly formed Women’s Trade Union League
(WTUL), an organization of progressive
middle- and upper-class women reformers
founded in 1903 to help working women or-
ganize. Schneiderman had misgivings about
the group because she “could not believe that
men and women who were not wage earn-
ers themselves understood the problems that
workers faced.” But she trusted the League’s
best-known working-class member, Irish
shirtmaker Leonora O'Reilly. And she could
not ignore the favorable publicity that the
WTUL won for the strikers. By March 1905,
Schneiderman had been elected to the execu-
tive board of the New York WTUL. In 1906, the
group elected her vice president.”

Schneiderman’s entrance into the New
York WTUL was an important turning point
for both her and the organization. Three years
after its founding, the WTUL remained domi-
nated by affluent reformers who had dubbed
themselves “allies” of the working class.
Despite their genuine commitment to trade
unionism, League leaders had credibility prob-
lems among women workers. Schneiderman
had joined the League recognizing that work-
ing women lacked the education, the money,
and the political clout to organize effectively
without powerful allies. Still, she remained
ambivalent for a variety of reasons.®

The progressive reformers who domi-
nated the League tried to steer workers away
from radical influences, particularly the
Socialist Party. Yet Schneiderman and O'Reilly,
the League’s leading working-class organizers,
were Socialist Party members and saw un-
‘onism as a potentially revolutionary tool. As
2 result, the pair often felt torn by competing

loyalties. Socialists distrusted their work with
upper-crust women reformers. Union men
were either indifferent or openly hostile to
working women’s attempts to become leaders
in the labor movement. And the League women
often seemed to Schneiderman and O'Reilly to
act out of a patronizing benevolence that had
little to do with real coalition building. The two
grew angry at what they saw as attempts by
wealthy allies to manipulate them. In January
1906, Leonora O'Reilly announced the first of
her many resignations from the League, claim-
ing “an overdose of allies.”*

There were a few deep friendships be-
tween affluent WTUL leaders and working
women like Schneiderman, O'Reilly, and
Pauline Newman, who joined the League
in 1909. Such bonds created hope that inti-
macy was possible between women of differ-
ent classes; but cross-class friendships were
the exception rather than the rule. Working
women like Newman never lost sight of the
ways their class background separated them
from wealthy reformers. Sisterhood was exhil-
arating, but outside the WTUL, their lives and
political agendas diverged sharply.*

Consequently, these women's relations
with most wealthy League supporters were
marked by deep ambivalence inasmuch as
WTUL backers wanted to distance the League
from radical working-class activism and to
stake out a decidedly middle ground in the
struggle for women’s rights that was then
gathering steam.

Schneiderman tried to counterbalance such
influences by encouraging male union leaders
to play a more active role in the League, but she
had little success. She told them that the WTUL
could help the labor movement by successfully
organizing women workers, whose low wages
might otherwise exert a downward pressure
on unionized male wages. A women’s trade
union league was needed, she insisted, because
women workers responded to different argu-
ments than did men workers. The League could
focus on the particular concerns of women, such
as the double shift—having to perform house-
hold chores after coming home from long days
in the factory. Her suggestions were greeted
with indifference.

Addressing the First Convention of Amer-
ican Women Trade Unionists, held in New
York on July 14, 1907, Schneiderman reported
that she “was very much surprised and not a
little disappointed that the attention of men
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unionists was so small.” The truth is, she told
her audience, working women needed more
than unions. They needed political power.
“The time has come,” she said firmly, “when
working women of the State of New York must
be enfranchised and so secure political power
to shape their own labor conditions.” The con-
vention passed a suffrage resolution, one of
the first prosuffrage statements by any organi-
zation representing American working-class
women."

Schneiderman confronted middle- and
upper-class allies with equal frankness. She
told the NYWTUL executive board that they
were having little success organizing women
workers because they approached their task
like scholars, not trade unionists. They sur-
veyed conditions in the women’s trades,
noting which had the lowest salaries, the long-
est hours, and the worst hygienic conditions.
Then they established committees to study the
possibilities for unionizing each trade. Finally
they went into the shops to explain their find-
ings to the working women. Schneiderman
suggested a simpler alternative: take their lead
from women workers and respond to requests
for aid from women workers who were already
trying to organize. It was something they had
never thought to do.*?

Before long, requests for help were pour-
ing in, mostly from immigrant Jewish women.
In the dress trade, where Clara Lemlich was
working, and in the white goods trade, where
Fannia Cohn was organizing, women work-
ers had launched a series of wildcat strikes. “It
was not unusual for unorganized workers to
walk out without having any direct union af-
filiation,” Schneiderman later recalled.*

By 1907, long-simmering anger over speed-
ups, wage cuts, and the requirement that em-
ployees pay for their own thread reached a
boiling point. Foreshadowing its role in the
decades to come, the Women’s Trade Union
League decided to champion women workers
ignored by the male unions. The strike fever
soon engulfed Brooklyn, where for two years
Fannia Cohn had been struggling against male
union leaders’ indifference to organize white
goods workers. So when three hundred work-
ers in one shop decided to strike in 1908, they
bypassed the UGW and called for help from
Schneiderman and the WTUL.

Since the ethnic makeup of the Brooklyn
white goods trade was far more diverse than
any other in the garment industry, this strike
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raised a new challenge for Schneiderman: how
to forge a sense of solidarity between working-
class women of many religions and nationali-
ties. Schneiderman decided that the best way
to reach immigrant workers was through or-
ganizers who literally spoke their language.**

She decided to focus first on Italian workers
because, after Jews, they comprised the single
largest ethnic group in the garment trades.
Recognizing the cultural as well as linguistic
differences that separated her from Italian im-
migrant women, Schneiderman tried a strategy
she would employ many times over the years
to come:; to identify and cultivate a leader from
within the ranks of the workers. She began
working with a Brooklyn priest on ways to ap-
proach young Italian women. She also got the
League to hire an Italian-speaking organizer
who assembled a committee of progressive New
York Italians—including prominent women
professionals and the editor of a popular even-
ing paper Bolatino de la Sera—to popularize trade
unionism among Italian women workers.*

The strategy proved successful. By 1909
enough workers had enlisted that the ILGWU
finally recognized the Brooklyn white goods
workers’ unior.. The vast majority of its mem-
bers were teenage girls; these young women
elected their mentor, Fannia Cohn, then
twenty-four, to the union’s first executive
board. Cohn, who stepped off the shop floor to
a policy-making position, would remain a paid
union official for the rest of her life.*®

In 1909, Clara Lemlich—then in her twen-
ties and on the executive board of ILGWU
Local 25—enlisted Schneiderman’s aid in her
drive to organize shirt-waist makers. For the
past three years, Lemlich had been zigzag-
ging between small shops, stirring up trou-
ble. Her first full-scale strike was at Weisen
and Goldstein'’s Manhattan factory. Like the
Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, where Newman
worked, Weisen and Goldstein’s was con-
sidered a model shop. The workrooms were
modern and airy—a pleasant contrast to the
dark basement rooms where most white goods
workers labored. However, the advantages of
working in a clean, new factory were offset by
the strains of mechanization. In 1907 the work-
ers at Weisen and Goldstein’s went on strike to
protest speedups.

Older male strikers proved critical to
Lemlich’s political education. Confused by
an argument between workers at a strike
meeting, Lemlich asked one to explain the
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difference between Socialist unionism and
the “pure and simple trade unionism” of the
American Federation of Labor (AFL). When
the meeting ended, the man took Lemlich
for a long walk. He explained Socialism in
terms she could use with her fellow workers.
“He started with a bottle of milk—how it was
made, who made the money from it through
every stage of its production. Not only did the
boss take the profits, he said, but not a drop of
that milk did you drink unless he allowed you
to. It was funny, you know, because I'd been
saying things like that to the girls before. But
now [ understood it better and I began to use it
more often—only with shirtwaists.”

Lemlich returned to the picket line
with a more sophisticated view of organiz-
ing. She became a regular at Socialist Party
meetings and began attending classes at the
Rand School. Through the Socialist Party she
became” friends with Rose Schneiderman,
Pauline Newman, and other young women
organizers. Both individually and in tandem,
this group of radical young women organized
strikes across the Lower East Side.

In 1909, after being fired from two more
shops for leading strikes, Lemlich began
working at the Leiserson shop. Brazenly,
she marched uninvited into a strike meeting
that had been called by the shop’s older male
elite—the skilled cutters and drapers. Warning
them that they would lose if they attempted to
strike without organizing the shop’s unskilled
women, Lemlich demanded their help in or-
ganizing women workers. They bridled at her
nerve, but ultimately they helped her unionize
the women.*®

Lemlich’s reputation as a leader grew
rapidly during the fall of 1909 as stories of her
oravery spread. During the Leiserson strike,
which began that September, she was arrested
seventeen times and had six ribs broken by
club-wielding police and company guards.
Without complaint, she tended to her bruises
and returned to the line. By November 1909,
when she stepped onto the stage in Cooper
Union’s Great Hall of the People to deliver the
speech that would spark the largest women'’s
sirike the nation had yet seen, Lemlich was
not the anonymous “wisp of a girl” that news
=ccounts described. She was a battle-scarred
wveteran of the labor movement, well known
zmong her fellow workers.*

Still, it is worth remembering that in this
seriod, the four women activists were just

barely adults. Newman, Schneiderman, and
Lemlich still lived with their parents. During
the Leiserson strike, Lemlich was so fearful
that her parents would try to keep her home
if they knew about her injuries that she hid
her escapades and bruises from them. Later
she explained the events to her grandson:
“Like rain the blows fell on me. The gang-
sters hit me. ... The boys and girls invented
themselves how to give back what they got
from the scabs, with stones and whatnot,
with sticks. . . . Sometimes when I came home
I wouldn't tell because if 1 would tell they
wouldn’t want me to go anymore. Yes, my boy,
it’s not easy. Unions aren’t built easy.”* :

On November 23, 1909, New York City
awoke to a general strike of shirtwaist makers,
the largest strike by women workers the United
States had ever seen. Overnight, between
20,000 and 40,000 workers—most of them teen-
age girls—silenced their sewing machines to
protest the low wages, long hours, and dan-
gerous working conditions. Though the mag-
nitude of the strike amazed nearly everyone,
including Schneiderman, Newman, Cohn, and
Lemlich, the four knew that this was no spon-
taneous uprising: they had been organizing fe-
verishly for almost three years and had noted
a transformation in the working women they
talked to, a growing sense of collective iden-
tity matched by an increasing militancy. They
had laid the groundwork through a series of
smaller strikes and had trained fellow workers
to expect and respond to the violent and divi-
sive tactics used by bosses to break the strike.

Despite their effectiveness, the strike was
threatened by the escalation of police violence
against the young women picketers. Two
weeks after the strike call, Schneiderman and
Dreier led ten thousand young waistmakers
on a march to city hall to demand that Mayor
George McClellan rein in the police. He prom-
ised an investigation but did little. One month
into the strike, there had been 771 arrests,
many made with undue force.”

WTUL leaders decided to try a differ-
ent tack. They called a mass meeting of all
the young women who had been attacked by
police. The press and wealthy supporters were
invited. One after another, adolescent girls
rose to the stage to tell their stories. Mollie
Weingast told a cheering crowd that when an
officer tried to arrest her, she informed him that
she had a constitutional right to picket. Minnie
Margolis demanded that a policeman protect
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her from physical attack by her boss. When
he refused, she took down his badge and pre-
cinct numbers. It was, she told the audience,
an officer’s job to protect her right to protest
peacefully. Celie Newman, sixteen, said that
police had manhandled her and dragged her
into court, where her boss told a judge that she
was an anarchist and should be deported. At
another meeting earlier that week, seventeen-
year-old Etta Ruth said that police had taunted
her with lewd suggestions.®

Implying that picketers were little better
than streetwalkers, employers often resorted
to sexual innuendos to discredit the strikers.
The workers clearly resented the manner in
which middle-class standards of acceptable
feminine behavior were used to manipulate
them even though they enjoyed none of the ad-
vantages of middle-class birth. Then as now,
society offered a limited range of cultural
images of working-class women. They were
either “good” girls who listened docilely to
fathers, employers, and policemen, or “bad”
women whose aggressive behavior made
them akin to prostitutes. By walking on picket
lines and going public with their demands,
they'd forfeited their claims to femininity and
respectability—and thus to protection.”™

Such women were shown little deference
by police and company thugs, who attacked
them with iron bars, sticks, and billy clubs.
And they received little sympathy in court
when they attempted to press charges. One
young woman appeared in court with a broken
nose, a bruised face, and a head swathed in
bandages. Yet the judge dropped her assault
charge against police. “You are on strike
against God and nature,” one magistrate told
a worker. Only the League’s decision to invite
college students and wealthy women onto the
picket lines ended the violence. Alva Belmont
and Anne Morgan led a contingent of New
York’s wealthiest women in what newspapers
dubbed “mink brigades,” which patrolled the
dirty sidewalks of the Lower East Side. Fearful
of clubbing someone on the Social Register,
police grew more restrained.*

The socialites’ presence generated both
money and press for the strikers. The move
proved politically wise for the suffrage cause
as well, because the constant proselytizing of
suffrage zealot Alva Belmont, who often bailed
strikers out of jail, got young workers talking
about the vote. But rubbing elbows with the
mink brigade did not blind workers to the
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class-determined limits of sisterhood. How far
they were from the protected status of more
affluent women was mlade abundantly clear
by the violence they encountered at the hands
of police and company guards and by the fact
that the mink brigades were able to end police
brutality simply by joining the picket lines.

Encounters in court and with feminist
allies speeded the growth of group conscious-
ness. Telling their stories in court, to reporters,
and to sympathetic audiences of college and
society women, the strikers grew more con-
fident of their speaking abilities and of their
capacity to interpret their world. They became
more aware of the distribution of power in
the United States. And finally, the violence
directed against them intensified their bonds
with one another.

For Schneiderman, Newman, and Lemlich,
the 1909 shirtwaist uprising sped their matu-
ration as organizers and political leaders. The
strike breathed new life into a struggling immi-
grant labor movement and transformed the tiny
ILGWU into a union of national significance.
Still, it ended with mixed success for workers.
Many won pay increases and union recognition;
others did not. And the contracts hammered out
by ILGWU negotiators left a devastating legacy,
for without consulting the strikers, male union
negotiators decided that safety conditions were
less important than other issues. Their conces-
sions would come back to haunt the entire labor
movement two years later, when the Triangle
Shirtwaist Factory burned.

Flames from the volcanic 1909 upris-
ing licked industrial cities from New York to
Michigan. Within a matter of weeks, 15,000
women waistmakers in Philadelphia walked
off their jobs. The spirit of militancy soon
touched the Midwest. In 1910, Chicago women
led a strike of 41,000 men’s clothing makers.
The following year, women workers and the
wives of male workers played key roles in
a bitter cloakmakers’ strike in Cleveland.
Meanwhile, in Muscatine, Iowa, young women
button makers waged and won a long battle
for union recognition. In 1912, corset makers in
Kalamazoo, Michigan, launched a campaign
for better working conditions that polarized
their city and won national press attention. In
1913, a strike of underwear and kimono makers
swept up 35000 young Brooklyn girls and
women. Finally, in 1915, Chicago dressmakers
capped this period of women's labor militancy
by winning recognition of their local union



FROM THE RUSSIAN PALE TO LABOR ORGANIZING IN NEW YORK CITY 323

after years of struggle. They elected their or-
ganizer, Fannia Cohn, as the first woman vice
president of a major American labor union.%

Cohn, Rose Schneiderman, Pauline New-
man, and Clara Lemlich were at the center
of a storm that by 1919 had brought half of all
women garment workers into trade unions.
Individually and in tandem, the four women
participated in all of the major women’s strikes
between 1909 and 1915, arguably the most in-
tense period of women's labor militancy in U.S.
history. This wave of “uprisings” seemed to
herald the birth of a working women’s move-
ment on a scale never before seen. And it cata-
pulted the four young women into positions of
leadership, forcing them, in conjunction with
colleagues, to articulate a clearly defined set
of goals for the new movement.¥ In the pas-
sion and excitement of the years that followed,
Schneiderman, Newman, Lemlich, and Cohn
would begin to mature as political leaders and
to forge a vision of political change that origi-
nated in their years on the shop floor. Pauline
Newman would later describe this new brand
of activism as politics of the 1909 vintage, fer-
mented during a brief era of young women’s
mass protest. That description expresses the im-
portance of the 1909 strike as both symbol and
catalyst for a new working women’s politics.

“Industrial feminism,” the phrase coined
in 1915 by scholar Mildred Moore to describe
working women’s militancy over the pre-
vious six years, evokes the same spirit but
focuses more broadly. It simultaneously cap-
tures the interaction between women work-
ers and feminist activists and recognizes the
profound influence that the shop floor had on
shaping working women’s political conscious-
ness. Industrial feminism accurately depicts
the contours of an emerging political move-
ment that by decade’s end would propel the
problems and concerns of industrial working
women to the center of U.S. political discourse
and make them players in the Socialist Party,
the suffrage movement, and the politics of pro-
gressive reform.>

Industrial feminism was not a carefully
delineated code of political thought. It was a
vision of change forged in an atmosphere of
crisis and awakening, as women workers in
one city after another “laid down their scis-
sors, shook the threads off their clothes and
calmly left the place that stood between them
and starvation.” These were the words of
former cloakmaker, journalist, and Socialist

Party activist Theresa Malkiel, a partisan
chronicler of women’s labor militancy. Once
an organizer, later a mentor for Newman,
Lemlich, and Schneiderman, Malkiel told
readers of the New York Call that they should
not be surprised by the seemingly sudden ex-
plosion of young women workers” discontent.
As hard as they might find it to take seriously
the notion of a “girl’s strike,” she warned them,
this was no outburst of female hysteria. “It was
not...a woman'’s fancy that drove them to it,”
she wrote, “but an eruption of a long smold-
ering volcano, an overflow of suffering, abuse
and exhaustion.”*

Common sense, Pauline Newman would
later say, dictated the most immediate goals
of industrial feminists in the era of women'’s
strikes. Given the dire realities of garment
workers’ lives, the first order of business had to
be to improve their wages, hours, and working
conditions. Toward that end the “girl strikers”
of 1909-15 followed the most basic tenets of
unionism. They organized, struck, and negoti-
ated through their labor unions. But the “long-
smoldering volcano” that Malkiel cautioned
her readers to heed had been stirred to life by
more than dissatisfaction over low wages and
poor conditions.

The nascent political philosophy that
began to take shape after the 1909 strike was
more complex than the bread-and-butter un-
ionism of AFL president Samuel Gompers.
Why, young working women reasoned, should
unions only negotiate hours and wages? They
wanted to build unions that would also offer
workers educational and cultural activities,
health care, and maybe even a chance to leave
the city and enjoy the open countryside.

Such ambitious goals derived largely from
the personal experiences of industrial feminist
leaders like Cohn, Schneiderman, Lemlich,
and Newman. Political activism had enriched
the four young women'’s lives, exposing them
to more interesting people than they would
have met had they stayed on the shop floor:
writers, artists, professors, people with ideas.
Through politics they had found their voices
and a forum in which to raise them. The per-
sonal excitement and satisfaction they found in
activism in turn shaped the evolution of their
political vision: they wanted to create institu-
tions that would provide some of the same sat-
isfactions to any working woman who joined.

But alone, working women had none of
the political or economic clout needed to open
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up such doors of opportunity. To build a suc-
cessful movement, the four knew that they
would have to win the support of more power-
ful allies. So they learned to build coalitions.
From the time they left the shop floor until the
end of their careers, they operated within a
tense nexus of union men, progressive middle-
and upper-class women, and the working
women they sought to organize. These alli-
ances shifted continuously, requiring the four
women to perform a draining and politically
hazardous balancing act. But each core group
contributed an important dimension to the po-
litical education of the four organizers.

With their male counterparts and older
women in the labor movement, they shared
a class solidarity that would always remain
at the heart of their politics. Traveling around
the country, they met coal miners, loggers, and
railroad workers who shared both their expe-
riences of exploitation as laborers and their
exhilaration in the economic and political
strength that trade unions gave them.

From the middle- and upper-class women
who joined them on the picket lines and lent
them both financial and strategic support,
they learned that trade union activism was not
the only way to fight for improved work con-
ditions. These allies would expose Newman,
Cohn, Schneiderman, and Lemlich to a world
of power and political influence, encouraging
them to believe that through suffrage and lob-
bying, government could be put to work for
their benefit.

Finally, as they began to think in terms of
forging a national movement, they were forced
to develop new techniques to reach women
workers of different races, religions, and eth-
nicities. They learned from the women they
sought to organize that just as women work-
ers were best reached by women organizers, so
Italian, Polish, and Hispanic immigrants and
native-born black and white Protestant women
were better reached by one of their own than
by Jewish women steeped in the political cul-
ture of Eastern Europe and the Lower East
Side. Though each of the four women had some
success in bridging racial and ethnic divisions,
they were forced to acknowledge their limita-
tions. They could not do it all themselves; they
had to nurture women shop-floor leaders from
different backgrounds.

The work required to remain politically
effective in this nexus of often-conflicting re-
lationships yielded some real rewards, both

MODERN AMERICA EMERGES 1880-1945

strategically and personally. But sometimes the
constant struggling wore on them. Conflicts
and tensions were brought into sharp relief
as the four exhausted themselves making
speeches and giving pep talks to weary work-
ers, when they themselves needed reassur-
ance: although they had achieved recognition
by the end of the 1909 strike, Schneiderman,
Cohn, Newman, and Lemlich were still poor,
uneducated, and young. Newman was only
eighteen years old when the strike began, and
Lemlich twenty-three. Even the elders in the
circle, Cohn and Schneiderman, were only
twenty-five and twenty-eight, respectively.

Letters between Newman and Schneider-
man from that era reveal their vulnerability to
slights and criticisms by male union leaders
and female reformers. Life on “the battlefield,”
as Newman referred to it, was lonely. At an
age when other women were contemplating
marriage and family, they spent their nights
in smoky union halls or the cheap, dingy hotel
rooms that unions rented for their organizers.
They sometimes questioned their life choices,
for the reality of union work was far less glam-
orous than it had seemed in their shop-floor
days. Indeed, Newman would quit several
times before decade’s end. Ultimately, though,
their disillusionment did not drive the four
women from the union movement. Instead,
it fueledl their desire to broaden the vision of
US. trade unionism. When Schneiderman
said “The working woman needs bread, but
she needs roses, too,” she was speaking from
personal experience.
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Pauline Newman, Life in the Garment District

One of the four young garment industry workers whose organizing activi-
ties emerged so vividly in Annelise Orleck’s account, Pauline Newman had
started out at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, which became the scene of one of
the great industrial tragedies in New York City’s history. Although the factory
contained several elevators and two staircases, the eight-story wooden build-
ing had no sprinkler system; the doors to the fire escapes were locked to pre-
vent outdoor relaxation. When fire broke out in 1911, 500 employees—many of
them young Jewish and Italian women—were trapped behind locked doors. Some
on the upper floors jumped to their deaths; others burned or asphyxiated while
trapped inside. Altogether, the fire claimed the lives of 146 women. Viewing their
charred bodies on the street, one reporter recalled that some of these same women
had gone on strike only the year before to demand decent wages, more sanitary
working conditions, and safety precautions.

The young women who died at the Triangle fire were buried together under a
single monument. Hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers walked in the funeral
procession in a driving rain. Not until 2011, one hundred years later, were they
identified. The last living survivor of the fire, Rose Freedman, died in 2001 at the
age of 107. She had saved herself by asking: what are the executives doing? She
headed for their offices on the tenth floor, and then to the roof by way of the freight
elevator, from which firefighters pulled them to safety. She never forgave the ex-
ecutives for saving themselves but leaving the doors locked or, later, attempting
to bribe her to testify that the doors were unlocked.

Unsafe buildings, blocked exits, and inadequate sprinkler systems threaten
garment workers again today. The mass-market clothes that American women
wear are often made in substandard conditions—in the United States where mini-
mum wage, maximum hour, and occupational health and safety laws are unen-
forced, and abroad, in places where such standards barely exist. In an eerie reprise
of the Triangle Fire, almost exactly 102 years later, in April 2013, the Rana Plaza
factory in Dhaka, Bangladesh, collapsed, killing 1,129 workers, mostly women,
who made cheap clothes for Western markets. (The United States suspended trade
preferences for Bangladesh in recognition of labor rights violations and the persis-
tence of safety problems, but unsafe factories continue to be used in that country
and elsewhere.)*

* “100 Years Later, the Roll of the Dead in a Factory Fire Is Complete,” New York Times, Feb. 20, 2011; “Rose
Freedman, Last Survivor of Triangle Fire, Dies at 107,” ibid., Feb. 17, 2001; “Manufacturers in Bangladesh Resist
Closing Garment Factories,” ibid., June 26, 2014, B1, B7.

Adapted from “Pauline Newman,” in Amnerican Mosaic: The Immigrant Experience in the Words of Those Who Lived
It, ed. Joan Morrison and Charlotte Fox Zabusky (New York: E. F. Dutton, 1980), 9-14. Copyright © 1980 by Joan
Morrison and Charlotte Fox Zabusky. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.
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Educational director for the International Ladies’ Garment Workers” Union
until her death in 1986, Newman conveys in her own words what it was like tobe a
garment worker in the early twentieth century. What does she feel has been gained
by organized labor? What does she feel has been lost over the years?

A cousin of mine worked for the Triangle
Shirtwaist Company and she got me on there
in October of 1901. It was probably the largest
shirtwaist factory in the city of New York then.
They had more than two hundred operators,
cutters, examiners, finishers. Altogether more
than four hundred people on two floors. The
fire took place on one floor, the floor where
we worked. You've probably heard about that.
But that was years later.

We started work at seven-thirty in the
morning, and during the busy season we
worked until nine in the evening. They didn't
pay you'any overtime and they didn't give
you anything for supper money. Sometimes
they'd give you a little apple pie if you had to
work very late. That was all. Very generous.

WhatI had to do was not really very diffi-
cult. It was just monotonous. When the shirt-
waists were finished at the machine there
were some threads that were left, and all the
youngsters—we had a corner on the floor that
resembled a kindergarten—we were given
little scissors to cut the threads off. It wasn't
heavy work, but it was monotonous, because
you did the same thing from seven-thirty in
the morning till nine at night.

Well, of course, there were [child labor] laws on
the books, but no one bothered to enforce them.
The employers were always tipped off if there
was going to be an inspection. “Quick,” they'd
say, “into the boxes!” And we children would
climb into the big boxes the finished shirts
were stored in. Then some shirts were piled on
top of us, and when the inspector came—no
children. The factory always got an okay from
the inspector, and I suppose someone at City
Hall got a little something, too.

The employers didn’t recognize anyone
working for them as a human being. You were
not allowed to sing. Operators would have
liked to have sung, because they, too, had the
same thing to do and weren't allowed to sing.
We weren’t allowed to talk to each other. Oh,
no, they would sneak up behind if you were
found talking to your next colleague. You
were admonished: “If you keep on you'll be
fired.” If you went to the toilet and you were

there longer than the floor lady thought you
should be, you would be laid off for half a day
and sent home. And, of course, that meant
no pay. You were not allowed to have your
lunch on the fire escape in the summertime.
The door was locked to keep us in. That’s why
so many people were trapped when the fire
broke out.

My pay was $1.50 a week no matter how
many hours I worked. My sisters made $6.00
a week; and the cutters, they were skilled
workers, they might get as much as $12.00.
The employers had a sign in the elevator that
said: “If you don’t come in on Sunday, don’t
come in on Monday.” You were expected to
work every day if they needed you and the
pay was the same whether you worked extra
or not. You had to be there at seven-thirty, so
you got up at five-thirty, took the horse car,
then the electric trolley to Greene Street, to be
there on time. . ..

I stopped working at the Triangle Factory
during the strike in 1909 and I didn’t go back.
The union sent me out to raise money for the
strikers. I apparently was able to articulate
my feelings and opinions about the criminal
conditions, and they didn’t have anyone else
who could do better, so they assigned me. And
[ was successful getting money. After my first
speech before the Central Trade and Labor
Council 1 got front-page publicity, includ-
ing my picture. I was only about fifteen then.
Everybody saw it. Wealthy women were curi-
ousand they asked me if I would speak to them
in their homes. I said I would if they would
contribute to the strike, and they agreed. So |
spent my time from November to the end of
March upstate in New York, speaking to the
ladies of the Four Hundred [the elite of New
York’s society] and sending money back. . . .

We didn’t gain very much at the end of
the strike. I think the hours were reduced to
fifty-six a week or something like that. We got
a 10 percent increase in wages. I think that
the best thing that the strike did was to lay a
foundation on which to build a union. There
was so much feeling against unions then. The
judge, when one of our girls came before him,
said to her: “You're not striking against your
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There was no morgue in New York City large enough to hold the bodies of the young women who
“ad jumped from the burning buildings of the Triangle Shirtwaist Company in 1911. They were
“aid out on a pier for families to identify. Six of the victims were so badly burned that even relatives
could not recognize them. (Courtesy of UNITE Archives, Kheel Center for Labor-Management
Documentation and Archives, School of Industrial and Labor Relations, Cornell University,

Zhaca, New York.)

=mployer, you know, young lady. You're strik-
g against God,” and sentenced her to two
weeks on Blackwell’s Island, which is now
Welfare Island. And a lot of them got a taste
of the club. . . .

After the 1909 strike I worked with
e union, organizing in Philadelphia and
Cleveland and other places, so 1 wasn't at
“e Triangle Shirtwaist Factory when the fire
=roke out, but a lot of my friends were. I was
= Philadelphia for the union and, of course,
someone from here called me immediately and
' came back. It’s very difficult to describe the
=eling because [ knew the place and I knew so
=any of the girls. The thing that bothered me
was the employers got a lawyer. How anyone
2ould have defended them!—because I'm quite
sure that the fire was planned for insurance
curposes. And no one is going to convince me

otherwise. And when they testified that the
door to the fire escape was open, it was a lie! It
was never open. Locked all the time. One hun-
dred and forty-six people were sacrificed, and
the judge fined Blank and Harris seventy-five
dollars!

Conditions were dreadful in those days.
But there was something that is lacking today
and I think it was the devotion and the belief. We
believed in what we were doing. We fought and
we bled and we died. Today they don't have to.

You sit down at the table, you negotiate
with the employers, you ask for 20 percent,
they say 15, but the girls are working. People
are working. Theyre not disturbed, and
when the negotiations are over they get the
increases. They don't really have to fight. Of
course, they’ll belong to the union and they’ll
goon strike if you tell them to, but it’s the inner
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faith that people had in those days that I don't
see today. It was a terrible time, but it was in-
teresting. I'm glad I lived then.

Even when things were terrible, I always
had that faith....Only now, I'm a little dis-
couraged sometimes when I see the workers
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spending their free hours watching television—
trash. We fought so hard for those hours
and they waste them. We used to read Tolstoy,
Dickens, Shelley, by candlelight, and they watch
the Hollywood Sqiares. Well, they’re free to do
what they want. That's what we fought for.

Crystal Eastman, Now We Can Begin

rystal Eastman charts an agenda for feminists after the achieverent of suf-

frage. For all humankind, what should we think of as being embraced by
her observation that “freedom is a large word”? Most of her short essay focuses
on how to achieve “woman’s freedom” as she saw it through her particular early
twentieth-century feminist frame. Do you agree that the issues she identifies
needed to be prioritized in the 1920s? Are these issues still relevant today?

We invite you to do background research on Crystal Eastman and The
Liberator, a magazine published in New York City starting in 1918 and named
for William Lloyd Garrison’s legendary abolitionist newspaper of the early nine-
teenth century. What things do you find most striking about Eastman’s life? Who
published The Liberator and for how long? Take a moment to open the link to the
digitized December 1920 issue so that you can see her short essay alongside other
essays, artwork, and advertisements, imagining yourself as someone who moved

in Eastman'’s circles in the 1920s.

Most women will agree that August 23, the
day when the Tennessee legislature finally en-
acted the Federal suffrage amendment, is a day
to begin with, not a day to end with. Men are
saying perhaps “Thank God, this everlasting
woman'’s fight is over!” But women, if I know
them, are saying, “Now at last we can begin.”
In fighting for the right to vote most women
have tried to be either non-committal or thor-
oughly respectable on every other subject.
Now they can say what they are really after;
and what they are after, in common with all
the rest of the struggling world, is freedom.

Freedom is a large word.

Many feminists are socialists, many are
communists, not a few are active leaders in these
movements. But the true feminist, no matter how
far to the left she may be in the revolutionary

movement, sees the woman’s battle as distinct
in its objects and different in its methods from
the workers’ battle for industrial freedom.
She knows, of course, that the vast majority of
women as well as men are without property, and
are of necessity bread and butter slaves under a
systemn of society which allows the very sources
of life to be privately owned by a few, and she
counts herself a loyal soldier in the working-
class army that is marching to overthrow that
system. But as a feminist she also knows that the
whole of woman'’s slavery is not summed up in
the profit system, nor her complete emancipation
assured by the downfall of capitalism.

Woman's freedom, in the feminist sense,
can be fought for and conceivably won before
the gates open into industrial democracy. On the
other hand, woman's freedom, in the feminist

Crystal Eastman, “Now We Can Begin,” The Liberator, 3 (December 192()), 23—4. For an open-access, digitized
copy of the magazine issue, go to http://www.marxists.org/history/usa/culture/pubs/liberator/1920/12/

v3n12-w33-dec-1920-liberator.pdf.
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sense, is not inherent in the communist ideal.
All feminists are familiar with the revolution-
ary leader who “can’t see” the woman’s move-
ment. “What’s the matter with the women?
My wife’s all right,” he says. And his wife, one
usually finds, is raising his children in a Bronx
flat or a dreary suburb, to which he returns oc-
casionally for food and sleep when all possible
excitement and stimulus have been wrung from
the fight. If we should graduate into commu-
nism tomorrow this man’s attitude to his wife
would not be changed. The proletarian dicta-
torship may or may not free women. We must
begin now to enlighten the future dictators.
What, then, is “the matter with women"?
What is the problem of women'’s freedom? It
seems to me to be this: how to arrange the
world so that women can be human beings,
with a chance to exercise their infinitely varied
gifts in infinitely varied ways, instead of being
destined by the accident of their sex to one field
of activity—housework and child-raising. And
second, if and when they choose housework
and child-raising, to have that occupation rec-
ognized by the world as work, requiring a defi-
nite economic reward and not merely entitling
the performer to be dependent on some man.
This is not the whole of feminism, of
course, but it is enough to begin with. “Oh,
don’t begin with economics,” my friends often
protest, “Woman does not live by bread alone.
What she needs first of all is a free soul.” And |
can agree that women will never be great until
they achieve a certain emotional freedom, a
strong healthy egotism, and some unpersonal
sources of joy—that in this inner sense we
cannot make woman free by changing her eco-
nomic status. What we can do, however, is to
create conditions of outward freedom in which
a free woman'’s soul can be born and grow. It is
these outward conditions with which an organ-
ized feminist movement must concern itself.
Freedom of choice in occupation and indi-
vidual economic independence for women: How
shall we approach this next feminist objective?
First, by breaking down all remaining barriers,
actual as well as legal, which make it difficult
for women to enter or succeed in the various
professions, to go into and get on in business,
to learn trades and practice them, to join trades
unions. Chief among these remaining barriers
is inequality in pay. Here the ground is already
broken. This is the easiest part of our program.
Second, we must institute a revolution in
the early training and education of both boys

and girls. It must be womanly as well as manly
to earn your own living, to stand on your own
feet. And it must be manly as well as womanly
to know how to cook and sew and clean and
take care of yourself in the ordinary exigencies
of life. I need not add that the second part of
this revolution will be more passionately re-
sisted than the first. Men will not give up their
privilege of helplessness without a struggle.
The average man has a carefully cultivated ig-
norance about household matters—from what
to do with the crumbs to the grocer’s telephone
number—a sort of cheerful inefficiency which
protects him better than the reputation for
having a violent temper. It was his mother’s
fault in the beginning, but even as a boy he was
quick to see how a general reputation for being
“no good around the house” would serve him
throughout life, and half-consciously he began
to cultivate that helplessness until today it is
the despair of feminist wives.

A growing number of men admire the
woman who has a job, and, especially since
the cost of living doubled, rather like the idea
of their own wives contributing to the family
income by outside work. And of course for
generations there have been whole towns full
of wives who are forced by the bitterest ne-
cessity to spend the same hours at the factory
that their husbands spend. But these bread-
winning wives have not yet developed home-
making husbands. When the two come home
from the factory the man sits down while his
wife gets supper, and he does so with exactly
the same sense of fore-ordained right as if he
were “supporting her.” Higher up in the eco-
nomic scale the same thing is true. The busi-
ness or professional woman who is married,
perhaps engages a cook, but the responsibil-
ity is not shifted, it is still hers. She “hires and
fires,” she orders meals, she does the buying,
she meets and resolves all domestic crises, she
takes charge of moving, furnishing, settling.
She may be, like her husband, a busy executive
at her office all day, but unlike him, she is also
an executive in a small way every night and
morning at home. Her noon hour is spent in
planning, and too often her Sundays and holi-
days are spent in “catching up.”

Two business women can “make a home”
together without either one being over-
burdened or over-bored. It is because they both
know how and both feel responsible. But it is a
rare man who can marry one of them and con-
tinue the homemaking partnership. Yet if there



332 PART III

are no children, there is nothing essentially dif-
ferent in the combination. Two self-supporting
adults decide to make a home together: if both
are women it is a pleasant partnership, more fun
than work; if one is a man, it is almost never a
partnership—the woman simply adds running
the home to her regular outside job. Unless she
is very strong, it is too much for her, she gets
tired and bitter over it, and finally perhaps gives
up her outside work and condemns herself to
the tiresome half-job of housekeeping for two.

Cooperative schemes and electrical de-
vices will simplify the business of homemak-
ing, but they will not getrid of it entirely. As far
as we can see ahead people will always want
homes, and a happy home cannot be had with-
out a certain amount of rather monotonous
work and responsibility. How can we change
the nature of man so that he will honorably
share that work and responsibility and thus
make the home-making enterprise a song in-
stead of a burden? Most assuredly not by laws
or revolutionary decrees. Perhaps we must cul-
tivate or simulate a little of that highly prized
helplessness ourselves. But fundamentally it is
a problem of education, of early training—we
must bring up feminist sons.

Sons? Daughters? They are born of
women—how can women be free to choose
their occupation, at all times cherishing their
economic independence, unless they stop
having children? This is a further question
for feminism. If the feminist program goes to
pieces on the arrival of the first baby, it is false
and useless. For ninety-nine out of every hun-
dred women want children, and seventy-five
out of every hundred want to take care of their
own children, or at any rate so closely superin-
tend their care as to make any other full-time
occupation impossible for at least ten or fifteen
years. Is there any such thing then as freedom
of choice in occupation for women? And is not
the family the inevitable economic unit and
woman'’s individual economic independence,
at least during that period, out of the question?
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The feminist must have an answer to these
questions, and she has. The immediate femi-
nist program must include voluntary moth-
erhood. Freedom of any kind for women is
hardly worth considering unless it is assumed
that they will know how to control the size of
their families. “Birth control” is just as elemen-
tary an essential in our propaganda as “equal
pay.” Women are to have children when they
want them, that’s the first thing. That ensures
some freedom of occupational choice; those
who do not wish to be mothers will not have
an undesired occupation thrust upon them by
accident, and those who do wish to be mothers
may choose in a general way how many years
of their lives they will devote to the occupation
of child-raising.

But is there any way of insuring a wom-
an’s economic independence while child-
raising is her chosen occupation? Or must she
sink into that dependent state from which,
as we all know, it is so hard to rise again?
That brings us to the fourth feature of our
program—motherhood endowment. It seems
that the only way we can keep mothers free,
at least in a capitalist society, is by the estab-
lishment of a principle that the occupation of
raising children is peculiarly and directly a
service to society, and that the mother upon
whom the necessity and privilege of perform-
ing this service naturally falls is entitled to an
adequate economic reward from the political
government. It is idle to talk of real economic
independence for women unless this principle
is accepted. But with a generous endowment of
motherhood provided by legislation, with all
laws against voluntary motherhood and edu-
cation in its methods repealed, with the femi-
nist ideal of education accepted in home and
school, and with all special barriers removed
in every field of human activity, there is no
reason why woman should not become almost
a human thing.

It will be time enough then to consider
whether she has a soul.
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Suffrage and Citizenship

LEILA J. RUPP

Sexuality and Politics in the Early
Twentieth-Century International
Women’s Movement

T SESEIT ST STy

e often imagine that in US history “the sexual revolution” took place in

the 1960s. Historians, however, perceive what they sometimes call a first
sexual revolution, occurring early in the twentieth century (although this ignores
changing ideas about sexual expression and gender roles throughout American
history, including in the 1700s and 1800s*). At the turn of the twentieth century,
two broad shifts were at work in mainstream American culture, most notably in
the 1920s. The first concerned homosociality, or the extent to which persons of
one perceived sex spend most of their time with members of the same sex. For
decades prior to 1920, women and men were expected largely to occupy different
social realms. Around the period of the “roaring twenties,” some Europeans and
Americans began to pursue and celebrate heterosocial patterns of engagement,
both in informal social activities and in the organizations they joined. At the same
time, heterosexual experimentation prior to and outside marriage became more
acceptable in some circles. One consequence of these shifts was that same-sex
emotional and physical intimacy became increasingly stigmatized and labeled
(often pejoratively) as homosexuality.

Leila J. Rupp’s essay tells us about the political alliances forged across na-
tional borders by women in Europe and the Americas against the backdrop of
the sexual revolution of the early twentieth century. These activists, who were
often fluent in several languages, could afford to travel overseas and to devote
themselves full-time to volunteer or paid work on the behalf of organizations
such as the International Council of Women. Some lived openly as same-sex
couples. Others gloried in their heterosexual marriages or did not do much to
hide their many affairs with men. Rupp reads personal correspondence and
organizational records to find out how much sexual (or “affectional,” as in
where you place your most important affections) life choices factored in the
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* For arguments aﬁoﬂh‘&fdﬁh{hs prior to 1830, see Richard Godbeer, Sexual Revolution in Early America
(Baltimore, 2002); and Clare A. t.ybns Sex Among the Rabble: An Intimate History of Gender and Power in the
Age of Revolution, Philadelphia, 1730-1830 (Chapel Hill, NC, 2006).

Excerpted from “Sexuality and Politics in the Early Twentieth Century: The Case of the International Women's
Movement,” by Leila]. Rupp, in Feminist Studies 23 (Fall 1997): 577-605. Reprinted by permission of the author
and publisher, Notes have been renumbered and edited.
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political differences among the activists—such as over the issue of woman-

only gatherings.

How do you think Rupp’s insights about sexuality and politics might apply
to activists today? Rupp’s study focuses on transnational connections among
women in the West. How might issues relating to sexual politics be similar or dif-
ferent if we examined transnational women’s activism today between the global

North and global South?

In her autobiography, Lena Madesin Phillips,
U.S. founder of the International Federation of
Business and Professional Women, who lived
for thirty-three years with a woman to whom
she “lost her heart,” reported that an Austrian
colleague had once asked her about the large
number of unmarried women in the organiza-
tion. “You women seem quite content to have
meetings without men present; to be happy
though unmarried.... American women
told us they had a splendid banquet where
women had a fine meal, some speeches, and
no men,” the Austrian woman remarked with
evident astonishment. Within the same inter-
national women'’s movement circles, Brazilian
International Alliance of Women member
Bertha Lutz expressed her disgust at the lob-
bying tactics of Inter-American Commission
of Women head Doris Stevens, an American
“emancipated woman” who worked for an in-
ternational equal rights treaty by seeking the
support of male government representatives to
the Pan American Union. Lutz called Stevens a
“nymphomaniac” and accused her of “paying
the Mexican delegates in kisses . . . [and] luring
the Haitians with a French secretary she has.”!

These contrasting observations—about a
surprisingly happy female world and a disturb-
ingly (hetero)sexual one—alert us to some of
the tensions that simmered beneath the seem-
ingly placid surface of early-twentieth-century
international women’s organizations. In the
industrialized societies of the Euroamerican
arena, the first decades of the century marked
a critical transition, sometimes graced with
the label of “sexual revolution,” from a world
of privatized to a world of more public and
commercialized sexuality. As the barriers
between women’s and men’s public worlds
began to break down in the decades on either
side of 1900 and young women in Chicago and
Harlem, London, and Copenhagen laid asser-
tive new claims to their own sexuality, increas-
ingly rigid definitions of heterosexuality and
homosexuality cast more and more suspicion

on a whole range of women's relationships
and forms of organizing.? Women might step
over the line of respectable heterosexuality by
cavorting with men outside of marriage, but
women without men—whether “spinsters” or
women in same-sex couples—came more fre-
quently to earn the label “deviant”” And, as I
argue here, these moves had consequences for
the politics of women's single-sex organizing.

Sexual respectability was not a new con-
cern in the women’s movement of the early
twentieth century—one has only to think of the
scandals that surrounded Mary Wollstonecraft
or Victoria Woodhull. But heightened atten-
tion to the deviant lesbian subject did trans-
form the context in which women gathered in
single-sex organizations. Before the categori-
zation of the “female invert” or “lesbian” at the
end of the nineteenth century, women in the
women’s movement could more easily form
intense and passionate relationships as “ro-
mantic friends” or choose to live out their lives
as single women without a diagnosis of abnor-
mality.? Scholarship has long emphasized the
importance of supportive relationships among
woren for the strength of the women’s move-
ment.* Although recent work has opened our
eyes to the ease with which romantic friends in
the nineteenth century and earlier could trans-
gress what the counsel for the defense in a
famous [Scottish] case called “ordinary female
friendship,” there is no question that coupled
women had to trod ever more carefully as time
wore on.?

The organizations taking up the interna-
tional women'’s movement provide a particu-
larly interesting case study of such tensions,
because these bodies came to life as shifts in
the conceptualization of women’s relation-
ships proceeded. They also brought together
women from a variety of cultures, if primarily
middle- and upper-class women of European
origin from the countries of Western Europe
and North America. As we:shall see; not only
affectional but generational; class, anid national
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differences—and their complex interplay in
the lives of women—shaped responses to the
practice of single-sex organizing.

My research concentrates on the three
major transnational women’s groups—the
International Council of Women, the Interna-
tional Alliance of Women, and the Women’s
International League for Peace and Freedom—
and the more narrowly focused bodies with
which they interacted on a regular basis in the
years between the emergence of international
organizing in the 1880s and the conclusion of
the Second World War, which marked the end
of the first wave of the international women’s
movement (and the lull before the swell of the
second). In this period all three organizations
remained heavily elite and Eurocamerican in
composition and leadership. Not only did
Europe and what have been called the “neo-
Europes” contribute all but one of the national
sections until 1923 but women from the United
States, Great Britain, and Western and Northern
Europe also served as the founders and lead-
ers. This pattern perpetuated itself through the
choice of official languages—English, French,

and German—and the location of congresses
primarily in Europe, with a few excursions to
North America. Although women from Latin
America, the Middle East, Asia, and Africa
increasingly found their voices within the in-
ternational organizations after the First World
War undermined European dominance of the
world system, their relative silence in the re-
corded debate about sexuality is testimony to
their marginality in the organizational friend-
ship circles.®

The International Council of Women
(ICW), the most vaguely defined group, came
together in 1888 and welcomed all women’s
organizations with whatever purposes, bring-
ing in a huge number of members but fore-
stalling commitment to controversial goals.
The International Woman Suffrage Alliance
(IWSA), later known as the International
Alliance of Women (IAW), split off from the
ICW in 1904 in order to take a position in favor
of suffrage and remained a strongly feminist-
identified body, even after the increasing ex-
tension of the vote to women in the years after
the First World War undermined the group’s

Farewell banquet, International Council of Women, Quinquennial Congress at the Mayflower

Hotel, May 13, 1925.

Reproduced from the Report on the Quinquennial Meeting, Washington, D.C., 1925. (Image cour-

fesy of Leila Rupp.)
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original rationale. The Women's International
League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF),
founded in 1915 by IWSA members who in-
sisted on meeting despite wartime hostilities,
consistently took quite radical positions on a
range of issues.” These three groups, in con-
junction with a wide array of bodies organized
on a regional basis, or comprised of particular
constituencies of women, or devoted to single
issues, formed coalitions in the years between
the wars to coordinate international collective
action, especially lobbying at the League of
Nations.

The transnational women’s groups fo-
cused on issues of women’s rights, peace, and
women’s work, paying minimal attention to
questions of sexuality, with the exception of
what they called “the traffic in women.” The
dialogue about sexuality and politics, then,
must be ferreted out of the sources, read from
assumptions and associations. As I explored
discussions of difference between women
and men, arguments about the appropriate-
ness of single-sex organizing, and correspond-
ence about personal relationships, I began to
perceive tensions within the international
organizations and patterns linking women’s
personal lives and cultural contexts to their
political choices.

SAME-SEX LOVE, HOMOSOCIALITY,
AND SEPARATISM

Within the international women'’s organiza-
tions, some women coupled with women in
what seem to have been “lesbian” relation-
ships or as “romantic friends,” sometimes
in relationships in which one woman served
as a kind of caretaker for the other. Some
women never formed intimate relationships
with either women or men. None of these
women can be easily categorized, but in one
way or another all made their lives with
other women.

We have no direct evidence that any of the
women involved in the international women'’s
movement identified as lesbians, but the con-
cept of lesbianism was not unknown in their
intellectual world. As early as 1904, in a speech
to the Scientific Humanitarian Committee, the
pioneering German homosexual rights group,
Anna Ruhling associated lesbians (“Uranian
women” in the terminology of the time)
with the international women’s movement,
asserting that
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the homosexual woman is particularly capable of
playing a leading role in the international wom-
en’s rights movement for equality. And indeed,
from the beginning of the women’s movement
until the present day, a significant number of ho-
mosexual women assumed the leadership in the
numerous struggles and, through their energy,
awakened the naturally indifferent and submis-
sive average women to an awareness of their
human dignity and rights.?

... That women in the international wom-
en’s movement had some familiarity with the
discourse of “homosexuality” as it emerged in
the late nineteenth century is clear. . .. Discus-
sion within international women’s movement
circles of “fairies,” use of the terms “queer”
and “perverse from a sexual point of view,”
[and] references to “Manly-Looking” women
and women who “went about together at the
Hague, hair cropped short and rather mannish
in dress,” . .. suggest that at least the European
women had some familiarity with the work of
the sexologists [such as Havelock Ellis].?

Despite such derogatory usages, women
within the movement accepted women’s
couple relationships, conceptualizing them as
romantic friendships or “Boston marriages”
rather than lesbian love affairs. Anita Aug-
spurg and Lida Gustava Heymann formed
one such couple within the circle of interna-
tionally organized women. Augspurg, lead-
ing member of the radical wing of the German
women’s movement and the country’s first
woman lawyer, met Heymann, who had freed
herself from the life of a daughter of a rich
Hamburg merchant to become a social worker
and trade union organizer, at an 1896 interna-
tional women’s conference in Berlin. In their
memoirs, Heymann described her first vision
of the woman she came to live with for over
forty years. Arrested by Augspurg’s powerful
voice, she saw her at the lectern, dressed in a
brown velvet dress. “Already graying short
hair framed a high forehead, under which two
clear-sighted eyes sparkled. A sharp profile
contrasted markedly but not unharmoniously
with a delightful small mouth, chin, and small
ears.”' Obviously it was a momentous meet-
ing, and the physical description smacks of a
“love at first sight” genre.

Although early on the two women decided
not tolive together, they happily broke that prom-
ise. “Every year brought us closer,” Heymann
wrote, “deepened our friendship, let us know
that not only in questions of Weltanschauung
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worldview] . .. but also in all the events of daily
life...we stood in exquisite harmony.” They
moved to the country where they launched
a series of ambitious, and successful, agricul-
tural enterprises, a quite unusual undertaking
for two women. As a result, they reported that
their Upper Bavarian peasant neighbors viewed
them with some suspicion. In the section of their
memoirs entitled “Private Life,” Heymann re-
counted that “it excited the envy and anger of the
farmers that two ‘vagabonds in petticoats’ were
successful, creative, and happy to organize their
lives according to their own desires and inclina-
tions.” One day a cattle dealer came to call with
proposals of marriage for both women, explain-
ing that the farm was splendid and lacked only
a man. “It took all our effort to remain serious
and make clear to the man the hopelessness of
his desire. As he left, we shook with laughter,”
Heymann commented !

As such descriptions make clear, Hey-
mann and Augspurg presented themselves
in public, in their daily lives, and unselfcon-
sciously as a couple, and that is certainly how
they were treated within the international
women’s movement. Correspondents regu-
larly sent messages to and received them from
both women. Heymann sent “Heartfelt greet-
ings from us both” to Rosika Schwimmer in
1919.. .. Augspurg and Heymann stayed in
double rooms when they attended congresses,
entertained movement friends at their home,
and described a happy family life: “I had a
very good journey home and found Anita and
our dog in good health,” Heymann wrote [to
the French WILPF leader] on her return from a
trip to Paris. When Heymann planned to travel
to Geneva for a meeting in 1930, a WILPF staff
member reported that “she is coming without
Dr. Augspurg which is scarcely believable!”'?

Heymann and Augspurg were enjoying
a Mediterranean vacation in March of 1933
when Hitler came to power in Germany. As
pacifists and feminists they had made them-
selves enemies of the Nazis, so they never re-
turned to the land of their birth. Although in
this way they stayed out of the Nazis’ clutches,
the regime seized all their property, includ-
ing their books and personal papers, prompt-
ing WILPF friends to try to help them. Swiss
WILPF cochair Clara Ragaz, hoping to arrange
hospitality at headquarters in Geneva, com-
mented about Augspurg, who suffered from
heart disease, that “it is a very hard time for
her friend—and of course for herself.” When

Heymann died in June of 1943, American
Emily Greene Balch worked to raise money
to support Heymann’s “life-long friend and
coworker . . ., for whom she had cared so de-
votedly.” But as it turned out, Augspurg did
not survive long. “Did you notice that Lida
Gustava Heymann and Dr. Anita Augspurg
died within a few short weeks of each other?”
Rosika Schwimmer asked a friend.”®

Augspurg and Heymann made the ac-
quaintance of another well-known couple,
Hull House founder and WILPF president Jane
Addams and Mary Rozet Smith, in the course of
their work in the international women’s move-
ment. The German women enjoyed the hospi-
tality of Addams and Smith when they came
to the United States for the WILPF congress in
1924. . .. Like the German couple, Addams and
Smith sent and received messages for one an-
other, made arrangements for double-bedded
rooms when they traveled, and took care of
each other, although that responsibility fell
more heavily on [the younger] Smith. ... ¥

... Such relationships between older and
younger, or more and less powerful, women
[like Smith’s devoted service to her more prom-
inent partner] seemed to obscure the bond of
love from the vision of outsiders. The relation-
ship between Anna Howard Shaw, American
minister, charismatic orator, and international
leader, and Lucy Anthony, a niece of . . . Susan
B. Anthony, falls into this category. Shaw had
a reputation within suffrage circles for her
“strong and passionate attachments to other
women,” some of which “have broken up in
some such tempestuous fashion.” Shaw de-
scribed her “abiding love for home and home
life” at her country house, Moylan, which she
shared with Anthony. When Shaw fell and
broke her foot and Anthony, at the same time,
fractured her elbow, Shaw ruefully labeled
them “rather a broken up couple.” Yet Aletta
Jacobs [Dutch IWSA leader and WILPF founder]
saw Anthony as Shaw’s “secretary, friend, and
housekeeper,” since Shaw paid her a salary.
Anthony herself called Shaw, after her death,
“my Precious Love,” “the joy of my life.”?®

The same confusion greeted the relation-
ship of International Woman Suffrage Alliance
president Carrie Chapman Catt and New York
suffrage leader Mary Garrett Hay. Catt’s re-
serve and distaste for emotional display—one
intimate friend likened her to “cold boiled
halibut”—may have obscured the reality of her
relationships, or the fact that Catt married twice
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may have led observers—as it has scholars—to
undervalue her ties to women.'® But Catt did
not even live full time with her husband when
he was alive, and when he died she and Hay
set up housekeeping together. ... Apparently
rather authoritarian, Hay was not popular
in international circles. Shaw, who detested
her, . ..did “not think there is any hope of
breaking that affair off.” . .. When Catt died in
1947, she was buried, at her request, not with
either of her two husbands but next to her “un-
forgettable friend and comrade” Hay."”

More ambivalent, but following a similar
pattern, was the relationship of Emily Greene
Balch, Wellesley professor, WILPF leader,
and winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, and her
childhood friend Helen Cheever. Balch, like
Catt, was a reserved woman; she described
her Yankee background as one that valued
“restraint not only of expression of emotion
but of emotion itself.” Cheever was a wealthy
woman who financially supported Balch and
wanted to live with her on a permanent basis.
But Balch, who admitted that she both loved
and was irritated by Cheever, balked. Perhaps,
she wrote her sister, it was a result of Cheever’s
“giving me more love than I can quite digest.”
Yet when Balch was in Geneva as international
secretary of WILPF, her coworkers eagerly
anticipated, on Balch’s behalf, a visit from
Cheever. “I think she is homesick and it would
be very good if her friend from America came
soon to keep her company and also attend a
bit to her physical health,” Heymann confided
to Jane Addams. Three years later Cheever
wanted to resign her offices in the U.S. sec-
tion of WILPF in order to go to Geneva where
“my usefulness to the W.LL. will be confined
to being ‘with Miss Balch.”...[In the end]
Balch resisted becoming part of a female
couple and identified [instead] as an unmar-
ried woman. ... Unmarried women [found it]
strange, [she later explained to Jane Addams,
that] . . . “everything that is not concerned with
the play of desire between men and women [is
seen] as without adventure.”!®

The public defensiveness of single women
may have originated in the awakened suspicion
that women living without men might have per-
verse desires or it might simply have been pro-
voked by popular assumptions that such women
had no intimate ties. In a 1931 German anthology
on the modern single career woman, Elisabeth
Busse explained that such women were not “am-

"o

azonian,” “inverts,” or “homosexuals,” although
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“they lived in women’s unions.” So it is not sur-
prising that ICW secretary Alice Salomon, a
German Jewish pioneer in the world of social
work who never married, apologized in her
autobiography that “this book may sometimes
seem as much a book about women as though
I had lived in a harem.” Actually, she assured
her readers, “I always had men and women, old
and young, rich and poor, and sometimes whole
families as my friends.” But, in fact, Salomon
made her life in the female world of social reform
and the women’s movement. She apparently felt
compelled to discuss why she never married, ex-
plaining that her work . .. “made me reluctant to
form a union which could not combine love with
common interests and convictions.”" ‘

In the ICW Bulletin of October 1932,
Salomon published a defense of unmarried
women, the first generation of independent
women who pursued careers. She recognized
that the discipline of psychology had changed
attitudes toward single women—that they
were reputed to be warped by celibacy—but
quoted a woman of “international fame” to
the effect that “they are alive, active, and
they fully participate in present-day life by
means of a thousand interests.” Similarly,
Lena Madesin Phillips recognized: “To live
an old maid was . .. considered something to
be greatly deplored”; but she insisted that she
had “no complaints, no regrets, no fears” about
her own unmarried, but woman-coupled life.
Helen Archdale, a British equal rights advo-
cate active in the international arena, reacted
testily to a paean to marriage penned [by a
friend]. . . . “What you shy about the beneficial
effects of marriage on one’s life rather puz-
zles me. Why should ‘spinsterhood’ be gray?”
Archdale shared a London flat and country
home with Lady Margaret Rhondda, another
international activist, in the 1920s, after which
they “personally drifted very far apart.”? Such
defensiveness and defiance about living apart
from men reflects the power of the intensified
vision of married life as the only healthy alter-
native for women.

In the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, then, overlapping frames of lesbianism,
romantic friendship, devoted service, and sin-
gleness existed for women’s choices in their
personal lives. Women-only organizations of-
fered an appealing haven for those who made
their lives with other women, whatever the
nature of their ties. But in a context in which
homosociality often cast a pall of deviance,
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the desire to work apart from men grew more
complex.

Almost all participants in the major inter-
national women’s organizations accepted—or
did not raise public objections to—an ideclogy
of fundamental difference between women
and men. The notion of difference undler-
lay ... “maternalist politics"—the construc-
tion of public positions on the foundation of
women'’s biological and social roles as moth-
ers”! But among women not involved in inti-
mate relationships with men, belief in female
values—read superior values—also led in a
different direction: to the regular expression
of anti-male sentiments in both private and
public life. Heymann and Augspurg tried as
far as possible to hire only women to manage
their farm, and Heymann contrasted their sat-
isfaction with their women employees to their
displeasure with a male manager: “Vanity,
thy name is man!” she proclaimed. “The cus-
tomary judgment maintains, of course, that
the female sex is the one enslaved by vanity,
but this customary assertion is only a diver-
sion and contradicts the law of nature among
humans and animals.”?

Similarly, Anna Howard Shaw had little
use for men in her private life. When Lucy
Anthony’s broken arm failed to heal properly,
Shaw announced that if a woman physician
had treated Anthony everything would have
been all right. During the First World War,
Shaw complained about “male experts” wast-
ing “millions of dollars on smoke and drink”
while advising housewives to tighten their
belts. “Men, I am convinced, never grow up
and of all the animal creation are the least ca-
pable of reason.”?

Such views spilled over into work in the
international women’s movement, merging
especially with the common association of
men with war and women with peace. The
outbreak of the First World War unleashed a
veritable barrage of anti-male proclamations.
Shaw found men’s “war madness and bar-
barism” “unthinkable” and claimed, despite
fer already low opinion of men, that “I have
not half the respect for man’s judgment or
common sense that I used to have, that they
are such fools as to go out and kill and be
«illed without knowing why.” Heymann con-
demned men'’s “lies and hatred and violence”
2t the WILPF congress in 1919, proclaiming
that the war would “never have come to pass
had we women, the mothers of the world, been

given the opportunity of helping to govern the
people and join in the social life of nations.”
At the 1934 WILPF congress, Augspurg de-
nounced the “world of men” as “built up on
profit and power, on gaining material wealth
and oppressing other people.” Women “would
be able to build a new world which would
produce enough for all.” According to Carrie
Chapman Catt, “All wars are men’s wars. Peace
has been made by women but war never.”*

Advocacy of separatist organizing logi-
cally flowed from such assumptions about
women’s moral superiority and potential ef-
ficacy in creating a peaceful world. It is not
that women who built lives apart from men
never associated or worked with them—both
Heymann and Addams, for example, par-
ticipated in political parties—but that they
seemed particularly to value the women’s
world of the women’s movement. Yet few
women in the international women’s move-
ment explicitly defended the practice of sepa-
ratism. Emily Greene Balch seemed to prefer
work with women but to feel that WILPF had
to consider admitting men. In the first year
after the [1915] Hague congress, she wrote that
“my interest and belief in our woman's organi-
zation is as strong as ever.” WILPF debated its
commitment to separatism in the early 1920s
but decided to remain a woman-only organi-
zation on the international level, in the pro-
cess putting out a pamphlet that explained the
reasons for keeping out men, one of the only
public documents to defend the practice of
separatism. . . .»

Given the persistence of all-female groups,
the lack of vigorous defense of the princi-
ple of separatism is curious. Yet such silence
speaks. It is possible that the need never oc-
curred to those long committed to organiz-
ing in woman-only groups. But because the
question of admitting men did arise, perhaps
the silence was a sign of uneasiness over the
old-fashioned associations of single-sex organ-
izing in an increasingly heterosocial world.
That separatist inclinations remained strong is
clear from the apology of Eva Fichet, member
of the mixed-gender Tunis section of WILPF,
who planned to bring her member husband
to the 1934 international congress. Noting that
“his presence will offend some of our collabo-
rators,” she promised that “he will only make
an appearance at public meetings, if there are
any.” Still, the comments of British suffragist
and WILPF member Catherine E. Marshall,
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who never married, stand out in the records
of the international women’s movement: “It
is always a pleasure to meet Women fellow
workers. . . . I do like women best! Who was it
said: The more I see of men the better I think of
women!”% Such sentiments expressed the con-
viction that women had more in common with
one another than with men and underlay the
inclination to make both a personal and work
life with other women.

HETEROSEXUALITY
AND WORK WITH MEN

Some women within the international wom-
en’s movement lived traditional married lives,
while others engaged in more unconventional
forms of heterosexual relationships. The model
of the woman leader married to a supportive
husband received a great deal of praise, but
unorthodox heterosexuality crossed the line of
respectability in a way that women’s same-sex
relationships did not and as a result met with
disapproval. This difference probably reflects
the generational divide that separated the pre-
dominantly older women of the international
women’s movement from younger cohorts
more blasé about heterosexual expressiveness
and more attuned to the sexual possibilities
between women.

Lady and Lord Aberdeen, Scottish aris-
tocrats, were without doubt the most lauded
couple in international women’s movement
circles. The ICW regularly held them up as an
exemplar of a couple committed to the same
work, even though Lord Aberdeen in fact
played no role in the organization. ... Lady
Aberdeen’s devoted friend Alice Salomon
described the Aberdeen marriage as modern
and ideal and insisted that the ICW was as
much a matter of concern to Lord Aberdeen
as to Lady Aberdeen. The ICW president her-
self appreciated her husband’s “never waver-
ing support and . . . belief in the LCW.” that
had made possible everything she had ac-
complished. Emma Ender, the president of
the German section of the ICW, responcded
that she knew from her own experience
“what it means, to live at the side of a man
who totally understands and supports the life
work that we have taken on.” Even after Lord
Aberdeen’s death, Lady Aberdeen referred to
“the inestimable blessing of husbands who
wish us to enter into all the fullness of life in
service and responsibility.”*

Aletta Jacobs, the first woman physician
in the Netherlands and an international leader,
and her husband, Carel Victor Gerritsen, also
attracted favorable attention as a model couple
within the international women’s movement.
Jacobs entered into [the] marriage, despite
her perception of the institution’s injustice,
in deference to her husband’s political career
and their mutual desire to have a child. She
described Gerritsen as “a feminist from the
start,” and when they married she kept her
ownname and they maintained separate quar-
ters within the house they shared. Gerritsen
actually took up Jacobs’s cause by not only
supporting her but by also speaking himself
in favor of women'’s suffrage. . ..

[Some] married women leaders [spoke]
out on behalf of cooperation across the lines of
gender. In her 1899 presidential address, Lady
Aberdeen referred to separate women’s organ-
izations as a “temporary expedient to meet a
temporary need” and hoped that they would
not be allowed “to crystallise into a permanent
element in social life.” Her successor as [ICW]
president, American May Wright Sewall, also
a married woman, agreed: “the Council idea
does not stand for the separation of women
from men, but rather for the reunion of women
with men in the consideration of great general
principles and large public interests.” In a 1976
interview, Margery Corbett Ashby [president
of the IWSA/IAW from 1923 to 1946] explained
that the goal of women’s organizations was to
eliminate the need for women’s organizations,
although she admitted that it could be difficult
for devoted members to accept this.”

... [Tension arose in the case of] women
perceived as too involved—or in improper
relationships—with men attracted harsh criti-
cism. Martina Kramers, who maintained a
long-term but unconventional liaison with a
man, faced the censure of Carrie Chapman Catt
in 1913. Bobbie, whom Kramers called her “left-
handed husband,” was a socialist and married
man whose wife refused to divorce him. As
president of the IWSA, Catt wrote to Kramers
to recommend that she resign as editor of the
organization’s journal, Jus Suffragii, because her
“moral transgressions” had provoked “horror
and repugnance” among U.S. [IWSA members.
Kramers reacted with incredulity and defi-
ance, refusing to give up either her man or her
work and insisting to Catt that she was not a
“propagandist of free love.” She also implicitly
equated the unconventionality but acceptability
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of her relationship with same-sex sexuality by
comparing her situation to “the cases of Anita
Augspurg [and] Kathe Schirmacher...ac-
cused by many gossipers of homosexual inter-
course.” ... But to no avail. Catt managed, as
Kramers put it, “to throw me out of the whole
movement” by moving the office of Jus Suffragii
to London and appointing a new editor.®. ..
[Controversy also swirled around Doris
Stevens’s work at] the Inter-American Com-
mission of Women, as seen [in this essay’s
opening paragraph]. Stevens struck Bertha
Lutz, a single woman who called herself Catt’s
“daughter,” . . . as a “sex-mad psychopath” and
a2 “mentally deranged woman.” In fact, Stevens
did engage in heterosexual activities outside
of marriage, and in her work for the Inter-
American Commission of Women she pursued
flirtatious relationships with several Latin
American diplomats. Far from [being] ashamed
of such interactions, she remarked that women
and men active in politics together were likely
to find that the “deep personal bond takes the
form of heterosexual love.”...[But hetero-
sexually active women like Stevens drew from
some female comrades] strong criticism of [not
only their allegedly] disreputable behavior but
also [their] political [alliances] with men.? . ..

Idonotmean toimply that the lines on the ques-
tion of separatism ran strictly in accordance
with sexuality or that no other factors shaped
the political practices of separatist organizing.
As the evidence presented here makes clear,
women within the international women’s
movement in the first half of the twentieth
century formed a variety of relationships, with
both women and men, and cannot easily be cat-
egorized as “homosexual” and “heterosexual”
in any case. There were married women such
as Carrie Chapman Catt who lived with and
loved women, and single women such as Alice
Salomon who lavished devoted admiration on
Lord and Lady Aberdeen. Coupled women’s
relationships might be characterized as lesbian
partnerships, romantic friendships, loving
caretaking, or some combination. In fact, given
the variety of bonds, we might wonder whether
internationally organized women managed to
cross the boundaries of sexuality more easily
than those of class, religion, and nationality.®
Certainly the conflicts over sexuality within
the movement tended to- pit “respectable”
against unconventional behavior rather than
same-sex against heterosexual relationships.

And evern if we could divide women into
neat categories, the association would not be
perfect. Rosika Schwimmer, who was mar-
ried briefly in her youth but lived most of her
life in close association with women, grew
disgusted with separatist organizing in the
1930s. Mildred Scott Olmstead, a U.S. WILPF
leader who maintained an intimate relation-
ship with a woman throughout her married
life, proposed in 1934 that the international
organization admit men.*® And the married
women leaders and heterosexual renegades all
continued to commit themselves to all-female
groups, whatever their ideas about the proper
way to organize.

Furthermore, affectional choices alone did
not fashion the politics of separatism. National
and generational differences, which helped to
construct interpretations of sexuality, are par-
ticularly striking. European women seemed
both more open to sexual expression and
less interested in single-sex organizing than
their Anglo-American colleagues. . .. [Euro-
pean women tended to associate separatism,
like sexual prudery,] with the “New World.”
Danish women responded to the announce-
ment of the Woman's Peace Party in the United
States and a call for the formation of similar
groups in other countries by asserting that “we
preferred to work together, men and women,
in the same organisation.” At the 1915 Hague
congress, Dutch women called for the concen-
tration of all forces, female and male, working
for peace. They noted that “a special women'’s
movement is not necessary and therefore un-
desired. The force of a movement where two
sexes cooperate will come to better results than
an organisation of one sex only.” Women trade
unionists from Germany and Austria refused
to send representatives to the second congress
of the International Federation of Working
Women in 1921, because they were “opposed to
taking part in a separate women’s trade union
organisation” in the American fashion.*. ..

Similarly, women struggling side by side
with men of their class or national group for
justice or independence had reason to look
critically at separatist organizing. ...In 1935,
Margery Corbett Ashby reported that the
enormous difficulties facing the nationalist
struggle in Egypt “bring the men and women
nearer together” and found the leading Egyp-
tian nationalist movement, the Wafd, “quite
progressive as regards women'’s position.”
A Syrian woman, speaking at the Istanbul



342 PART III

congress of the IAW in the same year, asserted
her belief in the necessity of working shoulder
to shoulder with men in her country for pros-
perity and freedom. “The economic and po-
litical situation of my country is so desperate
that it is extremely difficult for us women to
give our wholehearted energies to the cause of
feminism alone.”®

Generational differences on the question
of separatism are also striking. Young women
experiencing firsthand the breakdown be-
tween female and male social spheres in the
twentieth-century world challenged women-
only groups more readily than their older
colleagues who clung to separatist organiz-
ing....In 1931, Canadian Dorothy Heneker
pointed out that young European women
thought that women should work with men,
and the IAW Youth Committee reported in
1938 that the general feeling favored a mixed
organization of young women and men.*
Generational, like national, differences on the
question of separatism grew from distinctive
patterns of homosocial versus heterosocial
interaction, and so resistance to all-female
groups came from both traditional and pro-
gressive sources.

The case of the international women’s
movement in this period illuminates the para-
doxes of a women’s world in an era undergo-
ing profound change in the relations between
the sexes. Internationally organized women,
or at least some of them, knew about lesbian-
ism but chose to view the same-sex relation-
ships of their coworkers in an older frame, [not
as pathologized]. Single women alternated
between defiance and defensiveness, suggest-
ing that the declining social segregation of
the sexes in the industrialized Western world
and the more insistent labeling of women
without men as lesbians or old maids made a
woman's choice of a female—or no—partner
more suspicious and thus the women'’s world
of separatist organizations more precarious.
The. .. reservation of the strongest condemna-
tion for women who challenged respectability
through their sexual liaisons with men hints
at the unease that spilled over from the trans-
formation of social and sexual relations to the
process of political organizing.

The story of the international women’s
movement also reveals how important it is to
attend to the interaction of sexuality and poli-
tics. Conflict over sexuality and separatism
added to the national, class, and generational
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tensions already bubbling within the interna-
tional organizations and foreshadowed some
of the contemporary critiques of lesbian sepa-
ratism in the United States by working-class
women and women of color® At the same
time, the silencing of the defenders of separa-
tist organizing may have helped to undermine
the potential power of a global women’s move-
ment in these years by questioning the validity
of gathering apart from men in an increasingly
heterosocial world. Whatever the case, the dy-
namics within the first wave of international
organizing among women make clear that our
contemporary struggles over sexuality and
politics have a longer and more complex his-
tory than we sometimes think.
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Chinese Exclusion: The Page Act and Its Aftermath

Named for the California congressman Horace F. Page, who was its most
ardent supporter, the Page Act of 1875 was the nation’s first federal exclu-
sion of certain kinds of immigrants. Public and congressional debate on expand-
ing the statute continued, and within seven years, the much more expansive
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 barred virtually all but elite Chinese from entering
the United States and reiterated the exclusion of women. “The Exclusion Act is
clearly the pivot on which all American immigration policy turned,” writes his-
torian Roger Daniels, “the hinge on which Emma Lazarus’s ‘Golden Door’ began
to swing toward a closed position. It initiated an era of steadily increasing restric-
tions on immigration of all kinds that lasted until 1943.”* Not until our alliance
with China in World War [I was the Chinese exclusion law repealed.

The Page Act, like the more capacious legislation that followed, was fueled by
a mixture of policies: racist hostility to Asians; hostility to unscrupulous entrepre-
neurs who recruited unskilled workers, pressured them into multiyear contracts,
brought them to the United States, and then undercut established wages; and
authentic fears of prostitution rings. Knowledge that Chinese families practiced
polygamy and foot-binding fueled generalizations about immorality and sexual
exploitation. One San Francisco politician conceded that “as a class Chinese are
intelligent,” but insisted that among “the multitudes of Chinese women in our
state there is not a wife or virtuous female in their number.”*

The Page Act gestured in the direction of outlawing contract labor but actu-
ally focused on trafficking in women. It made the American consular officers in
Chinese ports responsible for interrogating all prospective immigrants; in prac-
tice, any woman who wished to travel to the United States had first to persuade
the consul that she was not a prostitute. Memories of this humiliating experi-
ence have been passed down over many generations in some Chinese American
families.

The impact of the law was quickly felt. In the two years between 1880 and
1882, some 50,000 Chinese men entered the United States, but only 220 Chinese
women did so. In 1910 the gender ratio among Chinese in the United States was
14:1. The principle that prospective immigrant women had the additional burden
of proving their morality persisted. The 1891 Immigration Act required all in-
coming pregnant women to prove that they were married. It also provided for
the expulsion of immigrants who became a public charge within a year of entry.

* Roger Daniels, Guarding the Golden Door: American Immigration Policy and Immigrants since 1882 (New York,
2004), 19.

* For a helpful overview, see Martha Gardner, The Qualities of a Citizen: Women, Immigration, and Citizenship,
1870-1965 (Princeton, 2005).

Fage Act of 1875, 43rd Cong,, 2nd sess., ch. 141.
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That time limit was gradually expanded—to two years, then three, then five. In
1910, a new statute provided that alien women who turned to sex work could be
deported at any time. In the debates over immigration policy in the early twenty-
first century, shrill accusations against pregnant women seeking entry are again
heard. Why do you think immigration officials and the American public are so
concerned about female sexuality and reproductive capabilities?

The second gatekeeping mechanism in the Page Act took on renewed vigor in
later acts and with the construction of immigrant receiving stations—Ellis Island
in New York Harbor in 1892 and Angel Island in San Francisco Bay in 1910. At the
latter, Asian immigrant women tended to be detained longer than men, and they
were also grilled about their sexual character, plans to marry (if single), and abil-

ity to support themselves in the United States.

Be it enacted . . . that in determining whether
the immigration of any subject of China,
Japan, or any Oriental country, to the United
States, is free and voluntary . . . it shall be the
duty of‘the . .. consul of the United States re-
siding at the port from which it is proposed to
convey such subjects, in any vessels enrolled
or licensed in the United States...to ascer-
tain whether such immigrant has entered into
a contract or agreement for a term of service
within the United States, for lewd and im-
moral purposes; and if there be such contract
or agreement, the said . . . consul shall not de-
liver the required permit or certificate. . . .

... That the importation into the United
States of women for the purposes of prostitu-
tion is hereby forbidden; and all contracts and
agreements in relation thereto, made in ad-
vance or in pursuance of such illegal importa-
tion and purposes, are hereby declared void;
and whoever shall knowingly and willfully

import, or cause any importation of, womer
into the United States for the purposes of pros
titution, or shall knowingly or willfully hold
or attempt to hold, any woman to such pur
poses, in pursuance of such illegal importatior
and contract or agreement, shall be deemec
guilty of a felony, and, on conviction thereof
shall be imprisoned not exceeding five year:
and pay a fine not exceeding five thousanc
dollars. ...

... That it shall be unlawful for aliens o
the following [two] classes to immigrate intc
the United States, namely, persons who are un
dergoing a sentence for conviction in their owr
country of felonious crimes other than politi
cal ... and women “imported for the purpose
of prostitution.” Every vessel arriving in th
United States may be inspected under the di
rection of the collector of the port at which -
arrives, if he shall have reason to believe the
any such obnoxious persons are on board. . .

Mackenzie v. Hare, 1915

he persistent expansion of married women’s property acts and the increasing
popularity of woman suffrage make it tempting to conclude that the practice of
coverture—women’s legal and civic subordination to men—steadily dissolved over
the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Butalthough itis true that
some aspects of coverture eroded, others were sustained and even strengthened.
Although chief justice Morrison R. Waite had been right when he observed in
Minor v. Happersett (1874) that “there is no doubt that women may be citizens,” he

Mackenzie v. Hare, 239 U.S. 299 (1915).
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was wrong when he went on to claim that “sex has never been made one of the ele-
ments of citizenship. . . . Men have never had an advantage over women.” According
to the common law and early American practice, white women, like men, became
citizens either by birth or by their own choice to be naturalized. But in 1855, follow-
ing practices established in France by the conservative Code Napoleon (1804) and in
Britain in 1844, the US Congress extended the principle of marital unity to provide
that “any woman who might lawfully be naturalized under the existing laws, mar-
ried, or shall be married to a citizen of the United States shall be deemed and taken
to be a citizen.” That is, foreign women who married male citizens did not need to
go through a naturalization process or even take an oath of allegiance. The law did
not explain what should happen when a woman with US citizenship married a non-
citizen man. For the next fifty years, there was little consistency in how courts dealt
with related cases that came before them. Often the principle of “marital unity” pre-
vailed, meaning that women who were American citizens lost their citizenship by
marrying a foreign national. In 1907, Congress passed a statute explicitly providing
that women take the nationality of their husbands when they marry.

Expatriation—the loss of citizenship—traditionally has been a very severe
punishment, usually reserved for cases of treason. If a married woman had to
assume the nationality of her husband, she might become the subject of a king
or czar in a political system that offered her even less protection than did the
United States. She might even become stateless. If Americans claimed to base
their political system on the “consent of the governed,” could women's “consent”
be arbitrarily denied? In time of war, the American woman who married, say,
a German national could change her status overnight from a citizen to an alien
enemy. President Ulysses S. Grant’s daughter lost her citizenship when she mar-
ried an Englishman in 1874; it required a special act of Congress to reinstate her
citizenship when she returned from England as a widow in 1898.

Ethel Mackenzie, who had been born in California, married Gordon
Mackenzie, a British subject, in 1909-—two years after the passage of the Citizenship
Act of 1907. She was active in the woman suffrage movement in California, and
when it was successful in 1911 she worked in the San Francisco voter registration
drive. It is not surprising that she herself would try to register to vote. When the
Board of Election Commissioners denied her application, holding that upon her
marriage to a British subject she had “ceased to be a citizen of the United States,”
she refused to let her husband apply for citizenship and instead challenged the
law, claiming that Congress had exceeded its authority. She could not believe that
Congress had actually intended to deprive her of the citizenship she understood
to be her birthright. Why did the Supreme Court deny her claim? What “ancient
principle of jurisprudence” did they rely on? Why did the Court think that the
marriage of an American woman to a foreign man should be treated differently
from the marriage of an American man to a foreign woman?

347

MR. JUSTICE MCKENNA:

... The question...is, Did [Ethel Mackenzie]
cease to be a citizen by her marriage? . . . [Mac-
kenzie contends] that it was not the intention
[of Congress] to deprive an American-born
woman, remaining within the jurisdiction of
the United States, of her citizenship by reason
of her marriage to a resident foreigner. . .. [She

is trying to persuade the Court that the citi-
zenship statute was| beyond the authority of
Congress. . .. [She offered the] earnest argu-
ment...that... under the Constitution and
laws of the United States, [citizenship] became a
right, privilege and immunity which could not
be taken away from her except as a punishment
for crime or by her voluntary expatriation. . . .
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[But the Court concludes:] . . . The identity
of husband and wife is an ancient principle of
our jurisprudence. It was neither accidental
nor arbitrary and worked in many instances
for her protection. There has been, it is true,
much relaxation of it but in its retention as in
its origin it is determined by their intimate
relation and unity of interests, and this rela-
tion and unity may make it of public concern
in many instances to merge their identity,
and give dominance to the husband. It has
purpose, if not necessity, in purely domestic
policy; it has greater purpose and, it may be,
necessity, in international policy.... Having
this purpose, has it not the sanction of power?

MODERN AMERICA EMERGES 1880--1945

... The law in controversy deals with a
condition voluntarily entered into....The
marriage of an American woman with a for-
eigner has consequences. .. [similar to] her
physical expatriation. . .. Therefore, as long
as the relation lasts it is made tantamount to
expatriation. This is no arbitrary exercise of
government. ... It is the conception of the
legislation under review that such an act
[marriage to a foreign man] may bring the
Government into embarrassments and, it may
be, into controversies. . .. [Marriage to a for-
eign man] is as voluntary and distinctive as
expatriation and its consequence must be con-
sidered as elected.

he decision in Mackenzie angered suffragists and energized them; American

women needed suffrage to protect themselves against involuntary expatria-
tion and statelessness. The repeal of the Citizenship Act of 1907 was high on the
suffragists’ agenda, and they returned to it as soon as suffrage was accomplished
(see Equal Suffrage [Nineteenth] Amendment). The Cable Act of 1922 provided
that “the right of a person to become a naturalized citizen shall not be denied to
a person on account of sex or because she is a married woman,” but it permitted
American women who married foreigners to retain their citizenship only if they
married men from countries whose subjects were eligible for U.S. citizenship—
that is, not from China or Japan. American-born women who married aliens from
China or Japan still lost their citizenship. American-born women who married
aliens not from China or Japan were treated as naturalized citizens who would
lose their citizenship should they reside abroad for two years.

The Cable Act was extended by amendments well into the 1930s, but some
exclusions remained, and the improvements were generally not retroactive. Thus,
as late as the 1950s, some American-born women were denied passports because
they had married foreign men before 1922. In 1998, 2001, and again in 2011, the U.S.
Supreme Court upheld a practice of different rules for non-marital children born
abroad. The child born to an unmarried citizen mother and a noncitizen manis a
citizen at birth (so long as the mother has lived in the United States for at least one
year). The child born to an unmarried citizen father and a noncitizen woman can
be a citizen only if the father has met a number of requirements. Among them are
that he must have lived in the United States for a specified number of years after
he reached the age of fourteen. (The number of years changed when Congress
revised the statute: until 1986 it was five years; then it was reduced to two years.)
The father must also formally legitimize and financially support the child before

the child reaches the age of eighteen*

In sustaining different rules for mothers and fathers, the Supreme Court ma-
jority emphasized the possibility of fraudulent claims of citizenship by unmar-
ried noncitizen mothers and their children; the dissenting minority emphasized
the ease with which men could avoid responsibility for the nonmarital children

they had fathered.

* Miller v. Albright, 523 U.S. 420 (1998); Nguyen v. umigration and Naturalization Service, 533 U.S. 53 (2001); Flores-
Villar v. United States, 564 U.S. (2011). This note draws on Candice Lewis Bredbenner, A Nationality of Her
Own: Women, Marriage and the Law of Citizenship (Berkeley, 1998).
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Equal Suffrage (Nineteenth) Amendment, 1920

=

‘College Day in the Picket Line, Feb. 1917, National Women's Party Records, Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C., LC-USZ62-31799. See Katherine H. Adams and Michael L. Keene, Alice Paul
and the American Suffrage Campaign [Urbana, 2007], and the documentary film by Ruth
“ollak for the American Experience and WGBH, One Woman, One Vote [PBS Home Video, 1995;
wissued on DVD, 2006], especially the closing episodes.)

In his second successful campaign for the presidency, Woodrow Wilson prom-
ised—vaguely—to support woman suffrage. In January 1917, Alice Paul and the
National Woman'’s Party undertook a permanent demonstration—a picket line—
in front of the White House, near the gates, to hold the president to his promise.
Their silent protest was modeled on the campaigns of British suffragists and may
have been the first use of this political strategy in the United States. To provoke
continued press attention and to represent the widespread support for the cause,
Paul ingeniously arranged for themed days. First came State days—Maryland was
first—in which the pickets came exclusively from the given state. On College Day,
the one represented in this photograph, thirteen women wore sashes announcing
their alma maters. On the afternoon of Wilson’s second inaugural, March 4, one
thousand women, in a freezing rain, encircled the White House in one long, march-
ing line, with the pictures and story generating unprecedented press coverage.

In April, with Congress about to declare war and the pickets’ banners offering
sharp political jibes, the strategy proved divisive among women’s rights advocates.
Some called the tactic indecorous, insulting to the president, and close to treason-
ous. Press commentary grew shrill, and the crowds gathered to heckle the “silent
sentinels” grew violent; banners were torn to shreds. Arrests followed, in April
and on into the fall—not of the attackers but of the pickets for “obstructing side-
walk traffic.” These women accepted jail or workhouse terms rather than pay the
twenty-five dollar fine; and on release, they returned defiantly to the picket line.
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The cycle of peaceful protest and violent response intensified in August,
when the picketers provocatively carried banners mocking “Kaiser Wilson” and
highlighting the contradiction between the US policies of criticizing the kaiser for
denying democracy in Germany and denying the vote to the half of the US popu-
lation. In the fall, jailed picketers, including Alice Paul, went on hunger strikes
because they had asked for and been denied political prisoner status. Like British
suffragists, they were force-fed—an intrusive act that was painful and medically
dangerous. All were released in late November, when local officials anticipated
(rightly) that the arrests and detentions would be ruled unconstitutional on appeal.

Meanwhile, the pickets of 1917, the private letters that Wilson received from
feminists such as Jane Addams and Carrie Chapman Catt, and the exigencies of war
led to a presidential change of mind: in early January 1918, Wilson announced his
support for the federal woman suffrage amendment then making its way through
Congress. In September, he went to the Senate to urge passage there, presenting
the matter as critical to the war effort. However, it would take new elections and
a newly constituted Senate for the bill to pass and another year until ratification.

When the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments failed to provide for uni-
versal suffrage, a federal amendment was introduced into the Senate by S. C.
Pomeroy of Kansas in 1868 and into the House by George W. Julian of Indiana in
March 1869. Historian Ellen DuBois has observed, “Previously the case for suf-
frage had consistently been put in terms of the individual rights of all persons,
regardless of their sex and race. Angered by their exclusion from the Fifteenth
Amendment, women’s rights advocates began to develop fundamentally different
arguments for their cause. They claimed their right to the ballot not as individuals
but as a sex. . . . The reason women should vote was not that they were the same
as men but that they were different. That made for a rather thorough reversal of
classic women's rights premises.”

Arguing for the vote on the basis of women'’s difference from men could be
effective in strengthening women'’s sense of group consciousness, but it also was
compatible with racist and nativist arguments that white women needed the vote
to counteract the suffrage of black and immigrant men. The old alliance of woman
suffrage and abolitionist activism eroded, even though voting rights for black
men were under siege after Reconstruction. The suffrage efforts of 1870 to 1920
continued to display arguments on the basis of equality, but younger generations
of activists were increasingly likely to emphasize difference—what one activist
called “the mother instinct for government.”

Woman suffrage was not accomplished easily. One scholar has counted 480 suf-
frage campaigns waged at the state level between 1870 and 1910, but in the end only
seventeen referenda were held, with only two successes (in Colorado and Idaho)**
Stanton died in 1902; Anthony in 1906. But a new, younger generation adopted new
strategies. Americans were inspired by the militancy of the British suffrage move-
ment. In 1902 Carrie Chapman Catt was simultaneously president of the International
Woman Suffrage Alliance and the National American Woman Suffrage Association
(NAWSA). By 1910 it was clear that a reinvigorated movement was under way, using

* Ellen Carol DuBois, “Outgrowing the Compact of the Fathers: Equal Rights, Woman Suffrage, and the United
States Constitution, 1820-1878," Journal of American History 74 (December 1987): 848.

** Eleanor Flexner, Century of Struggle (Cambridge, Mass., 1959), 13; Rebecca Edwards, “Pioneers at the Polls:
Woman Suffrage in the West,” in Votes for Women: The Struggle for Suffrage Revisited, ed. Jean H. Baker (New
York, 2002), 90-101.
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door-to-door campaigns, street-corner speakers, and poll watchers on Election
Day. For the first time, cross-class suffrage organizations, like New York’s Equality
League of Independent Women, were mobilizing support for suffrage. Suffragists
staged public parades that attracted tens of thousands of supporters.

Although many suffragists had claimed that when women got the vote,
there would be no more American endorsements of war, Catt swung NAWSA
behind Woodrow Wilson, American support for the allies, and, eventually, the
nation’s entry into World War I in April 1917. The more radical National Women'’s
Party (NWP), under the leadership of Alice Paul, staked out a very public po-
sition protesting Wilson’s failure to explicitly endorse a federal guarantee for
women’s suffrage. Putting aside his states’ rights approach, the president publicly
endorsed a constitutional amendment in early 1918. One day later, the House of
Representatives passed the suffrage amendmnent, barely achieving the required
two-thirds majority. But despite a personal appearance from Wilson, it failed by
only two votes to carry the Senate.

As state after state enacted woman suffrage for statewide elections, the
number of members of Congress dependent on women'’s votes increased. With
the federal suffrage amendment slated to come before Congress again and again,
these men were likely to believe that they had no choice but to support it. In the
fall 1918 elections, NAWSA targeted four senators for defeat; two of them failed to
be reelected. Moreover, energetic campaigns in the states to elect prosuffrage can-
didates to Congress worked. When the amendment came up in the new Congress,
according to Anne F. Scott and Andrew Scott, “224 of those voting yes came from
suffrage states, and eighty from nonsuffrage states.”* It squeaked by in the Senate.
It was ratified by thirty-five states by August 1920; the final state was Tennessee,
where, after a bitter struggle, it was ratified by a single vote, just in time to permit
women to vote in the elections of 1920.

When Puerto Rican women attempted to register to vote in 1920, however, the
U.S. Bureau of Insular Affairs decided that the Nineteenth Amendment did not
automatically apply to U.S. territories. Suffragist groups mobilized in Puerto Rico,
lobbying throughout the next decade both on the island and in Washington, D.C,,
with support from the NWP. In 1929 the territorial legislature granted suffrage to
women restricted by a literacy requirement; not until 1935 was universal suffrage
established in Puerto Rico.

Many southern states had excluded African American men from voting by
using literacy tests, poll taxes, and intimidation; in those states black women
could vote no more easily than black men, and suffrage was an empty victory.
The state of Georgia effectively discouraged white women from voting as well by
providing that any woman who did not choose to register to vote did not have to
pay the poll tax. This law, which encouraged women—and their husbands—to
see voting as an expensive extravagance, was upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court
in 1937 (Breedlove v. Suttles, 302 U.S. 277).

Section 1. The right of the citizens of the United Section 2. Congress shall have power to
Sates to vote shall not be denied or abridged  enforce this article by appropriate legislation.
v the United States or by any State on account

oF sex.

“Anne F. Scott and Andrew MacKay Scott, One Half of the People: The Fight for Woman Suffrage (Urbana, 1982;
erig. publ. Philadelphia, 1975), 45.
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Jazz Age Opportunities and Limits

.

VICKI L. RUIZ

The Flapper and the Chaperone: Mexican
American Teenagers in the Southwest

ver one million Mexicans immigrated to the United States between 1900 and

1930, forming new communities or settling alongside families whose de-
scendants had migrated north decades and centuries before. This essay plunges
us into young Mexican American women'’s decisions about dating, dancing, and
dressing up as they grew up in western cities and farm towns from the 1920s
to the 1940s. Focusing on first-generation teenagers, historian Vicki L. Ruiz in-
sists that we see them not as caught between the mores of their Mexican-born
Catholic parents and the freedoms of modern America, but rather as navigat-
ing “across multiple terrains” simultaneously. Home for most, if not all, of these
young women was located in the barrios, dense neighborhoods where Mexican
and Mexican American families, businesses, and parishes were clustered. What
range of sources and methods does Ruiz employ to uncover these young women'’s
dreams and strategies? If you were conducting such a study of teenage girls in the
recent past, what types of sources would you consult?

In the interwar years, a central figure in cross-sex socializing was the
chaperone—Ia dueiia. Why do you think this role was reserved for adult women?
What cultural messages would be sent if chaperones had also monitored young
men'’s activities? Ruiz finds that second-generation Mexican American women
who married and had their own children tended not to continue the chaperoning
tradition. In the 1960s, activist women of Mexican descent embraced the identity
of Chicana and, as Ruiz indicates at the close of her essay, issued new challenges
to conventional expectations shaped by popular culture, family oligarchy, and
men’s demands.

Imagine a gathering in a barrio hall, a group
of young people dressed “to the nines” trying
their best to replicate the dance steps of Fred
Astaire and Ginger Rogers. This convivial het-
erosocial scene was a typical one in the lives
of teenagers during the interwar period. But
along the walls, a sharp difference was appar-
ent in the barrios. Mothers, fathers, and older

relatives chatted with one another as they kept
one eye trained on the dance floor. They were
the chaperones—the ubiquitous companions
of unmarried Mexican-American women.
Chaperonage was a traditional instrument
of social control. Indeed, the presence of la
dueiin was the prerequisite for attendance at a
dance, a movie, or even church-related events.

Excerpted and slightly revised by the author from ch. 3 of From Out of the Shadows: Mexican Women in Twentieth-
Century America by Vicki L. Ruiz (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). Reprinted by permission of the
author and publisher. Notes have been edited and renumbered.
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“When we would go to town, I would want to
say something to a guy. I couldn’t because my
mother was always there,” remembered Maria
Ybarra. “She would always stick to us girls like
glue. . . . She never let us out of her sight.”

An examination of events like this one
reveals the ways in which young Mexican
women in the United States between the wars
rationalized, resisted, and evaded parental su-
pervision. It offers a glimpse into generational
conflict that goes beyond the more general dif-
ferences in acculturation between immigrants
and their children. Chaperonage existed for
centuries on both sides of the political border
separating Mexico and the United States. While
conjuring images of patriarchal domination,
chaperonage is best understood as a mani-
festation of familial oligarchy whereby elders
attempted to dictate the activities of youth for
the sake of family honor. A family’s standing
in the community depended, in part, on wom-
en’s purity. Loss of virginity not only tainted
the reputation of an individual, but of her kin
as well. For Mexicano immigrants living in
2 new, bewildering environment filled with
femptations, the enforcement of chaperonage
assumed a particular urgency.?. . .

Confronting “America” began at an early
age. Throughout the Southwest, Spanish-
speaking children had to sink or swim in an
English-only environment. Even on the play-
ground, students were punished for convers-
ing in Spanish. Admonishments, such as “Don’t
speak that ugly language, you are an American
now,” not only reflected a strong belief in Anglo
conformity but denigrated the self-esteem of
Mexican-American children. As Mary Luna
stated: “It was rough because 1 didn't know
English. The teacher wouldn't let us talk Spanish.
How can you talk to anybody? If you can't talk
Spanish and you can't talk English. . . . It wasn't
until maybe the fourth or fifth grade that I started
catching up. And all that time I just felt I was
stupid.” Yet Luna credited her love of reading to
2 Euro-American educator who had converted a
small barrio house into a makeshift community
center and library. Her words underscore the
dual thrust of Americanization—education and
consumerism. “To this day I just love going into
libraries . . . there are two places that I can go in
and get a real warm, happy feeling; that is, the
fibrary and Bullock’s in the perfume and make-
up department.”?. ..

For Mexican Americans, second-generation
women as teenagers have received scant

scholarly attention. Among Chicano histori-
ans and writers, there appears a fascination
with the sons of immigrants, especially as pa-
chuicos.* Young women, however, may have ex-
perienced deeper generational tensions as they
blended elements of Americanization with
Mexican expectations and values. . . .

... The recollections of seventeen women
serve as the basis for my reconstruction of
adolescent aspirations and experiences (or
dreams and routines). The women them-
selves, . .. with two [major] exceptions, . . . are
U.S. citizens by birth and attended southwest-
ern schools. All the interviewees were born
between 1908 and 1926. Although three came
from families once considered middle class in
Mexico, most can be considered working class
in the United States. Their fathers’ typical oc-
cupations included farm worker, miner, day
laborer, and railroad hand. These women usu-
ally characterized their mothers as homemak-
ers, although several remembered that their
mothers took seasonal jobs in area factories
and fields. The most economically privileged
woman in the sample, Ruby Estrada, helped
out in her family-owned hardware and fur-
niture store. She is also the only interviewee
who attended college. It should be noted that
seven of the seventeen narrators married Euro-
Americans. Although intermarriage was un-
common, these oral histories give us insight
into the lives of those who negotiated across
cultures in a deeply personal way and who felt
the impact of acculturation most keenly. Rich
in emotion and detail, these interviews reveal
women'’s conscious decision-making in the
production of culture. In creating their own
cultural spaces, the interwar generation chal-
lenged the trappings of familial oligarchy.?

... Within families, young women, per-
haps more than their brothers, were expected
to uphold certain standards. Parents, therefore,
often assumed what they perceived as their
unquestionable prerogative to regulate the ac-
tions and attitudes of their adolescent daugh-
ters. Teenagers, on the other hand, did not
always acquiesce in the boundaries set down
for them by their elders. Intergenerational ten-
sion flared along several fronts.

Like US. teenagers, in general, the first
area of disagreement between an adolescent
and her family would be over her personal ap-
pearance. ... The length of a young woman’s
tresses was a hot issue spanning class, region,
and ethnic lines. During the 1920s, a woman’s
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decision “to bob or not bob” her hair assurned
classic proportions within Mexican families.
After considerable pleading, Belen Martinez
Mason was permitted to cut her hair, though
she soon regretted the decision. “Oh, I cried
for a month.” Differing opinions over fash-
ions often caused ill feelings. One Mexican
American woman recalled that as a young girl,
her mother dressed her “like a nun” and she
could wear “no make-up, no cream, no noth-
ing” on her face. Swimwear, bloomers, and
short skirts also became sources of contro-
versy. Some teenagers left home in one outfit
and changed into another at school. Once
Maria Fierro arrived home in her bloomers.
Her father inquired, “Where have you been
dressed like that, like a clown?” “I told him
the truth,” Fierro explained “He whipped
me anyway....So from then on whenever I
went to the track meet, I used to change my
bloomers so that he wouldn't see that | had
gone again.”... A popular ballad chastised
Mexican women for applying makeup so heav-
ily as to resemble a pinata. ?

The use of cosmetics, however, cannot
be blamed entirely on Madison Avenue ad
campaigns. The innumerable barrio beauty
pageants, sponsored by mutualistas, patriotic
societies, churches, the Mexican Chamber of
Commerce, newspapers, and even progressive
labor unions, encouraged young women to ac-
centuate their physical attributes. Carefully
chaperoned, many teenagers did participate in
community contests from La Reina de Cinco
de Mayo to Orange Queen. They modeled
evening gowns, rode on parade floats, and sold
raffle tickets.® . ..

The commercialization of personal groom-
ing made additional inroads into the Mexican
community with the appearance of barrio
beauty parlors. Working as a beautician con-
ferred a certain degree of status—"a nice, clean
job”"—in comparison to factory or domestic
work. As one woman related:

I always wanted to be a beauty operator. I
loved makeup; I loved to dress up and fix up. I
used to set my sisters’ hair. So I had that in the
back of my mind for a long time, and my mom
pushed the fact that she wanted me to have a
profession—seeing that I wasn’t thinking of get-
ting married.’

While furtherresearchis needed, one can specu-
late that neighborhood beauty shops reinforced
women’s networks and became places where
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they could relax, exchange chisme (gossip), and
enjoy the company of other women.

During the 1920s, the ethic of consump-
tion became inextricably linked to making itin
America. The message of affluence attainable
through hard work and a bit of luck was rein-
forced in English and Spanish-language pub-
lications. Mexican barrios were not immune
from the burgeoning consumer culture. The
society pages of the influential Los Angeles—
based La Opinion, for example, featured advice
columns, horoscopes, and celebrity gossip.
Advertisements for makeup, clothing, even
feminine hygiene products reminded teenag-
ers of an awaiting world of consumption.. . .

Advertisements aimed at women prom-
ised status and affection if the proper bleach-
ing cream, hair coloring, and cosmetics were
purchased. Or, as one company boldly claimed,
“Those with lighter, more healthy skin tones
will become much more successful in busi-
ness, love, and society.” A print ad [in English]
for Camay Soap carried by Hispano America in
1932 reminded women readers that “Life Is a
Beauty Contest.” Flapper fashions and celeb-
rity testimonials further fused the connections
between gendered identity and consumer cul-
ture. Another promotion encouraged readers
to “SIGA LAS ESTRELLAS” (FOLLOW THE
STARS) and use Max Factor cosmetics.” . . .

...Mexican women interpreted these
visual representations in a myriad of ways.
Some ignored them, some redefined their mes-
sages, and other internalized them. The popu-
larity of bleaching creams offers a poignant
testament to color consciousness in Mexican
communities, a historical consciousness accen-
tuated by Americanization through education
and popular culture.

Reflecting the coalescence of Mexican and
U.S. cultures, Spanish-language publications
promoted pride in Latino theater and music
while at the same time celebrated the icons of
Americanization and consumption. Because
of its proximity to Hollywood, La Opinion ran
contests in which the lucky winner would re-
ceive a screen test. On the one hand, La Opinion
nurtured the dreams of “success” through en-
tertainment and consumption while, on the
other, the newspaper railed against the depor-
tations and repatriations of the 1930s. Sparked
by manufactured fantasies and clinging to
youthful hopes, many Mexican women teen-
agers avidly read celebrity gossip columns, at-
tended Saturday matinees, cruised Hollywood
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and Vine, and nurtured their visions of star-
dom. A handful of Latina actresses, especially
Dolores del Rio and Lupe Velez, whetted these
aspirations and served as public role models of
the “American dream.” As a La Opinion article
on Lupe Velez idealistically claimed, “Art has
neither nationalities nor borders.”!?

... Mexican-American women teenag-
ers. .. positioned themselves within the cul-
tural messages they gleaned from English
and Spanish-language publications, afternoon
matinees, and popular radio programs. Their
shifting conceptions of acceptable heteroso-
cial behavior, including their desire “to date,”
heightened existing generational tensions be-
tween parents and daughters.

Obviously, the most serious point of con-
tention between an adolescent daughter and
her Mexican parents regarded her behavior
toward young men. In both cities and rural
towns, close chaperonage was a way of life.
Recalling the supervisory role played by her
“old maid” aunt, Maria Fierro laughingly ex-
plained, “She'd check up on us all the time. I
used to get so mad at her.” Ruby Estrada re-
called that in her small southern Arizona
community, “all the mothers” escorted their
daughters to the local dances. Estrada’s mother
was no exception when it came to chaperon-
ing her daughters. “She went especially for us.
Shed just sit there and take care of our coats
and watch us.” Even talking to male peers in
broad daylight could be grounds for disci-
pline. Adele Herndndez Milligan, a resident
of Los Angeles for over fifty years, elaborated:
“I remember the first time that I walked home
with a boy from school. Anyway, my mother
saw me and she was mad. I must have been
sixteen or seventeen. She slapped my face be-
cause [ was walking home with a boy™? . ..

Faced with this type of situation, young
women had three options: they could accept
the rules set down for them; they could rebel;
or they could find ways to compromise or cir-
cumvent traditional standards. “I was never al-
lowed to go out by myself in the evening; it just
was not done,” related Carmen Bernal Escobar.
In rural communities, where restrictions were
perhaps even more stringent, “nice” teenag-
ers could not even swim with male peers.
According to Ruby Estrada, “We were ladies
and wouldn't go swimming out there with a
bunch of boys.” Yet many seemed to accept
these limits with equanimity. Remembering
her mother as her chaperone, Lucy Acosta

insisted, “I could care less as long as I danced.”
“It wasn't devastating at all,” echoed Ruby
Estrada. “We took it in stride. We never
thought of it as cruel or mean. . . . It was taken
for granted that that's the way it was.”™ . ..

Women in cities had a distinct advantage
over their rural peers in that they could venture
miles from their neighborhood into the ano-
nymity of dance halls, amusement parks, and
other forms of commercialized leisure. With
carnival rides and the Cinderella Ballroom,
the Nu-Pike amusement park of Long Beach
proved a popular hangout for Mexican youth
in Los Angeles. It was more difficult to abide
by traditional norms when excitement loomed
just on the other side of the streetcar line.

Some women openly rebelled. They
moved out of their family homes and into
apartments. Considering themselves free-
wheeling single women, they could go out
with men unsupervised as was the practice
among their Anglo peers. Others challenged
parental and cultural standards even further
by living with their boyfriends. In his field
notes, University of California economist Paul
Taylor recorded an incident in which a young
woman had moved in with her Anglo boy-
friend after he had convinced her that such ar-
rangements were common among Americans.
“This terrible freedom in the United States,”
one Mexicana lamented. “I do not have to
worry because 1 have no daughters, but the
poor sefioras with many girls, they worry.”!>

Those teenagers who did not wish to defy
their parents openly would “sneak out” of the
house to meet their dates or attend dances with
female friends. Whether meeting someone at a
drugstore, roller rink, or theater, this practice
involved the invention of elaborate stories to
mask traditionally inappropriate behavior. In
other words, they lied.'® . ..

... What other tactics did teenagers
devise? ... Alicia Mendeola Shelit recalled
that one of her older brothers would accom-
pany her to dances ostensibly as a chaperone.
“But then my oldest brother would always
have a blind date for me.” Carmen Bernal
Escobar was permitted to entertain her boy-
friends at home, but only under the supervi-
sion of her brother or mother. The practice of
“going out with the girls,” though not [gen-
erally] accepted until the 1940s, was fairly
common. Several Mexican-American women,
often related, would escort one another to
an event (such as a dance), socialize with the
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men in attencdance, and then walk home to-
gether. In the sample of seventeen interviews,
daughters negotiated their activities with their
parents. Older siblings and extended kin ap-
peared in the background as either chaperones
or accomplices. . . .

...Many teenage women knew little
about sex other than what they picked up
from friends, romance magazines, and the
local theater. As Mary Luna remembered,
“I thought that if somebody kissed you, you
could get pregnant.” In Singing for My Echo,
New Mexico native Gregorita Rodriguez con-
fided that on her wedding night, she knelt
down and said her rosary until her husband
gently asked, “Gregorita, mi esposa, are you
afraid of me?” At times this naiveté persisted
beyond the wedding. “It took four days for my
husband to touch me,” one woman revealed. “I
slept with dress and all. We were both green-
horns, I guess.”"” . ..

Chaperonage . . . exacerbated conflict not
only between generations but within individu-
als as well. In gaily recounting tales of ditch-
ing the duefia or sneaking down the stairwell,
the laughter of the interviewees fails to hide
the painful memories of breaking away from
familial expectations. Their words resonate
with the dilemma of reconciling their search
for autonomy with their desire for parental
affirmation. . .. Every informant who chal-
lenged or circumvented chaperonage held
a fulltime job, as either a factory or service
worker. In contrast, most women who accepted
constant supervision did not work for wages.
Perhaps because they labored for long hours,
for little pay, and frequently under hazardous
conditions, factory and service workers were
determined to exercise some control over their
leisure time.'s . ..

It may also be significant that none of the
employed teenagers had attended high school.
They entered the labor market directly after or
even before the completion of the eighth grade.
Like many female factory workers in the United
States, most Mexican operatives were young,
unmarried daughters whose wage labor was
essential to the economic survival of their fam-
ilies. As members of a “family wage economy,”
they relinquished all or part of their wages to
their elders. According to a 1933 University of
California study, of the Mexican families sur-
veyed with working children, the children’s
monetary contributions constituted 35 percent
of total household income. Cognizant of their
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earning power, they resented the lack of per-
sonal autonomy.”

Delicate negotiations ensued as both par-
ents and daughters struggled over questions
of leisure activities and discretionary income.
Could a young woman retain a portion of her
wages for her own use? If elders demanded
every penny, daughters might be more inclined
to splurge on a new outfit or other personal
item on their way home from work or, even
more extreme, they might choose to move out,
taking their paychecks with them. Recognizing
their dependence on their children’s income,
some parents compromised. Their concessions,
however, generally took the form of allocating
spending money rather than relaxing tradi-
tional supervision. Still, women'’s earning power
could be an important bargaining chip. . ..

To complete the picture, we also have
to consider the perspective of Mexican im-
migrant parents who encountered a youth
culture very different from that of their gener-
ation. For them, courtship had occurred in the
plaza; young women and men promenaded
under the watchful eyes of town elders, an at-
mosphere in which an exchange of meaning-
ful glances could well portend engagement.
One can understand their consternation as
they watched their daughters apply cosmetics
and adopt the apparel advertised in fashion
magazines. In other words, “If she dresses like
a flapper, will she then act like one?” Seeds of
suspicion reaffirmed the penchant for tradi-
tional supervision. . . .

... Parents in the barrios of major cities
fought a losing battle against urban anonym-
ity and commercialized leisure. The Catholic
Church was quick to point out the “dangerous
amusement” inherent in dancing, theatergo-
ing, dressing fashionably, and reading pulp
fiction. Under the section, “The Enemy in the
Ballroom,” a Catholic advice book warned of
the hidden temptations of dance. “I know that
some persons can indulge in it without harm;
but sometimes even the coldest temperaments
are heated by it.” Therefore, the author offered
the following rules:

(1) If you know nothing at all. . . about dancing
do not trouble yourself to learn (2) Be watch-
ful....and see that your pleasure in dancing
does not grow into a passion. ... (3) Never fre-
quent fairs, picnics, carnivals, or public dancing
halls where Heaven only knows what sorts of
people congregate. (4) Dance only at private par-
ties where your father or mother is present.
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Pious pronouncements such as these had little
impact on those adolescents who cherished the
opportunity to look and act like vamps and
flappers.®

Attempting to regulate the sacial life of
young parishioners, barrio priests organized
gender-segregated teen groups. In Los Angeles,
Juventud Catdlica Feminina Mexicana (JCFM)
had over fifty chapters. In her autobiography
Hoyt Street, Mary Helen Ponce remembered
the group as one organized for “nice” girls
with the navy blue uniform as its most appeal-
ing feature. . ..

Ponce enjoyed going to “Ins vistas,” usually
singing cowboy movies shown in the church
hall after Sunday evening rosary.. .. The cut-
rate features...raised money for local ac-
tivities.. .. In an era of segregated theaters,
church halls tendered an environment where
Mexicanos and their children could enjoy in-
expensive entertainment and sit wherever
they pleased.” . ..

Popular culture offered an alternative
visiontoparentaland churchexpectations com-
plete with its own aura of legitimacy. . .. Even
the Spanish-language press fanned youthful
passions. On May 9, 1927, La Opinion ran an ar-
ticle entitled; “How do you kiss?” Informing
readers that “el beso no es un arte sino una
ciencia” [kissing is not an art but rather a
science], this short piece outlined the three
components of a kiss: quality, quantity, and
topography. The modern kiss, furthermore,
should last three minutes.* Though certainly
shocking older Mexicanos, such titillating fare
catered to a youth market. . ..

Mexican-American women were not
caught between two worlds. They navigated
across multiple terrains at home, at work, and
at play. They engaged in cultural coalescence.
The Mexican-American generation selected,
retained, borrowed, and created their own
cultural forms. Or as one woman informed
anthropologist Ruth Tuck, “Fusion is what we
want—the best of both ways.”” These children
of immigrants may have been captivated by
consumerism, but few would attain its prom-
ises of affluence. Race and gender prejudice
as well as socioeconomic segmentation con-
strained the possibilities of choice.. ..

... What seems most striking is that the
struggle over chaperonage occurred against
a background of persistent discrimination.
During the early 1930s, Mexicans were rou-
tinely rounded up and deported and even

when deportations diminished, segregation
remained. Historian Albert Camarillo has
demonstrated that in Los Angeles restrictive
real estate covenants and segregated schools
increased dramatically between 1920 and 1950.
The proportion of Los Angeles area municipal-
ities with covenants prohibiting Mexicans and
other people of color from purchasing resi-
dences in certain neighborhoods climbed from
20 percent in 1920 to 80 percent in 1946. Many
restaurants, theaters, and public swimming
pools discriminated against their Spanish-
surnamed clientele. In southern California, for
example, Mexicans could swim at the public
plunges only one day out of the week (just
before they drained the pool). Small-town mer-
chants frequently refused to admit Spanish-
speaking people into their places of business.
“White Trade Only” signs served as bitter re-
minders of their second-class citizenship.*

Individual acts of discrimination could
also blunt youthful aspirations. Erminia Ruiz
recalled that from the ages of thirteen to fifteen,
she worked full-time to support her sisters and
widowed mother as a doughnut maker. “They
could get me for lower wages.” When health
officials would stop in to check the premises,
the underage employee would hide in the
flour bins. At the age of sixteen, she became
the proud recipient of a Social Security card
and was thrilled to become the first Mexican
hired by a downtown Denver cafeteria. Her
delight as a “salad girl” proved short-lived. A
co-worker reported that $200 had been stolen
from her purse. In Erminia’s words:

Immediately they wanted to know what I did
with the $200.00. T didn’t know what they were
talking about so they got . . . a policewoman and
they took me in the restroom and undressed me.
[Later they would discover that the co-worker’s
friend had taken the money.] I felt awful. I didn’t
go back to work.

Though deeply humiliated, Erminia scanned
the classified ads the next day and soon com-
bined work with night classes at a storefront
business college.” . . .

Mexican-American adolescents felt the
lure of Hollywood and the threat of deporta-
tion, the barbs of discrimination, and the reins
of constant supervision. In dealing with all
the contradictions in their lives, many young
women focused their attention on chaper-
onage, an area where they could make deci-
sions. The inner conflicts expressed in the
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oral histories reveal that such decisions were
not made impetuously. Hard as it was for
young heterosexual women to carve out their
own sexual boundaries, imagine the greater
difficulty for lesbians coming of age in the
Southwest barrios. . ..

... Although still practiced in some areas,
chaperonage appeared less frequently after
World War II. By the 1950s, chaperonage had
become more of a generational marker. Typically
only the daughters of recent immigrants had to
contend with constant supervision. Mexican
Americans relegated chaperonage to their own
past, a custom that, as parents, they chose not
to inflict on their children. Family honor also
became less intertwined with female virginity;
but the preservation of one’s “reputation” was
still a major concern.®® In the poem “Pueblo,
1950,” Bernice Zamora captures the conse-
quences of a kiss:

I remember you, Fred Montoya

You were the first vato to ever kiss me
I was twelve years old.

My mother said shame on you,

my teacher said shame on you, and
I'said shame on me, and nobody
said a word to you.” . ..

In challenging chaperonage, Mexican-
American teenagers did not attack the founda-
tion of familial oligarchy—only its more obvious
manifestation. It would take later generations of
Chicana feminists to take on this task.
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JOAN JACOBS BRUMBERG

Fasting Girls: The Emerging Ideal

of Slenderness
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lthough anorexia nervosa is generally considered a modern disease, appe-

tite control has long been an important dimension of female experience. Joan
Jacobs Brumberg’s pioneering study of anorexia nervosa traces changing cultural
pressure on women to control their appetite. Exploring the links between food and
femininity in the nineteenth century, Brumberg found that by 1890 thinness had
become a way in which young privileged women could distance themselves from
their working-class counterparts. More important, food preferences and thin bodies
also sent moral and aesthetic messages. The young woman whose frail, delicate
frame demonstrated her rejection of all carnal appetites more closely approached
the Victorian ideal of femininity than did her more robust counterpart whose heav-
ier physique signaled sexual craving. The twentieth century brought additional
pressures to control body weight, according to Brumberg, with the development
of scientific nutrition and the standard sizing of clothes. By 1920, fat had become a
moral issue. Combined with social changes having to do with food and sexuality
occurring in the 1960s, the stage was set for the epidemic of eating disorders evident
in the 1980s and 1990s. How do these disorders persist today?

Excerpted and slightly revised by the author from ch. 9 and the afterword of Fasting Girls: The History of
Anorexia Nervosa by Joan Jacobs Brumberg (New York: Vintage/Random House, 2000). Reprinted by permis-
sion of the author and publisher. Notes have been edited and renumbered.
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Within the first two decades of the twentieth
century, even before the advent of the flapper,
the voice of American women revealed that the
female struggle with weight was under way
and was becoming intensely personal. As early
as 1907 an Atlantic Monthly article described
the reaction of a woman trying on a dress she
had not worn for over a year: “The gown was
neither more [n]or less than anticipated. But
L. .. the fault was on me . . .1 was more! Gasping
I hooked it together. The gown was hopeless,
and I...T am fat”?...By the twentieth cen-
tury ... overweight in women was not only a
physical liability, it was a character flaw and a
social impediment.

Early in the century elite American
women began to take body weight seriously as
fat became an aesthetic liability for those who
followed the world of haute couture. Since the
mid-nineteenth century wealthy Americans—
the wives of ]. P. Morgan, Cornelius Vanderbilt,
and Harry Harkness Flagler, for instance—
had traveled to Paris to purchase the latest
creations from couturier collections such as
those on view at Maison Worth on the famed
rue de la Paix. The couturier was not just a
dressmaker who made clothes for an indi-
vidual woman; rather, the couturier fash-
ioned “a look” or a collection of dresses for an
abstraction—the stylish woman. In order to be
stylish and wear couturier clothes, a woman’s
body had to conform to the dress rather than
the dress to the body, as had been the case
when the traditional dressmaker fitted each
garment.?. ..

In 1908 the world of women’s fashion was
revolutionized by Paul Poiret, whose new sil-
houette was slim and straight. . . . Almost im-
mediately women of style began to purchase
new kinds of undergarments that would make
Poiret’s look possible; for example, the tra-
ditional hourglass corset was cast aside for a
rubber girdle to retract the hips.

After World War [ the French continued
to set the fashion standard for style-conscious
American women. In 1922 Jeanne Lanvin's
chemise, a straight frock with a simple bateau
neckline, was transformed by Gabrielle
Chanel into the uniform of the flapper. Chanel
dropped the waistline to the hips and began
to expose more of the leg: in 1922 she moved
her hemlines to midcalf, and in 1926-27 the
ideal hem was raised to just below the knee.
In order to look good in Chanel’s fashionable
little dress, its wearer had to think not only
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about the appearance of her legs but about the
smoothness of her form.> Women who wore the
flapper uniform turned to flattening brassieres
constructed of shoulder straps and a single
band of material that encased the body from
chest to waist. In 1914 a French physician com-
mented on the revised dimensions of women's
bodies: “Nowadays it is not the fashion to be
corpulent; the proper thing is to have a slight,
graceful figure far removed from embonpoint,
and a fortiori from obesity. For once, the physi-
cian is called upon to interest himself in the
question of feminine aesthetics.”™
The slenderized fashion image of the French
was picked up and promoted by America’s
burgeoning ready-to-wear garment industry.®
Stimulated by the popularity of the Gibson girl
and the shirtwaist craze of the 1890s, ready-to-
wear production in the United States accelerated
in the first two decades of the twentieth century.
Chanel’s chemise dress was a further boon to
the garment industry. Because of its simple cut,
the chemise was easy to copy and produce, re-
alities that explain its quick adoption as the uni-
form of the 1920s. According to a 1923 Vogue, the
American ready-to-wear industry successfully
democratized French fashion: “Today, the mode
which originates in Paris is a factor in the lives
of women of every rank, from the highest to the
lowest.”
In order to market ready-to-wear clothing,
the industry turned in the 1920s to standard
sizing, an innovation that put increased em-
phasis on personal body size and gave legiti-
macy to the idea of a normative size range. For
women, shopping for ready-to-wear clothes
in the bustling department stores of the early
twentieth century fostered heightened concern
about body size” With a dressmaker, every
style was theoretically available to every body;
with standard sizing, items of clothing could
be identified as desirable, only to be rejected
on the grounds of fit. (For women the cost of al-
tering a ready-made garment was an “add-on”;
for men it was not.) Female figure flaws became
a source of frustration and embarrassment, not
easily hidden from those who accompanied
the shopper or from salesclerks. Experiences
in department-store dressing rooms created a
host of new anxieties for women and girls who
could not fit into stylish clothing. . ..
Ironically, standard sizing created an un-
expected experience of frustration in a market-
place that otherwise was offering a continually
expansive opportunity for gratification via
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purchasable goods. Because many manufactur-
ers of stylish women’s garments did not make
clothing in large sizes, heavy women were at
the greatest disadvantage. In addition to the
moral [disgrace] of overweight, the standardi-
zation of garment production precluded fat
women’s participation in the mainstream of
fashion. This situation became worse as the
century progressed. Fashion photography was
professionalized, a development that paralleled
the growth of modern advertising, and models
became slimmer both to compensate for the
distortions of the camera and to accommaodate
the new merchandising canon—modern fash-
ion was best displayed on a lean body.®

The appearance in 1918 of America’s
first best-selling weight-control book con-
firmed that weight was a source of anxiety
among women and that fat was out of fash-
ion. Diet and Health with a Key to the Calories
by Lulu Hunt Peters was directed at a female
audience and based on the assumption that
most readers wanted to lose rather than gain
weight. . .. “You should know and also use the
word calorie as frequently, or more frequently,
than you use the words foot, yard, quart, gallon
and so forth. . . . Hereafter you are going to eat
calories of food. Instead of saying one slice of
bread, or a piece of pie, you will say 100 calo-
ries of bread, 350 calories of pie.”?

Peters’ book was popular because it was
personal and timely. Her 1918 appeal was
related to food shortages caused by the exi-
gencies of the war in Europe. Peters told her
readers that it was “more important than ever
0 reduce” and recommended the formation of
‘ocal Watch Your Weight Anti-Kaiser Classes.
“There are hundreds of thousands of individu-
2ls all over America who are hoarding food,”
she wrote. “They have vast amounts of this
valuable commodity stored away in their own
znatomy.” In good-humored fashion Peters
cortrayed her own calories counting as both
=n act of patriotism and humanitarianism:

[ am reducing and the money that I can save
will help keep a child from starving...[l am
explaining to my friends] that for every pang
of hunger we feel we can have a double joy, that
of knowing we are saving worse pangs in some
little children, and that of knowing that for every
pang we feel we lose a pound. A pang’s a pound
the world around we’ll say.”

But Peters showed herself to be more than
=mply an informative and patriotic physician.

Confessing that she once weighed as much as 200
pounds, the author also understood that heavy
women were ashamed of their bulk and unlikely
to reveal their actual weight. Peters observed that
it was not a happy situation for fat women. “You
are viewed with distrust, suspicion, and even
aversion,” she told her overweight readers. . . .
Peters’ book was among the first to articu-
late the new secular credo of physical denial:
modern women suffered to be beautiful (thin)
rather than pious. Peters’ language and think-
ing reverberated with references to religious
ideas of temptation and sin. For the modern
female dieter, sweets, particularly chocolate,
were the ultimate temptation. Eating chocolate
violated the morality of the dieter and her ded-
ication to her ideal, a slim body. Peters joked
about her cravings (“My idea of heaven is a
place with me and mine on a cloud of whipped
cream”) but she was adamant about the fact
that indulgence must ultimately be paid for.
“If you think you will die unless you have
some chocolate creams [go on a] debauch,” she
advised. “’Eat 10 or so’ but then repent with a
50-calorie dinner of bouillon and crackers.”"
Although the damage done by chocolate
creams could be mediated by either fasting or
more rigid dieting, Peters explained that there
was a psychological cost in yielding to the
temptation of candy or rich desserts. Like so
many modern dieters, Peters wrote about the
issue of guilt followed by redemption through
parsimonious eating: “Every supposed pleas-
ure in sin [eating] will furnish more than its
equivalent of pain [dieting].” But appetite”
control was not only a question of learning to
delay gratification, it was also an issue of self-
esteem. “You will be tempted quite frequently,
and you will have to choose whether you will
enjoy yourself hugely in the twenty minutes
or so that you will be consuming the excess
calories, or whether you will dislike yourself
cordially for the two or three days you lose by
your lack of will power.” For Peters dieting had
as much to do with the mind as with the body.
“There is a great deal of psychology to reduc-
ing,” she wrote astutely.”? In fact, with the pop-
ularization of the concept of calorie counting,
physical features once regarded as natural—
such as appetite and body weight—were des-
ignated as objects of conscious control. The
notion of weight control through restriction of
calories implied that ... overweight resulted
solely from lack of control; to be a fat woman
constituted a failure of personal morality.
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The tendency to talk about female dieting
as a moral issue was particularly strong among
the popular beauty experts, that is, those in the
fashion and cosmetics industry who sold sci-
entific advice on how to become and stay beau-
tiful. Many early-twentieth-century beauty
culturists, including Grace Peckham Murray,
Helena Rubenstein, and Hazel Bishop, studied
chemistry and medical specialties such as der-
matology. The creams and lotions they created,
as well as the electrical gadgets they promoted,
were intended to bring the findings of modern
chemistry and physiology to the problem of
female beauty. Nevertheless, women could not
rely entirely on scientifically achieved results.
The beauty experts also preached the credo of
self-denial: to be beautiful, most women must
suffer.

Because they regarded fat women as an af-
front to their faith, some were willing to crimi-
nalize as well as medicalize obesity. In 1902
Vogue speculated, “Tojudge by the efforts of the
majority of women to attain slender and sylph-
like proportions, one would fancy it a crime to
be fat.” By 1918 the message was more distinct:
“There is one crime against the modern ethics
of beauty which is unpardonable; far better it
is to commit any number of petty crimes than
to be guilty of the sin of growing fat.” By 1930
there was no turning back. Helena Rubenstein,
a high priestess of the faith, articulated in The
Art of Feminine Beauty the moral and aesthetic
dictum that would govern the lives of subse-
quent generations of women: “An abundance
of fat is something repulsive and not in accord
with the principles that rule our conception of
the beautiful.®. ..

Inadolescence fat was considered a particu-
lar liability because of the social strains associ-
ated with that stage of life. In the 1940s articles
with titles such as “What to Do about the Fat
Child at Puberty,” “Reducing the Adolescent,”
and “Should the Teens Diet?” captured the
rising interest in adolescent weight control."
Women's magazines, reflecting the concerns of
mothers anxious to save their daughters from
social ostracism, for the first time promoted
diets for young girls. According to the Ladies’
Home Journal: “Appearance plays too important
a part in a girl’s life not to have her grow up
to be beauty-conscious. Girls should be encour-
aged to take an interest in their appearance
when they are very young.?...Adolescent
weight control was also promoted by popular
magazines hoping to sell products to young

women. . .. Seventeen’s adoption of the cause
of weight control confirmed that slimness was
a critical dimension of adolescent beauty and
that a new constituency, high school girls, was
learning how to diet. From 1944 [when it was
founded] to 1948, Seventeen had published a full
complement of articles on nutrition but almost
nothing on weight control. Following the mode
of earlier home economists and scientific nu-
tritionists, the magazine had presented basic
information about food groups and the impor-
tance of each in the daily diet; balance but not
calories had been the initial focus. In 1948, how-
ever, Seventeen proclaimed overweight a medi-
cal problem and began educating its young
readers about calories and the psychology of
eating. Adolescent girls were warned against
using eating as a form of emotional expression
(do not “pamper your blues” with food) and
were given practical tips on how to avoid food
bingeing. No mention was made of the new
“diet pills” (amphetamines) introduced in the
1930s for clinical treatment of obesity. Instead,
teenagers were encouraged to go on “sensible”
and “well-rounded” diets of between 1,200 and
1,800 calories. By the 1950s advertisements for
“diet foods” such as Ry-Krisp were offering as-
sistance as they told the readership “Nobody
Loves a Fat Girl.”’ Girls, much as adult women,
were expected to tame the natural appetite.

Although adolescent girls were consist-
ently warned against weight reduction with-
out medical supervision, dieting was always
cast as a worthwhile endeavor with transform-
ing powers. “Diets can do wonderful things.
When dispensed or approved by your physi-
cian...all you have to do is follow whither
the chart leads.”"” The process of metamorpho-
sis from fat to thin always provided a narra-
tive of uplift and interest. “The Fattest Girl in
the Class” was the autobiographical account
of Jane, an obese girl who, after suffering the
social stigma associated with teenage over-
weight, went on a diet and found happiness."
Being thin was tied to attractiveness, popular-
ity with the opposite sex, and self-esteem—all
primary ingredients in adolescent culture.
Nonfiction accounts of “make-overs” became
a popular formula in all the beauty magazines
of the postwar period and provided a tanta-
lizing fantasy of psychological and spiritual
transformation for mature and adolescent
women alike.”

The popularization of adolescent female
weight control in the postwar era is a prime
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component of the modern dieting story and a
critical factor in explaining anorexia nervosa as
we know it today. . . . Since the 1960s the diet-
ing imperative has intensified in two noticeable
and important ways. . . . First, the ideal female
body size has become considerably slimmer.
After a brief flirtation with full-breasted, cur-
vaceous female figures in the politically con-
servative postwar recovery of the 1950s, our
collective taste returned to an ideal of extreme
thinness and an androgynous, if not childlike,
figure.”® A series of well-known studies point
to the declining weight since the 1950s of fash-
ion models, Miss America contestants, and
Playboy centerfolds.® Neither bosoms, hips,
nor buttocks are currently in fashion as young
and old alike attempt to meet the new aesthetic
standard. A Bloomingdale’s ad posits, “Bean
lean, slender as the night, narrow as an arrow,
pencil thin, get the point?”* It is appropriate
to recall Annette Kellerman who, at 5 feet 3%
inches and 137 pounds, epitomized the body
beautiful of 1918. Obviously, our cultural toler-
ance for body fat has diminished over the in-
tervening years.

Second, notably since the middle to late
1970s, a new emphasis on physical fitness and
athleticism has intensified cultural pressures
on the individual for control and mastery of
the body. For women this means that fitness
has been added to slimness as a criterion of
perfection.® Experts on the subject, such as
Jane Fonda, encourage women to strive for a
lean body with musculature. The incredible
popularity among women of aerobics, con-
ditioning programs, and jogging does testify
to the satisfactions that come with gaining
physical strength through self-discipline, but
it also expresses our current urgency about the
physical body. Many who are caught up in the
exercise cult equate physical fitness and slim-
ness with a higher moral state. . .. Compulsive
exercising and chronic dieting have [thus]
been joined as twin obsessions. ... [In the]
1980s clinical reports and autobiographical
statements show a clear-cut pattern of anorexic
patients who exercise with ritualistic intensity.
How much one runs and how little one eats is
the prevailing moral calculus in present-day
anorexia nervosa. . . .

The proliferation of diet and exercise regi-
mens in the past decade, although an impor-
tant context for understanding the increase in
anorexia nervosa, is not the whole story. For a
more complete explanation we must turn to

some other recent social changes, keeping in
mind that no one factor has caused the contem-
porary problem. Rather, it is the nature of our
economic and cultural environment, interact-
ing with individual and family characteristics,
which exacerbates the social and emotional
insecurities that put today’s young women at
increasing risk for anorexia nervosa. Two very
basic social transformations are relevant to the
problem: one has to do with food; the other,
with new expectations between the sexes.

Since World War II, and especially in the last
two decades, middle-class Americans have ex-
perienced a veritable revolution in terms of how
and what we eat, as well as how we think about
eating.* The imperatives of an expanding capi-
talist society have generated extraordinary tech-
nological and marketing innovations, which in
turn have transformed food itself, expanded
our repertoire of foods, and affected the ways
in which we consume them. Even though much
contemporary food is characterized by elabo-
rate processing and conservation techniques
that actually reduce and flatten distinctive
textures and flavors, the current array of food
choices seems to constitute an endless smor-
gasbord of new and different tastes. [Since] the
1980s an individual in an urban center looking
for a quick lunch [has been] able to choose from
tacos with guacamole and salsa, hummus and
falafel in pita, sushi, tortellini, quiche, and pad
thai—along with more traditional “American”
fare such as hamburgers. Thirty years ago this
diversified international menu was as unknown
to most Americans as were many of the food
products used to create it.. .. As a consequence
of [the expansion of our food repertoire], we are
faced with an abundance of food which, in our
obesophobic society, necessitates ever greater
self-control. . .. It is no wonder, then, that we
talk so incessantly about food and dieting.

The food revolution is a matter of ideas
and manners as much as technology and
markets. . .. In our society food is chosen and
eaten not merely on the basis of hunger. It is
a commonplace to observe that contemporary
advertising connects food to sociability, status,
and sexuality. In an affluent society, in particu-
lar, where eating appears to involve consider-
able individual choice, food is regarded as an
important analogue of the self.

In the 1960s, for example, many young
people in the counterculture gave up goods
associated with their bourgeois upbringing
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and turned instead to a diet of whole grains,
unprocessed foods, and no meat. This new diet
made a statement about personal and political
values and became a way of separating one
generation from another....In the 1980s, the
extent to which the choice of cuisine dominates
and defines the sophisticated life-style [among
well-to-do urbanites] is reflected in a recent
New Yorker cartoon, which shows a young pro-
fessional couple after a dinner party given by
friends. In complete seriousness they say to
each other, “We could get close with David and
Elizabeth if they didn’t put béarnaise sauce on
everything”* The anorectic is obviously not
alone in her use of food and eating as a means
of self-definition. There are many others who
internalize the dictum “You are what you
eat”—or, for that matter, what you don't eat.*

Along with the expansion of our food
repertoire and our extraordinary attention to
food selection, the eating context has changed.
Eating is being desocialized. In American
society today, more and more food is being
consumed away from the family table or any
other fixed center of sociability. This process
began in the postwar period with the intro-
duction of convenience foods and drive-in
restaurants, precursors of the fast-food chains
that now constitute a $45-billion-a-year indus-
try.... Americans [now] eat everywhere—in
the classroom; in theaters, libraries, and muse-
ums; on the street; at their desks; on the phone;
in hot tubs; in cars while driving....Signs
saying “no food and drink,” infrequent in
other parts of the world, adorn our public
buildings, a clear sign of our pattern of vaga-
bond eating.”

On college and university campuses, where
eating disorders are rampant, the situation is ex-
aggerated. By the early 1970s most undergradu-
ate students were no longer required to take
any sit-down meals at fixed times in college
dormitories. . .. Typically, students frequent
a series of university cafeterias or commercial
off-campus restaurants where they can obtain
breakfast, lunch, or dinner at any time of the
day. Some campus food plans allow unlimited
amounts, a policy that fuels the behavior of the
bulimic: “I used to go to Contract, eat a whole
bunch of stuff, go to the bathroom, throw it up,
come back, eat again, throw it up, eat again.”*
In addition, the availability of nearly any kind
of food at any time contributes to a pattern
of indiscriminate eating. Traditions of food
appropriateness—that is, that certain foods are
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eaten at particular times of the day or in a cer-
tain sequence—disappear in this unstructured
climate. Thus, an ice-cream cone, a carbonated
soft drink, and a bagel constitute an easy popu-
lar “meal” that may be eaten at any time of day.
Most colleges and the surrounding communi-
ties have made provisions to gratify student
appetites no matter what the hour. Snack bars
and vending machines adorn nearly every free
alcove in classroom buildings and residence
halls; pizza and Chinese food are delivered hot
in the middle of the night.

In a setting where eating is so promiscu-
ous, it is no wonder that food habits become
problematic. This is not to say that our univer-
sities, on their own, generate eating-disordered
students. They do, however, provide fertile
ground for those who carry the seeds of dis-
order with them from home. In the permissive
and highly individualized food environment of
the post-1970 college or university, overeating
and undereating become distinct possibilities.?

For those young women with either incip-
ient or pronounced anorexia nervosa, the un-
structured college life . . . often accentuates the
anorectic’s physical and emotional problems.
[As one young anorectic explained]:

I don’t know any limits here at all. At home, I
have my mom dishing out my food . . . But when
I'm here it’s a totally different story—I can't tell
portion size at all. I always get so afraid after-
wards, after eating. Oh my God did I eat that
much or this much? So I just pass things up alto-
gether and don’t eat.*®

The anorectic’s preoccupation with ap-
petite control is fueled by incessant talk about
dieting and weight even among friends and
associates who eat regularly. Diet-conscious
female students report that fasting, weight con-
trol, and binge eating are a normal part of life on
American college campuses.” . .. In our obeso-
phobic society women struggle with food be-
cause, among other things, food represents fat
and loss of control. For a contemporary woman
to eat heartily, energetically, and happily is usu-
ally problematic (and, at best, occasional). As a
result, some come to fear and hate their own ap-
petite; eating becomes a shameful and disgust-
ing act, and denial of hunger becomes a central
facet of identity and personality. . . .

Among adolescents concerned with the
transition to adulthood, an intense concern with
appetite control and the body [also] operates in
tandem with increasing anxiety over sexuality
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and the implications of changing sex roles.
For sex is the second important arena of social
change that may contribute to the rising number
of anorectics. There are, in fact, some justifiable
social reasons why contemporary young women
fear adult womanhood. The “anorexic genera-
tions,” particularly those born since 1960, have
been subject to a set of insecurities that make
heterosexuality an anxious rather than a pleas-
ant prospect. Family insecurity, reflected in the
frequency of divorce, and changing sex and
gender roles became facts of life for this group
in their childhood. . . . Although there is no posi-
tive correlation between divorced families and
anorexia nervosa, family disruption is part of
the world view of the anorexic generations. Its
members understand implicitly that not all het-
erosexual relationships have happy endings.

As a consequence of these social changes,
some young women are ambivalent about com-
mitments to men and have adopted an ideal of
womanhood that reflects the impact of post-
1960 feminism. Although they generally draw
back from an explicitly feminist vocabulary,
most undergraduate women today desire pro-
fessional careers of their own without forsak-
ing the idea of marriage and a family. A 1985
study of college women by sociologist Mirra
Komarovsky reveals that finding one’s place in
the world of work has become essential for per-
sonal dignity in this generation—yet a career
without marriage was the choice of only 2 per-
cent of the sample.* Convinced that individu-
ality can be accommodated in marriage, these
young women are interested in heterosexual-
ity, but admit that “relationships with guys”
are difficult even in college. Komarovsky de-
scribes conflict over dating rituals (who takes
the initiative and who pays), decision making
as a couple, intellectual rivalries, and competi-
tion for entrance into graduate school. Unlike
Mother, who followed Dad to graduate school
and supported him along the way, today’s
undergraduate—whether she is a declared
feminist or not—wants her own professional
career both as a ticket to the good life and as a
protection for herself in case of divorce.

Sexual activity also requires an extraordi-
nary degree of self-protection in the modern
world of AIDS. While premarital sex is accept-
able (if not desirable), it is an understandable
source of worry among female undergraduates.
An advertisement in a 1986 issue of Ms., aimed
at selling condoms to young women, captured
the current ambivalence about the physical

side of heterosexuality: “Let’s face it, sex these
days can be risky business, and you need all
the protection you can get. Between the fear
of unplanned pregnancy, sexually transmit-
ted diseases, and the potential side effects of
many forms of contraception, it may seem like
sex is hardly worth the risk anymore.”*® For
some students the unprecedented privacy and
freedom of modern university life generates as
much fear as pleasure. It bears repeating that
clinical materials suggest an absence of sexual
activity on the part of anorectics.

Even though feminine dependency is no
longer in fashion, these same young women
combine traditional expectations with a quest
for equity and power. To be brainy and beau-
tiful; to have an exciting $100,000-a-year job;
to nurture two wonderful children in consort
with a supportive but equally high-powered
husband—these are the personal ambitions
of many in the present college generation. In
order to achieve this level of personal and
social perfection, young women must be ex-
tremely demanding of themselves: there can
be no distracting personal or avocational
detours—they must be unrelenting in the pur-
suit of goals. The kind of personal control re-
quired to become the new Superwoman (a term
popularized by columnist Ellen Goodman)*
parallels the single-mindedness that charac-
terizes the anorectic. In sum, the golden ideal
of this generation of privileged young women
and their most distinctive pathology appear to
be flip sides of the same record.

My assertion that the post-1960 epidemic of
anorexia nervosa can be related to recent social
change in the realm of sexuality [and gender
roles] is not an argument for turning back the
clock. .. .Historical investigation demonstrates
that anorexia nervosa was latent in the economic
and emotional milieu of the bourgeois family as
early as the 1950s. It makes little sense to think
a cure will be achieved by putting women back
in the kitchen, reinstituting sit-down meals on
the nation’s campuses, or limiting personal and
professional choices to what they were in the
Victorian era. On the basis of the best current re-
search on anorexia nervosa, we must conclude
that the disease develops as a result of the inter-
section of external and internal forces in the life
of an individual. External forces such as those
described here do not, by themselves, generate
psychopathologies, but they do give them shape
and influence their frequency.
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At the turn of the twenty-first century,
when a new future is being tentatively charted
for women but gender roles and sexuality are
still constrained by tradition, young women on
the brink of adulthood are feeling the pain of
social change most acutely.® They look about
for direction, but find little in the way of useful
experiential guides. What parts of women’s
tradition do they want to carry into the future?
What parts should be left behind? These are
difficult personal and political decisions, and
most young women are being asked to make
them without benefit of substantive education
in the history and experience of their sex. In
effect, our young women are being challenged
and their expectations raised without a simul-
taneous level of support for either their specific
aspirations or for female creativity in general.

Sadly, the cult of diet and exercise is the
closest thing our secular society offers women
in terms of a coherent philosophy of the self.*®
This being the case, anorexia nervosa is not
a quirk and the symptom choice is not sur-
prising. When personal and social difficul-
ties arise, a substantial number of our young
women become preoccupied with their bodies
and control of appetite. Of all the messages
they hear, the imperative to be beautiful and
good, by being thin, is still the strongest and
most familiar. Moreover, they are caught, often
at a very early age, in a deceptive cognitive
trap that has them believing that body weight
is entirely subject to their conscious control.
Despite feminist influences on the career aspi-
rations of the present college-age generation,
little has transpired to dilute the basic strength
of this powerful cultural prescription that
plays on both individualism and conformity.
The unfortunate truth is that even when she
wants more than beauty and understands its
limitations as a life goal, the bourgeois woman
still expends an enormous amount of psychic
energy on appetite control as well as on other
aspects of presentation of the physical self.

And what of the future? . . .

We can expect to see eating disorders con-
tinue, if not increase, among young women in
those postindustrial societies where adoles-
cents tend to be under stress. For both young
men and young women, vast technological
and cultural changes have made the transi-
tion to adulthood particularly difficult by
transforming the nature of the family and
community and rendering the future un-
predictable. According to psychologist Urie
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Bronfenbrenner and others, American ado-
lescents are in the worst trouble: we have the
highest incidence of alcohol and drug abuse
among adolescents of any country in the
world; we also have the highest rate of teenage
pregnancy of any industrialized nation; and
we appear to have the most eating disorders.”

Although the sexually active adolescent
mother and the sexually inactive adolescent
anorectic may seem to be light-years apart,
they are linked by a common, though unartic-
ulated, understanding. For adolescent women
the body is still the most powerful paradigm
regardless of social class. Unfortunately, a
sizable number of our young women—poor
and privileged alike—regard their body as
the best vehicle for making a statement about
their identity and personal dreams. This is
what unprotected sexual intercourse and pro-
longed starvation have in common. Taken to-
gether, our unenviable preeminence in these
two domains suggests the enormous difficulty
involved in making the transition to adult
womanhood in a society where women are
still evaluated primarily in terms of the body
rather than the mind.
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LINDA GORDON

Women and the KKK in the 1920s

he Ku Klux Klan, a social movement dedicated to maintaining white suprem-

acy, emerged in the aftermath of the Civil War. As seen in Tera Hunter’s essay,
“Reconstruction and the Meanings of Freedom,” members of the Klan terrorized
African Americans who sought to exercise their political rights or enter the middle
class, along with their white allies. In the late 1910s, the Klan experienced a nation-
wide resurgence and its targets of hatred expanded to include immigrants, Jews,
and Catholics. In this essay, Linda Gordon explains why so many women joined
the Klan during the 1920s. What types of work did Klanswomen perform? Why
were women able to wield so much influence in the organization? Do you agree
with Gordon'’s assertion that many Klanswomen of the 1920s were feminists?

Excerpted from ch. 7 of The Second Coming of the KKK: The Ku Klux Klan of the 1920s and the American Political
Tradition by Linda Gordon (New York: Liveright, 2017). Reprinted by permission of the author and publisher.

Notes have been edited and renumbered.
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Although Klansmen outnumbered Klans-
women by six to one, at least half a million
women (some claimed as many as three mil-
lion) joined the movement, and that doesn't
count the many who participated in its public
events and supported its ideas. In fact, women
clamored to participate from the moment
the second Klan reappeared. They contrib-
uted a new argument for the cause: that
women’s emergence as active citizens would
help purify the country. That claim may well
have emerged only after the woman suffrage
amendment was ratified, in 1920; before that,
many Klanspeople of both sexes had doubts
about the righteousness of women entering
politics. Nevertheless, the claim that women
might bring “family values” back into the na-
tion’s governance—a claim made at the time
in movements of all political hues—created
‘a contradiction within conservative move-
ments: despite an ideological commitment to
Victorian gender norms, including women’s
domesticity, many conservative women en-
joyed participating in politics. In fact, some
Klanswomen interpreted political activism as
a female responsibility. Then, once active, they
often came to resent men’s attempts to control
them and even challenged men’s power. Thus
we meet a phenomenon that many progressive
feminists found and still find anomalous—the
existence not only of conservative feminism
but even of bigoted feminism.! Readers who
have not already done so must rid themselves
of notions that women's politics are always
kinder, gentler, and less racist than men’s.
Women who became active in the Klan
were continuing a populist tradition of the
1880s and 1890s. Even without voting rights,
women had constituted a significant force in
the Farmers Alliance and then in the Populist
and Socialist Parties. Women activists spoke at
meetings, edited newspapers, lobbied, legisla-
tures, published novels, wrote political tracts,
ran for local office and got elected to leadership
in the Alliance—in short, they got engaged in
every form of political activity allowed them.
When the Populist Party emerged, women
were increasingly shut out of official roles, not
only because of their disenfranchisement but
also because increasing Populist power made
male leaders less open to sharing influence. (It
was often the case that women had more space
to lead in social movements than in formal po-
litical parties.) There were exceptions, though.
Kansas feminist Mary Elizabeth Lease, to cite
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just one example, was a major Populist trave-
ling speaker, in demand throughout the
Midwest. She gave the opening address at the
1892 Kansas Populist convention and was an
at-large delegate at the national convention.
Many Populist women were also stalwarts of
the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union.
They brought these experiences into the Ku
Klux Klan. They did not assume that politics
was a male activity.

Moreover, women had won at least partial
suffrage in 27 states and the Alaska Territory
prior to the national amendment, and these
states included those where the Klan was
strong, such as Indiana, lowa, Nebraska, and
Oregon. But the 1920s political world in which
Klanswomen entered was rapidly changing.
After the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified,
the most visible women'’s rights organizations
waned in strength. As a result, the narrative of
women'’s struggle for equality has often char-
acterized the 1920s as a period of inaction or
even retreat.” But that conclusion, while accu-
rate with respect to electoral engagement, does
not hold up with respect to social and cultural
developments. For example, rates of women’s
college education mushroomed. Between 1910
and 1920 the number of women in college
doubled, reaching almost 300,000, or nearly
half of all students in higher education. That
increase continued during the Klan’s heyday,
growing by nearly 84 percent over the 1920s.
Similarly with women'’s employment: by 1920
women constituted 21 percent of all those
employed outside their homes, a rate much
higher among poor women and women of
color, of course. Both changes—education
and employment—drew more women into
the public sphere. ... Progressive Era women
activists had obtained a base for promoting
women’s and children’s health and welfare in
the US Children’s Bureau. At the same time,
divorce rates were growing, which meant that
more women were not only leaving husbands
but also fighting for child custody, always the
right about which women cared the most.

Meanwhile, commercial culture was re-
sponding to these changes. The stereotype of
the new culture has been the flapper, but this
was a small group compared to the millions
captivated by new forms of leisure and social
adventure, many of them entirely secular.
Prohibition was flouted openly in big cities and
discreetly in smaller locations. ... Nightclubs,
records, and above all radios brought jazz out of



Harlem into white communities. Radio broad-
casting began in 1920; by 1930, 60 percent of
Americans owned a radio, and as a result radi-
cally expanded the acquaintance of small-town
and urban Americans with big-city culture. By
1927 fifty million Ford cars were on the roads—
many with women drivers—offering greater
mobility and privacy. Well into the 1960s, most
young people had their first sexual experience
in a car. For the young and unmarried, unchap-
eroned commercial leisure such as dance halls,
soda fountains, and the movies—where couples
could sit in the dark!—became a magnetic at-
traction. Images of beauty changed rapidly:
women cut off and “bobbed” their hair . .. and
wore makeup, shorter skirts and brighter colors.

Together these cultural developments
transformed social life and, of course, created a
backlash. Conservatives railed at the decline of
morals, and by this they meant mainly women'’s
morals. [Reporter] Walter Lippmann’s phrase
“the acids of modernity” captured Klannish
fears that the very ground of Protestant moral-
ity was being eroded.? The Klan blamed Jews
and, to a lesser extent, Catholics for subverting
what would later be called the gender order;
nevertheless, Klanspeople fretted about im-
modesty precisely because this freer society
and sexual culture appealed to Protestants as
well. Because anxiety about immodesty fo-
cused on women, Klanswomen were both re-
pelled and enticed by these developments, and
this shows in the contradictions within their
program and activism.

Klanswomen were often the wives of
Klansmen, but many joined on their own, and
others led their husbands into the organiza-
tion. In fact, some husbands resented their
wives’ Klan activities and absences from the
home, and some opponents taunted Klansmen
with the charge that they were not man
enough to keep their wives at home* It seems
likely, though, that Klanswomen often spent
more hours on Klan work than did rank-and-
file Klansmen because they had more dispos-
able time.

Women did not always wait to get
Klansmen'’s permission to join the movement
but organized themselves through churches,
clubs, sororities, and Klan picnics. Male lead-
ers, alarmed by these initiatives outside their
control, formed competing women’s groups,
producing a variety of organizations with
names such as Kamelias, Queens of the Golden
Mask, and Ladies of the Invisible Empire.® In
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1923 Imperial Wizard Hiram Evans, seeing
that women could not be kept out of the Klan
movement, managed to merge these groups
forcibly into the Women of the Ku Klux Klan
(WKKK). Some preexisting women’s groups
resisted this merger, and then, after acced-
ing, refused to accept a subordinate status. An
Oregon group proclaimed that “the women’s
organization is an exact counterpart of the
Klan itself, with no difference whatever except
that of gender. They will use the same constitu-
tion, ritual, regalia and methods.” In another
assertion of its independence the WKKK set
up its headquarters in Little Rock, hundreds
of miles from Atlanta, the home of the Klan
headquarters. By November 1923, the WKKK
claimed chapters in all forty-eight states. In
Indiana, the state of the greatest Klan strength,
where the population was 97 percent white
and Protestant, the WKKK boasted of 250,000
members; if true (not likely), this would have
meant that 32 percent of the state’s native-born
white Protestant women belonged.”

Brief profiles of three WKK leaders illus-
trate their combination of conservatism with
assertiveness, a combination that many might
find surprising. ... Elizabeth Tyler, cohead
of the Klan’s PR firm...defied almost all
the gender norms of the time and displayed
a business acumen that might befit a CEO
today. Her extraordinary career grew from
both nativist and fraternal traditions. Born in
1881, married at fourteen, either abandoned or
widowed at fifteen, she made several further
brief marriages, becoming a multiple divor-
cée. In Atlanta in the 1910s she was a member
of a sororal order, Daughters of America, an
anti-immigration organization. ... Tyler par-
ticipated in the eugenics cause as a volunteer
“hygiene” worker, managing publicity and
organizing parades for a “Better Babies” cam-
paign. Through that activity she met Edward
Clarke. Together they sensed the profitable op-
portunities that could arise from professional-
izing and commercializing their efforts and
set up the Southern Publicity Association, sell-
ing their services to groups like the Red Cross
and the Anti-Saloon League. In their first fif-
teen months of work for the Klan, they claimed
to have netted upward of $200,000 ($2.7 million
in 2016); this is probably an exaggeration, but
they were doing well. Tyler personally owned
and profited from the Searchlight, a Klan
newspaper, and built herself a large Classical
Revival house on fourteen acres in downtown
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Atlanta. It was she and Clarke who . . . revived
a southern organization into a mass national
movement and a profitable business.®. ..

In 1919 their position became precarious
when Atlanta police literally rousted them out
of bed and arrested them for disorderly con-
duct; the “disorder” was the fact that they were
sexual partners while married to other people.
When the arrest was discovered two years later,
newspaper coverage revealed not only the illicit
sex but also that they had used false names and
had been in possession of whiskey. The scan-
dal was big news, covered even in the New York
Times when the New Jersey Klan demanded
[their] firing® Learning of the arrest some
Klansmen were doubly dismayed-—by the al-
leged immorality but also by the discovery that
a woman was a key organizer of the KKK. . ..

Meanwhile, Klan opponents forced con-

gressional hearings on the Klan in 1921. Fearing
further exposure, since he was guilty of other
improprieties, Clarke immediately announced
his resignation. This made Tyler furious. She
publicly denounced him, saying he was “weak-
kneed and won't stand by his guns.” She re-
fused to resign.! She even survived an attempt
on her life when unknown assailants shot up
her home. The congressional report treated her
with both respect and misogyny, as the émi-
nence grise [a person who exercises influence
without holding an official position] behind
the Klan. Instead of backing down, she skill-
fully turned the negative publicity from the
hearings into a successful membership drive
that grew the Klan exponentially.

Tyler was finally forced to resign by ac-
cusations, almost certainly true, of embezzling
Klan money. But she had been a gift to the na-
tional Klan. The organization might well have
grown without this driven, bold, corrupt, and
precociously entrepreneurial woman, but it
would likely have been smaller.

While Tyler’s audacity might seem sur-
prising in a woman of the 1920s, the career of
Daisy Douglas Barr undoes today’s assump-
tions even more, because she was a Quaker.
In the late twentieth century Quakers became
associated with liberal theology, anti-racism,
and other progressive attitudes. But a century
ago the Friends church included plenty of rac-
ists and conservatives and was moving rapidly
toward evangelicalism. Barr was by no means
the only Quaker in the Klan; in the town of
Richmond, Indiana, for example, some 7 per-
cent of Klansmen were Quaker."
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A native Hoosier, Daisy Douglas Brush-
willer was born in 1875 into a devout Quaker
family. She was a prodigy: she was only four,
she later said, when she first felt inspired to
testify to her spiritual commitment, and at
eight and again at twelve she felt “the personal
call from God” to preach and spread the word.
Atsixteen . .. she reportedly preached her first
public sermon, after which she was “saved”
at a United Brethren service conducted by a
woman evangelist. (“Girl evangelists” were
in vogue at the time.) At eighteen she mar-
ried schoolteacher Thomas Barr, who joined
the Klan at her urging and began leading tent
revivals around the state. In 1910 she became
pastor of the Muncie, Indiana, Quaker meeting.
(Female ministers were uncommon in main-
stream white Protestantism but by no means
entirely absent) Soon she too was preaching
at revivals, causing many of her listeners to be
“saved” and at least one sick man to be cured.
She was prolific on paper as well as out loud,
writing a great deal of poetry like this:

... Iam the Spirit of Righteousness.

They call me the Ku Klux Klan.

I am more than the uncouth robe and hood
With which I am clothed.

YEA, 1 AM THE SOUL OF AMERICA."?

Daisy Barr thus fused religiosity and Klan-
nishness with extraordinary confidence and
without a touch of feminine meekness.

Like many other clubwomen of the time,
Barr was a joiner, never limiting herself to
a single affiliation. A woman of formidable
energy, she also threw herself into an array of
reform causes: presidentof the Indiana Humane
Society, active in the campaign for Prohibition,
creator of the Muncie YWCA (the Y’s were then
fierce temperance and revivalist organiza-
tions), and founder of a “refuge,” the Friendly
Inn, for former prostitutes. ... When the Barrs
moved to Indianapolis in 1917, Daisy became
president of the Indiana War Mothers. Soon
after the woman suffrage amendment passed,
she became the vice cHair of the Republican
State Committee, the first woman to hold
such a position. . .. Meanwhile, her husband
became Indiana’s deputy state bank commis-
sioner. This was a power couple.

Barr soon became Imperial Empress of a
women'’s Klan affiliate, Queens of the Golden
Mask. She wielded considerable bargaining
power with Klansmen, a power enlarged when
she established the “poison squad,” a statewide



women’s network. The squad practiced black
psywar [psychological warfare], spreading
rumors, allegedly from Catholics or Jews, de-
signed to make the alleged sources appear
immoral and thus build support for Klan po-
litical candidates. By 1923 she was head of the
Indiana WKKK and a traveling speaker for the
Klan itself. A whirlwind of energy, in July of
that year she led a naturalization ceremony
with two hundred women and claimed that
one thousand would-be members were present
but lacked the proper regalia required for ad-
mission. Three months later she led Indiana’s
most spectacular Klan parade vet. So influen-
tial was the Indiana WKKK under her leader-
ship that she almost succeeded in moving its
national headquarters to Indianapolis.

As WKKK spokeswoman, Barr frequently
broadcast feminist messages. Her reform work
had long been oriented toward women, and
she campaigned to have a woman added to the
Indianapolis police force—a typical Progressive
Era cause, motivated by the belief that women
were less corrupt and harder on moral offenses
than men....Her speeches honored woman
suffrage and urged women to make active use
of their new political citizenship. Her temper-
ance arguments featured stories of drunken
male brutality, as befitted a member of the
WCTU. She hurled vitriol against gamblers,
adulterers, and men who patronized prosti-
tutes and despoiled young girls. She called on
women to support female candidates, to step up
and to exert power in their churches.

Her affiliations arose, no doubt, from firm
principle, but they were also lucrative. She con-
tracted with the Klan to be the chief WKKK
recruiter for Indiana, Kentucky, West Virginia,
Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, New Jersey, and
Minnesota. This agreement guaranteed her a
dollar for each woman initiated and four dol-
lars for each recruit within Indiana. Moreover,
she became the conduit for purchases of robes,
from which she likely received a percentage of
sales. (No wonder she refused to “naturalize”
women who lacked the regalia.) But like Tyler,
Barr was apparently not satisfied with these
profits, and Klan leaders complained that she
did not deliver the required sums to national
headquarters. Numerous male Klan leaders
did the same; the flow of money, combined
with lack of accountability, presented irresist-
ible temptations to corruption.

Klan feminism also appeared promi-
nently in the work and words of the Rev. Alma
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Bridwell White. Although never an official of
a Klan group, she was easily as influential as
Barr in spreading its message. As evangelist,
minister, and bishop, she founded the Pillar
of Fire “holiness” congregations and gained
national fame through multitudinous lec-
tures, and wrote thirty-five religious books,
and some two hundred hymns. Her Pillar of
Fire religious movement ultimately estab-
lished fifty-two churches, not counting a few
abroad, seven divinity schools, two radio sta-
tions, ten magazines and newsletters, and two
colleges. Like Tyler and Barr, she displayed ex-
traordinary entrepreneurial skills, but her big-
otry surpassed theirs and rivaled that of any
Klansman in its intensity.”

Born in 1862 in Kentucky, one of seven sis-
ters, White was also a girl evangelist. She found
rebirth at age sixteen at a Wesleyan Methodist
revival. .. . She enrolled in Millersburg Female
College, then at age nineteen traveled on her
own to Montana and Utah, where she taught
school—clearly an adventurous teenager. She
married Kent White, a seminarian, and the
couple started an unsanctioned Methodist
Pentecostal church in Denver® They soon
broke with Pentecostalism and moved their
church into the holiness movement, christen-
ing it Pillar of Fire. Already impatient with
her husband, Alma White took over and soon
became its recognized leader.

Defying protests from the Methodist hier-
archy, White remained committed to arousing
Pentecostal-style “enthusiastic” worship, with
singing, shouting, dancing and fits. . . . Never
particularly modest, she claimed the power to
bring people to their knees, sobbing in agony
of contrition, or to “make them skip about the
aisles, singing and shouting with joy.”"* As she
described her method, she never prepared a
sermon but chose a text and then waited for
the “heavenly dynamite” to explode....In
writing and performing, she not only sur-
passed the fervor of Klan lecturers but even
claimed that many biblical heroes were actu-
ally Klansmen. One of her many books, The
Klan in Prophesy, reported that the KKK had
been divinely ordained.

In 1907 one of the Whites’ converts, a rich
widow gifted them a large farm property in
central New Jersey. The Whites moved there,
naming it Zarephath, after the biblical village
where the prophet Elijah raised the son of a
widow from the dead. In 1918 White arranged
for the evangelist who had converted her to
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consecrate her as Pillar of Fire’s bishop—the
first woman bishop in the United States. She
traveled the country speaking at revivals and
camp meetings and established a mission in
London, preaching against liquor and “present
tendencies in women'’s dress.”’® Her stamina
and ambition outdid even the most commit-
ted Klan speakers; she claimed to have crossed
the Atlantic fifty-eight times and traveled fifty
thousand miles in one year.

Zarephath flourished and expanded. Alma
White was part of a trend: the 1920s produced
numerous preachers, particularly Pentecostal
preachers, many of whom could arouse zeal-
ous followers through their tent revivals. Even
a few more mainstream religious groups,
such as Reform Jews, Northern Baptists, and
Presbyterians, were giving women larger roles
and the Methodist Episcopals decided in 1920
to allow women deacons. (African American
churches had female ministers much ear-
lier) ... White compared herself favorably to
Aimee Semple McPherson, the most popular
evangelist of the time, who advertised her
10,000-member congregation as the largest in
the world. White emulated McPherson in es-
tablishing a radio station WAWZ, the letters
standing for Alma White Zarephath.” . . .

Pillar of Fire distinguished itself from other
holiness groups through its explicit and inten-
sive support of the Ku Klux Klan. White's writ-
ingsand speeches focused on four pillars of Klan
ideology: white supremacy, anti-Catholicism,
anti-Semitism, and temperance. Perhaps be-
cause of her base in New Jersey, home of
117,000 African Americans in 1920, she empha-
sized racism against African Americans, while
Klanspeople in locations with smaller black
populations emphasized immigrants, Catholics,
and Jews. ... “Whatever wrong may have been
perpetrated against the Negro race by bringing
black men to this country . .. the argument will
not hold that they should share equal social or
political rights with the white men—the sons
of Japheth.” She advocated, therefore, repeal of
the Fifteenth Amendment: “America is a white
man'’s country and should be governed by white
men. Yet the Klan is not anti-negro. .. [but] is
eternally opposed to the mixing of the white
and colored races. ... God drew the color line
and man should so let it remain.”’s “Red men”
were equally doomed because God had given
the land to the sons of Japeth."”

Her camp meetings and revivals began
to feature cross-burnings and Klan lectures.
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She published three books of praise for the
Klan and a periodical devoted exclusively to
the Klan, the Good Citizen, and offered positive
appraisals of the Klan in her many other ser-
mons, books, and hymnals. The Klan funded
her purchase of Westminster College (later
renamed Belleview College) in Westminster,
Coloradoj; . . . located high on a hill, it proved
a perfect location for cross-burnings that were
visible for miles. She established there another
Christian radio station, KPOF, known as AM91:
The Point of Faith. Three years later the Klan
provided the funds to establish Alma White
College in Zarephath, used frequently for Klan
meetings and large spectacles. In 1926 the
Klan joined White in establishing a 396-acre
summer resort for its members in Zarephath.

Alma White anointed the Klan as the
country’s savior: “Now come the Knights of
the IKu Klux Klan in this crucial hour to con-
tend for the faith of our fathers....” She also
situated the Klan in a historical patriotism:
“QOur heroes in the white robes are the per-
petuators of the work so nobly begun by the
colonists and the Revolutionary fathers.” She
supported the Klan’s electoral activism: “They
must name candidates who can be safely
trusted, those who will not betray the public
on questions of such vital importance as prohi-
bition, restricted immigration, white suprem-
acy, and other issues.” She also called for “the
prevention of unwarranted strikes by foreign
labor agitators.”®

At the same time, White made no attempt
to soft-pedal her feminism. She reprinted the
1848 “Declaration of Sentiments” from the
famous Seneca Falls women’s rights convention
in one of her books. She condemned women’s
lack of legal rights vis-a-vis their husbands,
calling for action against wife-beating and for
women'’s right to their own property and legal
domicile. (In many states a husband could still
control his wife’s property and require her to
move with him anywhere he desired.) She
called for sex equality in inheritance rights.
Defying evangelical opposition to divorce, she
argued for a woman’s entitlement to divorce
in case of infidelity or threat to her personal
safety. She denounced the practice of granting
child custody to men in divorce—important
because the risk of losing children was by far
the most important factor keeping women in
abusive marriages. And she supported the
Equal Rights Amendment, first proposed in
1923 (and, of course, still not ratified.)*



This passionate feminism likely arose,
in part, from her own ambition and a bitter-
ness about the obstacles and insults she had
encountered. But her brand of feminism also
supported her religious bigotry. The Catholic
Church rested on the subjugation of women,
she charged. This accounted for its opposi-
tion to Prohibition: liquor was for Catholic
men a tool for keeping women subordinated.
Convents were “paper prisons” that served to
keep women uneducated, in ignorance of cul-
tural and political affairs.?. ..

Each in her own way, Elizabeth Tyler,
Daisy Barr,and Alma White rupture some com-
monsense expectations about the 1920s Klan
and other conservative movements. Perhaps
most striking was their entrepreneurship,
which involved both ambition and skill, both
principle and profit. In this respect, they prob-
ably differed from rank-and-file Klanswomen.
Experienced at organizing large events, state-
of-the-art in managing money, unafraid to at-
tract publicity, they were thoroughly modern
women. . . . In this movement, as in liberal and
leftist movements, women found themselves
enjoying not only the sociability and prestige
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of club membership but also the opportunity
to weigh in on political matters. The clubby
solidarity of the WKK, like that of the Klan
itself, grew more attractive, more interesting
when it involved collective action.

Barr and White were also women’s right
advocates, as was Tyler, implicitly, through her
achievements. Their activism requires a more
capacious understanding of feminism. Their
combination of feminism and bigotry may be
disturbing to today’s feminists, but it is impor-
tant to feminism’s history. There is nothing
about a generic commitment to sex equality
that inevitably includes commitment to equal-
ities across racial, ethnic, religious, or class
lines. In fact, espousing sex equality and enact-
ing female leadership have often been easier
for conservative women, because their whole
ideological package does not threaten those
who would benefit from other inequalities. . ..

Barr's and White’s fusion of religion
and politics also suggests another way that
Klanswomen fit into the American political
tradition. . .. The women’s mastery of public
speaking, derived from church experience,
not only benefited the Klan but also brought

The Library of Congress has titled this 1924 photograph “First Public Appearance of Women of the
KKK on Long Island.” If you look closely, you can see at least four women kneeling in front of the
row of standing women. Observe the spectators gathered to watch this initiation. (Triangle Studio,
Richmond, NY, 1924. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, Prints-and Photographs Division,

Washington, D.C.)



374 PART III

them personal rewards—fame, prosperity, and
the pleasure of doing something so well and
so highly valued. We should not assume that
the late-twentieth-century rise of the Christian
Right was unprecedented.

Whether influenced by these three spokes-
women or by local campaigners, women'’s Klan
groups sprang up across the nation [during the
1920s.] They oftent drew in women who were
already members of other women’s organi-
zations, particularly elite societies. ... There
was great overlap between the WKKK and
the Daughters of the American Revolution
(DAR), but their difference in priorities was
significant. While the DAR was intensely racist
toward African Americans, it did not agitate
against Catholics or Jews; in fact, it acknowl-
edged that some of them were eligible for
membership because they had ancestors who
contributed to the American Revolution. And
unlike the Klan, the 1920s DAR concentrated
on reviling “subversives”"—that is, liberals and
radicals—[and thus] continuing the postwar
anticommunist hysteria. . . .

The first groups to appear called them-
selves Klan auxiliaries. They announced them-
selves boldly. Elizabeth Tyler announced that
“we plan that all women who join us shall have
equal rights with that of the men.”” Many male
leaders rejected this claim, because it implied
a sex-integrated Klan. To admit women rep-
resented a major sacrifice to many Klansmen
who valued their entitlement to a unique
men’s club and the male camaraderie they so
enjoyed. But the evidence suggests that Tyler’s
claim was correct. . .. The Oregon chapter, for
example, began as the Ladies of the Invisible
Empire (LOTIE), organized through an ad in
the Klan newspaper, the Western American—a
typical way to reach recruits. And LOTIE’s
Supreme Grand Council included four male
Klan leaders, who filed the articles of incorpo-
ration for the women’s group.

But even the Klansmen most resistant to
allowing women the use of the KKK name
reversed themselves when they recognized
their material interest: by making the women’s
organizations official, the Klan could seize
a significant share of women’s Klecktokens
[membership fees] (priced initially at five dol-
lars but later raised to ten) and other payments.
At least one Indiana WKKK Klavern [a local
Klan unit] had to send 66 percent of its rev-
enue to Klan headquarters. In Pennsylvania
another dollar per woman member went to
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the state Klan, and this practice may also have
prevailed elsewhere. Anti-Klan journalists
pointed out that women's groups were “profit-
able enterprises” for the Klan. Unsurprisingly,
there was rebellion. . .. Because the women'’s
Klaverns were often quite flush—the Arkansas
WKKK took in $322,000 in 1925, for example—
conflicts over money soon weakened male-
female unity in the Klan.*

Official Klan publications typically com-
municated conservative, even Victorian mes-
sages about what women should do: “... We
pity the man who permits the loss of man-
hood through fear of wife.”” The most im-
portant female virtue was chastity, and it
was men’s duty to protect and enforce that
virtue. Klansmen imagined “their” women
as supporting the men, who would monopo-
lize the serious work.... A Klan newspaper
assigned women to conventional, traditional
domesticity: “The charm of the home depends
upon the woman, because the Woman is the
Home....If...each night sees her a better
housekeeper, a better seamstress, a better cook,
a better wife, a better mother, a better woman—
which means a better citizen.”* WKKKers not
only rejected that definition of their work but
soon rejected even the label “auxiliary” and
began to identify as full-fledged Klanspeople,
full partners in the Invisible Empire.

Many of these new Klanswomen, already
a part of the world of sororal orders, joined in
search of female belonging. Writer Rebecca
McClanahan recalled that her grandmother,
envious that her husband had been admitted
to the Improved Order of Red Men—which,
of course, did not admit American Indians—
yearned to be accepted by its little sister, the
Order of Pocahontas, as she was “tired of
being a paleface.” She longed for connections
to other women. Though Klanswomen did not
typically engage in violence, the psychologi-
cal violence of being excluded from a prestig-
ious group could be painful indeed. Those
admitted, McClanahan’s grandmother knew,
indulged in titillating rituals: initiates were
“tied to a stake and then rescued by a warrior
or warrioress, were given access to secret signs
and passwords. ... A complicated right-hand
gesture signified, ‘Who are you?” A left-hand
response signified, ‘A friend.””” It was not only
men who enjoyed these performances.

So the WKKK unified its many locals
through rituals similar to men’s, but just dif-
ferent enough to exhibit some creativity. It




used the Klan's secret symbols, acronyms,
gestures, and new names for days of the week
and months, but created its own constitu-
tion, ritual books, and manifestos, including
a women's Kloran [the Ku Klux Klan's hand-
book.] New initiates received congratulations
for their womanly sacrifice and their decision
to join the “delectable” Invisible Empire. They
established their own internal judicial system,
arguing that women could discipline and
punish each other more effectively than men
could. Crimes subject to WKKK discipline in-
cluded disrespecting or disgracing women'’s
honor, miscegenation, profanity, and failure
to follow the rules of the constitution. The
women’s ritual used water differently than
the men’s: replicating a christening, they wet
their fingers, then touched shoulders, fore-
heads, and the air, signifying body, mind, and
spirit. . . . The hourglass, another WKKK ritual
object, symbolized women’s patriotism: “So
long as the sands run through the American
hourglass, whenever Patriotism calls, we
Women of the Ku Klux Klan will respond.”*

The women’s robes were similar, but they
offered a discriminatory choice: an ordinary
“Klan cloth” robe was five dollars, but you
could order a satin robe for twenty-five. Men,
of course, did not wear satin, a feminine fabric,
but the availability of upscale regalia may have
signified something more: that women'’s inter-
est in attractive clothing led to greater class
differentiation within the movement, in con-
trast to the much-touted simulation of leveling
among the men.

The WKKK adopted a heroine first exalted
by an earlier Klan women’s group, the Kamelia:
Joan of Arc—yes, that Catholic heroine—as
“Joan, the Militant Kgmelia.” It did not seem
to bother Klanswomen that they could not
find a Protestant heroine to honor in the same
way, but the appropriation of [oan signals their
desire to identify with someone powerful; her
warlike militancy did not seem to them unla-
dylike. They identified with 5t. Joan because
they, like her, were responding to the voice of
God and defending their country against “for-
eign” invaders. There is a long tradition of am-
bitious and eloquent women defending their
right to public leadership on the grounds that
God called upon them. [Antebellum] American
feminists Maria Stewart and Angelina Grimké,
leading spokeswomen for the campaign
against slavery, used that justification for their
public speaking,. . ..
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For the majority of Klanswomen, organ-
izing social events and pageants was their
biggest contribution to the cause. These events
required massive amounts of labor, much of
it done by women: finding a site, generating
publicity, arranging for parking, preparing
or ordering food and drink, designing and
executing decorations, advertising, mimeo-
graphing programs, keeping children oc-
cupied and well behaved, ushering visiting
dignitaries in and out, collecting items for
bake sales, handling the inevitable logistical
breakdowns. . .. This work was doubly tradi-
tional: an extension of their personal domestic
labor and a service to Klansmen. . .. Without
these hours of labor the Klan could not have
become such a mass movement. At the same
time, this work brought women together, and
that togetherness both strengthened the Klan
and, at times, challenged its male hierarchy.

Still, some Klanswomen enunciated ideas
that did not comport with conventional do-
mesticity. It may be an indication of women’s
influence that once the suffrage amendment
passed, the whole northern Klan supported it
enthusiastically—though, of course, only for
white women. Support for woman suffrage
also reflected the Klan’s opportunism in their
desire for white women’s votes to counteract
“alien” votes. Whatever the motives, WKKK
members strenuously encouraged women's
political participation, and understood that
maintaining that right required vigilance. One
recruitment leaflet declared that men should
no longer hold “exclusive dominion” in the
world of politics and chastised women for
their political passivity.”

Klanswomen similarly supported wom-
en’s employment and even called for women’s
economic independence. ... Oregon Klans-
women urged members to patronize female
proprietors.®® Local studies report that about
20 percent of WKKK members were employed;
[sociologist] Kathleen Blee thought this an un-
derestimate. In one Klavern, 25 percent of the
members were schoolteachers and one-third
held middle-class jobs. Surprisingly, and rather
opportunistically, Oregon Klanswomen con-
demned the Meier & Frank department store
for paying “slave wages” to the women and
girls it employed; they knew, of course, that
Meier & Frank was Jewish-owned. ... Major
Kleagle Leah H. Bell of Indiana told an audi-
ence of 8,000 that “the mothers of America”
should “begin campaigning for an eight-hour
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workday.” Larger groups paid salaries to their
staffers . . . indicating that not enough volun-
teer labor was available, that some members
needed the money, that women expected to be
paid, or all of the above.?

To a lesser extent the WKKK expressed
opinions about national issues, supporting
child welfare provisions. A 1926 Klonvocation
called for uniform marriage statutes across the
states so as to regularize domestic law in wom-
en'’s favor. ... Oregon Klanswomen expressed
outrage that you could, they claimed, get a di-
vorce by mail in that state, and demanded that
men be made to pay child support.*

In one small but much-cited indication
of WKKK feminism, in 1926 the Silver Lake,
New Jersey, Klavern invited Margaret Sanger
to speak about birth control. A former Socialist
Party member and feminist, and a nurse who
had seen firsthand the economic and health
costs of large families, she was the most promi-
nent national leader in the campaign to legalize
contraception. Sanger’s background, anathema
to Klan values, included cosmopolitanism,
avant-garde arts, radical politics, even free love.
Conservatives vilified her. Moreover, she had
defied laws against obscenity—birth control
was still legally obscene at the time—served
some time in jail and fled to Europe to escape
further prosecutions. But by the mid-1920s she
had brought the birth control movement into
alliance with eugenics. She announced that her
Birth Control League “was ready to unite with
the eugenics movement whenever the eugeni-
cists were able to present a definite program
of standards for parenthood on an economic
basis,” according to the New York Times. Sanger
was by no means a bigot. She accepted some
eugenical categories, such as “feeble-minded,”
but never the Klan’s racial and religious hier-
archy. ... She did, however, see eugenicists as
allies in her campaign for reproduction control,
and in that connection her interests coincided
with those of the Klan. Sanger agreed to speak
to the Klanswomen, although with consider-
able unease because she disliked the Klan's
racism. They received her enthusiastically, and
she reported receiving a dozen further speak-
ing invitations from the WKKK.*

The fact that Sanger crossed paths with the
WKKK says little about her politics; her policy
was to speak to any group that would have her.
Inviting her says rather more about the New
Jersey Klanswomen. Because open endorse-
ment of birth control was still a radical act at
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the time and Sanger herself was controversial,
inviting her suggests that these Klanswomen
may have been interested in reproduction con-
trol. Notably, the WKKK never joined in the
“race suicide” rhetoric that denounced upscale
white women who limited births. The invita-
tion also suggests Klanswomen’s autonomy
from male leadership. . ..

Some Klanswomen even challenged one
of the Klan's core premises—secrecy. All the
Klan groups waffled on this principle, some-
times benefiting from the mystique of conceal-
ment, at other times from their public presence.
Klanswomen, however, directly contested one
kind of secrecy, that within marriage. They
argued in the terms of modern, even com-
panionate marriage that good spouses should
have no secrets from each other. And they tied
this complaint onto demands for economic
equality. One woman complained to a Klan
newspaper, “I help earn that money. I have a
right to know where it goes. Yet my husband
says he dares not tell me.”*

Still, other evidence shows WKKK con-
formity to established gender rules. Women's
sections in the Klan publication the Kluxer fea-
tured housewifely advice. “Style Tips” in one
issue prescribed a dress code: no satin (despite
the availability of satin robes), no fur; not too
much rouge; never apply makeup in public;
be attractive but conservatively so. . .. But the
magazine encouraged women’s activism ... to
keep Protestant prayer and “100% American”
teachers in the schools. It emphasized that
women could be both activists for the cause
and exemplary housewives. . . %

Women'’s Klaverns emphasized charitable
work—raising money for orphanages, schools,
and individual needy families or, occasion-
ally, their members.* . . . Nevertheless, WKKK
monetary contributions were, on the whole,
negligible. Blee computed that one Klavern,
by no means atypical, directed 0.7 percent of
its expenditures to charity and concluded that
boasts of charitable work were largely fund-
raising propaganda. Moreover, much of the
WKK’s giving amounted to placing Protestant
Bibles in public schools. Few of the WKKK’s
or KKK’s larger projects—orphanage, school,
university—ever materialized.”

Family and charity remained Klanswom-
en’s dominant conception of women's duties
and contributions. The exceptions, their more
modern and individual-rights assertions, may
simply indicate different orientations among the



various chapters. But they also point to a contra-
diction long embedded in feminist principles:
some feminisms challenge the gender order and
the practice of identifying women primarily or
even exclusively as mothers and wives; others,
equally feminist, accept that gender order and
promote women'’s rights within it. (The latter
perspective has been called both maternalist
and essentialist, because it rests on the assump-
tion that women are naturally nurturing and
self-sacrificing, the key qualities associated with
motherhood.) Both types see women as victim-
ized by male dominance, but in different ways.
Klan feminists belonged to the latter stream. Not
all Klanswomen were feminists by any means,
but those who were argued that women’s re-
sponsibility for raising children and protecting
morals required political activism to change
laws and social customs. Some Klanswomen
called their charitable activism “social work,”
a label then meaning reform work, in a usage
common among progressive women reformers
up through the 1930s.

Women often led in the youth divisions
of the Klan. They visited churches to recruit
young people and to persuade parents of their
duty to see that their children were imbued
with the “right” values. The national Klan,
possibly responding to women's pressure, es-
tablished the Junior Ku Klux Klan, for boys
only, in 1923....By 1924 fifteen states had
chapters. The membership fee was only three
dollars. The WKKK created the Tri-K Klub for
girls, with its own robes, rituals, codes, and
symbols. Its “katechism” (the Klan loved turn-
ing C words into K words) resembled that of
the Scouts—“loyalty, obedience, selflessness,
and Christian patriotism.” . ..

Like Scouting, Klan youth groups empha-
sized sports competitions for boys and crafts
for girls. Both sexes could serve as flag bearers
and could play in drum and bugle corps. Girls
specialized in singing and rhythmic chant-
ing....Both Klansmen and Klanswomen
adopted a maternalist line regarding the im-
portance  of bringing in girls: they would
become the mothers who would produce the
next generation of Klanspeople. They were to
be taught not only true Americanism but also
domestic skills and womanly chastity, and
teenage girls could compete in beauty and
popularity contests to become “Miss 100%
America.”

Still, northern Klanswomen often cam-
paigned differently than their male comrades.
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They placed a higher priority on disciplining im-
morality than their brothers did—another pri-
ority shared with progressive women. . . . Some
of them succeeded in persuading towns and
counties to ban or censor not only liquor but
also dance halls, films, books, magazines, and
Sunday store openings. ... They abhorred in-
terracial marriage, of course, for keeping fami-
lies “pure” was squarely their responsibility.
But they gave this cause a feminist twist, argu-
ing that interracial sex and marriage were ex-
amples of male lust and its destructive impact
on family life.

Klanswomen were usually unsuccessful,
however, in getting Klansmen to bear down
on immorality that victimized women. The
limits of women'’s power in the Klan show how
rarely northern Klansmen acted in support of
abused Klanswomen. As a Wisconsin Klan
leader said, “Sometimes women would want
us to go against their husbands for drinking
or running around with other women. We re-
fused to do that.”* The leader of an Oregon
Klavern warned, “If you married Klansmen
insist on going out with another man’s wife be
awful sure she doesn’t belong to a Klansman.
You may have an occasion to meet that gen-
tleman in the Klavern and I am sure it would
be a very embarrassing position”—in other
words, he was concerned more with protect-
ing his Klavern than with upholding morals.*®
[Historian] Nancy MacLean found that south-
ern Klansmen sometimes punished men for
abuse, nonsupport, and/or infidelity, but
there is little evidence of this in the North.*
Perhaps northern men were less abusive. More
likely, northern Klanswomen were more em-
barrassed to admit their victimization, or
were reluctant to undercut their premise that
only immigrants, Catholics, and blacks were
abusive. . ..

... The northern Klan was no enemy of
government welfare provision. “Taxes,” one
pamphlet argued,” should be looked upon by
the taxpayer as the most important bequest he
can make to his own children and to human-
ity.” In this respect the Klan's agenda resem-
bled some aspects of women'’s progressivism.
Woman suffrage added to its optimism that,
rather than shrink the state, it could reform
state activity so as to align it with Klan values.
Moreover, in 1932 Klanspeople generally sup-
ported Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s candidacy,
despite his anti-Prohibition stance; this support
may reflect the Klan's traditional—though not
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consistent—alignment with the Democratic
Party, but it might also reflect Klanspeople’s
support for emergency relief. It was only later
that they attacked FDR with anti-Semitic labels,
calling him “Rosenvelt” and the like.* These
flexible principles also showed in the sharp de-
cline of anti-Catholic rhetoric in the 1930s.

In much of their agenda, and in the con-
tradictions they expressed regarding women's
place in the polity, Klanswomen were indistin-
guishable from many other clubwomen, includ-
ing Catholics, Jews, and African Americans.
Women's Klaverns seemed to spend more
energy arranging social occasions for themselves
than did the men’s. They organized teas, parties,
and card games, and sometimes joint socials
with nearby Klaverns. . . . And of course they did
much of the work for the larger Klan events. . ..

Still, politics and political education re-
mained a part of WKKK activity. While ac-
cepting that they were “not expected to be
interested in certain problems of community
welfare to the same extent that men should be
interested,” as one WKKK local put it, defer-
ring to gender hierarchy, they nevertheless
aimed to “assist all Protestant women in the
study of practical politics. . . "

Klanswomen were probably divided in
their attitude toward participation in conven-
tional politics, which they considered cor-
rupted by immigrant non-Protestants, but
united in condemnation of the rebellion against
Victorian standards of modesty that was
steadily gaining strength. They feared what
they saw as libertine behavior and unchaste
media, though they rarely acknowledged that
they arose from commercial enterprises. They
were thoroughly, consistently unhappy with
unchaste dress, with improper leisure activity,
music, and movies, and with sexual and artis-
tic radicalism. In this perspective, despite the
fact that the Klan flourished in many cities, its
women members considered big-city life de-
structive. It was undermining the mulitfaceted
purity that was core to Klan ideology.

Where the WKKK differed most radically
was not in its bigotry—for many organizations
shared in that—butin how the members acted on
it. Vigilante violence, of course, remained always
men’s work in their worldl. Still, in promoting the
hatreds and fears that gave rise to it, they bear
moral, if not legal, responsibility along with the
men. Moreover, in the political and economic
warfare waged against “aliens,” Klanswomen
participated equally with Klansmen.

NOTES

1. My interpretation of Klanswomen is deeply
indebted to Kathleen Blee, Women of the Klan: Racism
and Gender in the 1920s (Berkeley, 1991) and Nancy
MacLean, Behind the Mask of Chivalry: The Making of
the Second Ku Klux Klan (New York, 1995).

2. Leila |. Rupp and Verta A. Taylor, Survival
in the Doldrums: The American Women's Rights
Movement, 1945 to 1960s (New York, 1987); Maureen
Honey, “Gotham’s Daughters: Feminism in the
1920s,” American Studies 31 (1990): 25-40.

3. Walter Lippmann, A Preface to Morals (New
York, 1929), 51-67.

4. Blee, Women of the Klan, 65.

5. Ibid., 28.

6. Quoted in Wendy Rielly Thorson, “Oregon
Klanswomen of the 1920s: A Study of Tribalism,
Gender, and Women’s Power” (MA thesis, Oregon
State University, 1997), 68.

7. Blee, Women of the Klan, 125.

8. Sarah Elizabeth Doherty, “Aliens Found in
Waiting: Women of the KKK in Suburban Chicago,
1870-1930" (PhD diss., Loyola University Chicago,
2012), 17.

9. New York Times, September 21, 1921.

10. Quoted in Wyn Wade, The Fiery Cross: The Ku
Klux Klan in America (New York, 1998), 162; see also,
Doherty, “Aliens Found in Waiting,” 17.

11. My discussion of Barris primarily from Dwight
W. Hoover, “From Quaker to Klan ‘Kluckeress,”
Indiana Magazine of History 87 (June 1991): 171-95; and
Steven J. Taylor, “Misc Monday: A Ku Klux Quaker?”
Historic Indianapolis, Sept. 25, 2015.

12. Quoted in Hoover, “From Quaker to Klan
‘Kluckeress,” 171-72, from Papers Read at the Meeting
of Grand Dragons . ..at Their First Annual Meeting
Held at Asheville, North Carolina, July 1923, 135.

13. “Bishop Alma White, Preacher, Author;
Founder of Pillar of Fire Dies at 84,” New York Times
June 27, 1946; and Blee, Women of the Klan, 75.

14. Alma Bridwell White, The Story of My Life
and the Pillar of Fire (Zarephath, JN: Pillar of Fire,
1935), vol. L. Pentecostalism is a Protestant renewal
movement that emphasizes a direct personal ex-
perience of God through baptism with the Holy
Spirit.

15. Quoted in Merrit Cross, “Alma Bridwell
White,” in Edward T. James, ed., Notable American
Women (Cambridge, MA, 1971), 3 and 581-83. See
also “Fundamentalist Pillar,” Time, July 8, 1946.

16. Bishop v. Drink,” Time, Dec. 18, 1939; “The
Pillar of Fire Mission,” Christian Science Monitor,
May 21, 1920; and Cross, “Alma Bridwell White.”

17. Lately Thomas, Storming Heaven: The Lives
and Turmoils of Minnie Kennedy and Aimee Semple
McPherson (New York, 1970), 32.

18. Alma Bridwell White, Heroes of the Fiery
Cross, 187; White, The Ku Klux Klan in Prophecy, 187.
White republished three of her books in 1943 under
the title Guardians of Liberty.

19. White, “America—the
Heritage,” Good Citizen, Aug. 1929.

20. White, The Ku Kiux Klan in Prophecy and
Heroes of the Fiery Cross.

21. White, Woman’s Chains (Zarephath, NJ: Good
Citizen, 1943).

White Man’s



22. White, Guardians of Liberty, 1, 121; White,
Heroes of the Fiery Cross, 173.

23. Qtd. in Jackie Hill, “Progressive Values in
the WKKK,” Constructing the Past 9, no. 1 (2008): 24.

24. Thorson, “Oregon Klanswomen,” 4; Blee,
Women of the Klan, 31, 140, 59ff; and Mark Paul
Richard, “Why Don’t You Be a Klansman? Anglo-
Canadian Support for the Ku Klux Klan Movement
in 1920s New England,” American Review of Canadian
Studies 40 (2010), 508-16.

25. Quoted in MacLean, Behind the Mask of
Chivalry, 114-15.

26. Quoted in Thorson, “Oregon Klanswomen,”
38.

27. Rebecca McClanahan, “Klan of the
Grandmother,” Southern Review 32 (Spring 1996),
344-62. We don’t know if she was ever admitted.

28. Quoted in Kelli R. Kerbawy, “Knights in
White Satin: Women of the Ku Klux Klan” (MA
thesis, Marshall University, 2007), 66.

29. Blee, Women of the Kian, 32.

30. Quoted in Thorson, “Oregon Klanswomen,”
21.

31. Blee, Women of the Klan, 120 and 140; Craig Fox,
Everyday Klansfolk: White Protestant Life and the KKK in
1920s Michigan (East Lansing, MI, 2011), 96; Thorson,
“Oregon Klanswomen,” 5; McClanahan, “Klan of the
Grandmother,” 344-62; and Betty Jo Brenner, “The
Colorado Women of the Ku Klux Klan,” Denver Inside
and Out: Colorado History 16 (2011): 64.

32. Thorson, “Oregon Klanswomen,” 20, 23.

33. New York Times, April 1, 1925. A photograph
of Sanger with Klanspeople circulates widely, espe-
cially online, but it is a fake that pastes a well-known

WOMEN AND THE KKK IN THE 1920s 379

image of Sanger onto an image of Klanspeople.
Opponents of reproductive rights frequently put
out “fake news” about Sanger, birth control, and
Planned Parenthood, the successor organization to
Sanger’s Birth Control League.

34. Quoted in Blee, Women of the Klan, 24.

35. Kerbawy, “Knights in White Satin,” 721.

36. Association of Georgia Klans, “The Charitable
Works of the Ku Klux Klan.”

37. Blee, Women of the Klan, 140-44; Brenner,
“The Colorado Women of the Ku Klux Klan,” 65;
Doherty, “Aliens Found in Waiting,” 136.

38. Blee, Women of the Klan, 161, 166-67.

39. Robert Goldberg, “The KKK in Madison,
1922-1929,” Wisconsin Magazine of History 58 (1974):
36.

40. Minutes in David A. Horowitz, Inside the
Klavern: The Secret History of a Ku Klux Klan of the
1920s (Carbondale, IL, 1999), 90.

41. MacLean uncovered letters to the Athens,
Georgia, Klan showing that white women looked
to the Klan as a paragovernmental force that could
discipline violent and irresponsible men. MacLean,
“White Women and Klan Violence in the 1920s:
Agency, Complicity and the Politics of Women’s
History,” Gender and History 3 (Autumn 1991):
285-303.

42. Knights of the KKK, “The Obligation of
American Citizens to Free Public Schools,” author’s
possession, n.d.

43, Wade, The Fiery Cross, 258-59.

44, Kerbawy, “Knights in White Satin,” 721;
Jackie Hill, Progressive Values in the WKKK,” 27.



RS S RTIAY ETRAEY QU | E IR i S ey T ST CE N ST I § R TR S e e

[

DOCUMENT

The Equal Rights Amendment, 1921, 1923

fter the battle for the vote concluded, former suffragists turned their attention

to sex-based discrimination in the law. Led by Alice Paul’s National Woman'’s
Party, some former suffragists advocated for another constitutional amendment,
this time to affirm rights for men and women as equals and as individuals. The
proposed Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) was modeled after the Thirteenth
Amendment, offering that “Men and women shall have equal rights throughout
the United States and every place subject to its jurisdiction.”

However, not all former suffragists believed that it was wise to enshrine sex
equality into the Constitution. Florence Kelley and many of her Women’s Trade
Union League colleagues had struggled to pass sex-specific labor legislation in the
1910s. These labor activists worried that the ERA would threaten the new labor
regulations, which restricted the number of hours a woman could work and im-
proved working conditions for women in industry. The Supreme Court had af-
firmed that these laws were constitutional because it regarded women as a special
class of workers in need of governmental protection because of their childbearing
role. An ERA would invalidate sex-based labor laws, they feared, since compara-
ble protection would not be extended to men. The ensuing debate—often waged
between two sides that cared deeply about women'’s legal, economic, and social
status—created deep and lasting divisions. Unable to agree on a unified agenda
for four decades, veterans of the first women’s movement expended energy in
internal conflict, thereby diluting their political effectiveness. Not surprisingly,
women'’s issues made little headway on a national scale until the 1960s.

The first debate over the ERA was critical not only because of its long-term
consequences, but also because it highlighted that feminists could hold different
opinions about the social significance of gender and the meaning of equality. Do
you think that equality requires that men and women have the same rights and
be subject to the same treatment, or does equality require different treatment?
How should the law treat differences created by biology, especially with regard to
pregnancy? How might workplaces be reimagined to permit men and women to
have similar opportunities despite their biological differences?

Text of the first proposed ERA amendment,
September 25, 1921:

“Section 1. No political, civil, or legal. dis-
abilities or inequalities on account of sex or on
account of marriage, unless applying equally to
both sexes, shall exist within the United States or
any territory subject to the jurisdiction thereof.

“Section 2. Congress shall have no power to
enforce this article by appropriate legislation.”

[In 1923, Alice Paul revised the proposed
amendment to read:]

“Men and women shall have equal rights
throughout the United States and every place
subject to its jurisdiction. Congress shall have
power to enforce this article by appropriate
legislation.”
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Photo Essay: Adorning the Body

Women manage their physical appearance only in part in response to the aesthetics of changing
fashions. What women wear and the spirit in which they wear it can code a range of changing
judgments about their social roles, their political views, and their understanding of their bodies.
(It is worth pondering why men’s fashion has shifted far more slowly.)

As you examine the images that follow, consider the extent to which women’s clothing has
linked them to the issues that are discussed in this book’s documents and essays. What connec-
tions do you draw between women'’s bodies and their clothing in different periods of time? In
different regions of the country? Among different classes and types of people? What personal and
political meaning do you find in your own clothing and the clothing that you see around you?

| Fushions for Hne,

1. Long dresses dragged in muddy ground, signaling that the wearer was not expected to exert
herself. By the mid-nineteenth century, as these dresses show, fashionable ball gowns featured
wide, heavy skirts over petticoats and impossibly narrow waists. Wearing dresses like these
required wearing corsets, often of whalebone, to hold the body rigid and constrict the breathing,
(“Fashions for June,” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine 7, no. 37 [June 1853]: 143-44.)

i
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3. Women whoadopted the Bloomer
costume quickly were subjected to
withering scorn, as in this cartoon
from Harper’s, a widely circulated
magazine whose editors were cer-
tain they had the correct position
on what women ought to wear.
(See “Fashions for June,” 465.) What
message about women does the
cartoon convey? (“Women’s Emanci-
pation,” Harper’s New Monthly Maga-
zine 3, no. 15 [Aug,. 1851]: 424

2. Amelia Bloomer did not invent the short
skirt and trousers that came to bear her name;
known as the “Turkish style,” it appeared spo-
radically in the 1840s. Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s
cousin Elizabeth Miller wore it when she visited
Seneca Falls. Envying Miller’s ease of move-
ment, Stanton began to wear it, too. Bloomer
was the editor of a women's rights journal, the
Lily, which supported the principle of dress
reform. “It seemed proper that [ should practise
[sic| as I preached,” she would write years later.
“At the outset, I had no idea of fully adopting
the style...no thought that my action would
create an exeitement...and give to the style
my name and the credit due Mrs. Miller. This
was all the work of the press. I stood amazed
at the furor.” Bloomer would wear the costume
on her lecture tours throughout the country
for the next six years or so; “I found the dress
comfortable, light, easy and convenient, and
well adapted to the needs of my busy life,” she
insisted. But Stanton gave up the dress within
three years because she found that ridicule de-
flected attention from her serious arguments
about women'’s right to education, the ballot,
and a wide range of work and better pay.*

This was not the first time, nor would
it be the last, that critics of women's politi-
cal positions attacked women’s dress rather
than debating women’s ideas directly. Can
you think of occasions in recent years when
criticism of women'’s fashion was also a criti-
cism of women'’s behavior? (Amelia Bloomer
in the “short dress,” ca. 1852-53. Courtesy of
the Seneca Falls Historical Society, #1425)

* Dexter Bloomer, The Life and Writings of Amelia
Bloomer (Boston: Arena, 1985), 67-70.

WOMAN'S EMANCIPATION.

(BEING & LETTER ADDRESSED 70 ME. PUNCI, WITH A DEAWING, BY A STRONG-NINDED AMERICAN WOMAN, )
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GETTING oN RBROADWAY CAR

4.5treetrailwaysand long-distance railroads were among the benefits of the Industrial Revolution,
but, as historian Barbara Welke writes, “The physical act of jumping or stepping from train or
streetcar to the ground was qualitatively different for women than the same act undertaken by
able-bodied men. Women ... [were] often burdened by children or by pregnancy.” At a time
when men took pride in jumping on and off railroads and streetcars as they started to move or
came to a stop, railroad and streetcar accident reports were “filled with stories of women fall-
ing because their skirts caught on a projection or were stepped on by another passenger as they
alighted.”* What dangers does this woman face? (Photograph taken July 11, 1913. Courtesy of the
Library of Congress, George Grantham Bain Collection, LC-USZ62-91532.)

*Barbara Young Welke, Recasting American Liberty: Gender, Race, Law, and the Railroad Revolution, 1865-1920
(New York, 2001), 55-56. This photograph appears on page 58.
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5. The bicycle offered women the opportunity to travel cheaply and independently in public
space, undermining long-standing assumptions about proper feminine behavior* Note this
woman'’s clothing and the camera she carries. Almost as soon as the bicycle with two wheels of
the same size was invented, women embraced it enthusiastically. Susan B. Anthony observed
that “the bicycle had done more to emancipate women than anything else in the world.” The
bicyclist chose where she would go at the rate she wished to go. On the bicycle, the corset had to
be abandoned; shorter skirts, even divided skirts and long bloomers, suddenly became a matter
of necessity. “If women ride,” wrote the reformer Frances E. Willard in 1895, “they must, when
riding, dress more rationally than they have been wont to do. If they do this many prejudices as
to what they may be allowed to wear will melt away, sensible and artistic wardrobe of the rider
will make the conventional style of woman’s dress absurd to the eye and unendurable to the
understanding.” How accurate was Willard's prediction? (“Woman on Bicycle,” ca. 1917. Harris
& Ewing, photographer. Courtesy of the Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division,
Washington, D.C.)

* Frances E. Willard, A Wheel within a Wheel: How I Learned to Ride the Bicycle (Chicago: Women's Temperance
Union Publishing House, 1895), 39.
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6. Women traditionally devised shampoos and cosmetics for themselves, often in their own
homes. In the early twentieth century, a number of women entrepreneurs, among them
Elizabeth Arden, Helena Rubenstein, and Madam C. J. Walker, invented the concept of the com-
mercial beauty product, made in factories and mass marketed. Walker, who was the daughter of
former slaves, was born in 1867; she was probably the first woman self-made millionaire in the
nation. In 1905 she developed a scalp-conditioning formula for African Americans. At its peak
in the second decade of the century, her business employed some three thousand people—in
a factory in Indianapolis, in hair and manicure salons across the country, and as door-to-door
saleswomen. Walker took pride in offering women well-paid alternatives to domestic labor and
in her support for African American philanthropies, especially the antilynching efforts of the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and Bethune-Cookman
College. This photograph by the distinguished photographer James VanDerZee was taken in
her New York salon and offices in 1929, a decade after Walker’s death. How would you de-
scribe the hairstyles of these Harlemites, who sported the sophisticated urban look that Madam
Walker’s products and styling supported? (Courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York © Donna Mussenden VanDerZee.)
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7. Army Air Forces sergeant Richard P. Bates uses this image of the movie star Betty Grable (1916
73) to instruct military recruits in the skills of map reading during World War II. The original
caption included this line: “The picture of the girl is divided into sections with lines, each of which
is numbered, and by checking the lines on it, as on a real map, soldiers can locate any given spot—
knowledge which in actual combat can mean the difference between life and death.” What mes-
sages about women'’s bodies does this use of her photo—in this pose—convey? (Photograph, Life,
March 27, 1944, 38, courtesy of Corbis.) (For a subtle cultural analysis of the pinup, see Robert B.
Westbrook, I Want a Girl Just Like the Girl Who Married Harry James”: Women and the Problem
of Political Obligation in World War II,” American Quarterly 42 [Dec. 1990]: 587--614.)
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8. Barbie debuted in 1959 after much per-
sistence and research by her creator, Ruth
Handler. In the mid-1940s, Handler had co-
founded a small company called Mattel.
The company initially produced picture
frames but soon began to specialize in doll-
house furniture and toys. By the mid-1950s,
Handler had little success in convincing the
company’s male employees that there was a
waiting market for adult-looking dolls aimed
at prepubescent girls. She had noticed that
her daughter Barbara, having outgrown baby
dolls, enjoyed cutting out clothes and acces-
sories from magazines to create adult paper
dolls and assign them imaginary grown-up
roles and professions. Handler was con-
vinced that a three-dimensional adult doll
would help girls become acquainted with
the bodily changes they would experience
during puberty. On a European family va-
cation, Handler discovered Lilli, a German-
manufactured doll representing a buxom,
blond young woman. The doll could be
bought in various outfits, but the clothes were
not sold separately. Mattel acquired the patent
and rights for the doll and hired designers
(including women) who embraced Handler’s
vision of a set of dolls for whom a wide ward-
robe and accessories could be purchased.

The first Barbie measured 11.5 inches tall and was marketed as a “teen-age fashion model”
and “a new kind of doll from real life.” The purchaser chose between the blond and the brunette
versions. Barbie (always written in a distinctive script) came in an attractive box illustrated with
alluring wardrobe possibilities; inside was a miniature catalog with more details. She cost three
dollars. Note the designers’ genius: whereas Lilli’s earrings and shoes were molded and painted
on, Barbie’s bare feet and pierced ears allowed for endless accessorizing options. The small-
waisted, ever-smiling, preternaturally young doll soon made its way into the hands of millions
of young girls, who were drawn to her long, malleable hair, her ever-expanding wardrobe, and
her “boyfriend” Ken and their coterie.*

During the 1970s, feminists began to question the relationship between toys such as Barbie,
body image, consumerism, and racial stereotypes. Many of these questions remain unresolved.
To what extent do Barbie dolls teach young women to become consumers? Ts it sufficient for
Mattel simply to change the shade of Barbie’s skin to appeal to children of various races and
ethnicities? What connections do you think exist between Barbie and eating disorders among
adolescents? If you played with Barbie dolls as a child, what types of scenes did you enact?
How did you imagine adulthood through the lens of Barbie? (Photo by Joan Ashabraner. We
are grateful to Joan Ashabraner for this image. For a provocative assessment of Barbie threaded
with an interview with Ruth Handler, see Susan Stern’s 1998 documentary, Barbie Nation: An
Unauthorized Tour [video recording, New Day Films].)

*Marco Tosca, Barbie: Four Decades of Fashion, Fantasy, and Fun, trans. Linda M. Eklund (New York, 1998), 24-33.
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9. From the 1600s onward, African American women felt pressure to adopt beauty regimens that
made them appear “whiter.” Light-skinned people, who often had straighter hair than dark-skinned
African Americans, were granted more privileges on plantations during slavery. Throughout the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, many African Americans straightened their hair to appear re-
spectable as they sought economic and social rights. By the 1960s, with the civil rights movement
ever more visible and the black power movement on the rise, the emphasis on a look that bespoke
respectability and conformity began to crumble. Many activist African Americans forged connec-
tions with their African past, adopting African styles of dress and hairstyles. Noted civil rights
activist Angela Davis popularized the Afro hairstyle when she spoke across the United States. Here,
Davis speaks at a street rally in Raleigh, North Carolina, on July 4, 1974. The Afro not only required
a fraction of the care of previously popular hairstyles, but also embodied the recognition that “black
is beautiful.” Some older African Americans, including religious people and civil rights activists,
criticized the Afro as confrontational, fearing that it would limit African Americans’ upward social
mobility in white-controlled environments. Instead, the model spread to other ethnic groups, help-
ing to make a wider range of hairstyles fashionable. However, as many recent memoirs and blogs
by African-descended women have recounted, the “hair wars” in the black family and community
have not ended; see the wry commentary of A'Lelia Bundles, who is a great-great granddaughter
of Madam C. J. Walker. (“Hair Peace: A 5-Part Manifesto,” The Root, Mar. 26, 2009, https://www.
theroot.com/hair-peace-a-5-part-manifesto-1790869147). (Courtesy of Corbis.)
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10. Dolores Huerta, a cofounder of the United Farm Workers of America, articulated the griev-
ances of thousands of exploited Mexican and Mexican American farm laborers who toiled in
California fields. In this 1973 photograph, Huerta is shown using not only her voice to denounce
harsh living conditions and inadequate pay, but also powerful imagery on her T-shirt. Consider
how clothing can serve both as a political signal and as a historical artifact. What informa-
tion does Huerta’s T-shirt convey? How might you use this photograph as a historical source?
(“There’s blood on those grapes!” Photograph by Chris Sanchez, likely taken during the Gallo
strike, Livingston, California, 1973. Courtesy of the United Farm Workers Collection #273,
Walter P. Reuther Library, Wayne State University.)
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Women and War
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BETH BAILEY AND DAVID FARBER

The Women of Hotel Street during World War II
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On the Sunday afternoon of December 7, 1941, the nation listened as radio
announcers spoke in shocked tones of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.
World War Il would transform these then remote, ethnically diverse islands as the
US military made Hawaii its midpoint stopover in the Pacific. For those return-
ing from combat as well as for those going into it, the place to go in Honolulu was
Hotel Street.

The following essay focuses on the women of Hotel Street, particularly the
sex workers who populated its brothels. Note the conditions of work, the military
authorities’ complicity and concerns, and the conflict between the military and
the local police, who acted as agents of the local elite. Note, too, how prostitutes
maneuvered to improve their lives. How did the Hotel Street prostitutes inadvert-
ently serve to undermine Hawaii’s racial hierarchy? In what other respects did

their strategy foreshadow that of postwar civil rights activists?

Hotel Street was the center of Honolulu’s
eponymous vice district, through which some
30,000 or more soldiers, sailors, and war work-
ers passed on any given day during most of
World War II....On Hotel Street, some of
the most complex issues in America’s history
came together. Systems of race and of gender
(complicated by both sex and war) structured
individual experience and public policy. At the
same time, the story of Hawaii’s vice district
revolves around the changing role of the State,
as it asserted its interests in counterpoint to
local elites. For most of the war Hawaii was
under martial law, ruled by a military gover-
nor. Even if not fully by intention, agents of the
federal government—ironically in the form
of the military and martial law—emerged as
limited guarantors of equality and created
openings for social struggle. . . . A critical part
of this struggle for power centered on prostitu-
tion and its control. . ..

Hotel Street was more than just brothels,
but it was the brothels, for most of the men,
that gave the district its identity and its dark
magic. During the war years fifteen brothels
operated in this section of Chinatown, their
presence signaled by neatly lettered, some-
what circumspect signs (“the Bronx Rooms,”
“The Senator Hotel,” “Rex Rooms”) and by the
lines of men that wound down the streets and
alleyways. The brothels were not new; they
had developed along with Honolulu’s status
as a port city, and had, in recent years, served
both the growing military population and
the plantation workers who came to town on
paydays.'

Prostitution was illegal in Hawaii. None-
theless, it existed as a highly and openly regu-
lated system, involving the police department,
government officials, and the military. Red-
light districts in Honolulu had survived a Pro-
gressive Era campaign to close them down and

Excerpted from “Hotel Street: Prostitution and the Politics of War” by Beth Bailey and David Farber, in Radical
History Review 52 (Winter 1992): 54-77. Copyright © 1992 by MARHO: The Radical Historian’s Organization,
Inc. Reprinted by permission of the authors and publisher. Notes have been edited and renumbered.
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flourished in the face of the World War Il-era
May Act until late 1944, when an emerging new
political elite succeeded in closing the houses.?

Some of the reasons for the brothels’ sur-
vival are found in Hawaii’s multiracial and
multicultural society. To many of the people
who made up the islands’ varied population,
prostitution was not a “social evil.” And many
of the islands’ white elite, the “respectable”
people who would have provided the nec-
essary pressure to have the brothels closed
down, approved of a regulated system of pros-
titution. The brothels, many believed, kept
the predominately lower-class white soldiers
and sailors and especially the overwhelm-
ingly male and dark-skinned populations of
plantation workers [who lived in communi-
ties with few women] away from the islands’
‘respectable women, who were, by their defini-
tion, white.® The head of the Honolulu Police
Commission (which was comprised solely of
leading white businessmen) said it directly:
too many men in and around Honolulu were
“just like animals.™ An editorial in Hawaii, a
magazine published and supported by the
haole elite, explained further: “If the sexual de-
sires of men in this predominantly masculine
community are going to be satisfied, certainly
not one of us but would rather see them satis-
fied in regulated brothels than by our young
girls and women—whether by rape, seduction
or the encouraging of natural tendencies.” The
brothels, they thought, helped keep the peace.

The military was pleased with the system,
for regulated prostitution kept venereal dis-
ease rates relatively low in Hawaii. During
World War II, this consideration became es-
pecially important. Like any other illness, ve-
nereal disease hurt the war effort by cutting
into military manpower. At the end of World
War I more men left military service with a
contagious venereal disease than had been
wounded in battle. While the military offi-
cials in Hawaii never said publicly and directly
that they supported regulated vice districts,
the military participated fully in the regula-
tion process, putting houses off limits to the
men if they broke rules that would compro-
mise venereal disease control, and setting up
prophylaxis stations in Honolulu. Each brothel
had a sign in its waiting room reminding the
men where the “pro” stations were and why
it was important for them to make use of the
service. The prophylaxis stations were free and
open to all—civilian and military—and the
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Hotel Street stations could handle 1,500 men
an hour.*

The police department, while to some
extent acting on behalf of the haole elite, also
benefitted from the system. Like most police
departments, the Honolulu police understood
that shutting down the vice district would not
end prostitution. Police officials believed that
unregulated, dispersed prostitution would
more likely be rife with pimps, procurers, and
other men who used violence to enforce their
criminal order on both the prostitutes and their
customers, thus creating much unpleasantness
for the police department. In Honoluly, the
chief of police personally decided who might
open a brothel and who would suffer penalties.
The department, according to several sources,
received steady payoff money to overlook the
varied forms of vice that accompanied the
quasi-legal acts of prostitution.”

The central charge of the police department
was to keep the district orderly and to keep the
prostitutes out of sight of respectable Honolulu.
The majority of official Honolulu prostitutes
were white women recruited through San
Francisco. Both police and madams preferred
it that way, for women from the mainland had
fewer choices but to go along with the system.
Each prostitute arriving from the mainland was
met at the ship by a member of the vice squad.
After she was fingerprinted but before she re-
ceived her license, she was instructed in the
rules that would govern her stay on Hotel Street:

She may not visit Waikiki Beach or any
other beach except Kailua Beach (a beach across
the mountains from Honolulu).

She may not patronize any bars or better
class cafés.

She may not own property or an automobile.

She may not have a steady “boyfriend” or
be seen on the streets with any men.

She may not marry service personnel. She
may not attend dances or visit golf courses.

She may not ride in the front seat of a taxi-
cab or with a man in the back seat.

She may not wire money to the mainland
without permission of the madam.

She may not telephone the mainland with-
out permission of the madam.

She may not change from one house to an-
other. She may not be out of the brothel after
10:30 at night.?

... To break these rules was to risk a beating
at the hands of the police and possible removal
from the islands.
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Before the war, few white women served
in the houses for more than six months before
they returned to the West Coast. The Honolulu
service, while lucrative, was not paradise. A
few months was often all a woman could take.
Some probably earned what money they had
hoped for and left the trade. One “sporting
girl,” writing at the time, said that the police
forced prostitutes to leave the islands after
about six months “whether the girl’s record
was up to standard or not . . . [because] she got
to know too much in that length of time.” Once
a prostitute left Hawaii the police prohibited
her from returning for a year.

Not all the prostitutes in the Hotel Street
district were white. At the Bronx, which was
one of the largest houses during the war years,
approximately twenty-five prostitutes worked.
About half were white women from the main-
land and the other half local women. Five of
the women were Hawaiian or part Hawaiian.
Two were Puerto Rican. The Bronx also had
six Japanese prostitutes, which was highly
unusual and probably due to Tomi Abe, the
Japanese-American woman who ran the Bronx
during the war. Most of the madams were
white women from the mainland, with names
like “Norma Lane,” “Peggy Staunton,” and
“Molly O’Brian.” The owners of the buildings
in which the brothels operated were almost
all Chinese or Chinese American, but almost
none were actively involved in running the
brothels.

Aless fully regulated set of brothels existed
across the river—a very narrow river—from
the Hotel Street district. Brothels such as the
“Local Rooms” were staffed by local women [of
color] only and charged lower prices. Despite
their cheaper rates these brothels were much
less popular, for their venereal disease rates
were astronomical. Men referred to the prosti-
tutes as “white meat” or “dark meat.”

During the war, most of the brothels only
served white men. Before the war, the brothels
had also maintained a color line, but of a more
complicated soft. The major Hotel Street broth-
els used a two-door system, one for whites
(almost all of whom were soldiers and sailors)
and the other for local men. This segregated
system, in a city where segregation was not
commonplace, was aimed at the servicermen.
Many were Southern, most had been raised
with racist beliefs. Some did not like to think
of colored men preceding them in the vagina

was rough, and the men likely to be drunk
and easily moved to violence, segregation was
deemed the safest policy.

With the influx of servicemen and war
workers following Pear] Harbor, demand for
prostitutes soared. With so many white men
lining up outside the brothels, the two-door
policy was abandoned for the duration and
men of color were simply not served. A couple
of brothels in the district did not observe a
color line and were open to all who could pay.
But almost always the men of color had to
pay more.

The color line, as far as the white service-
men and war workers saw it, ran only in one
direction. While they did not want to share
prostitutes with men of color, some white men
preferred the “exotic” women.

While the regulated brothels of Hotel
Street had been lucrative, thriving businesses
through the 1920s and 1930s, the war changed
the scale of success. War conditions presented
an amazing economic opportunity to the sex
workers of Hotel Street. During the war, ap-
proximately 250 prostitutes were registered
with the Honolulu Police Department—as
“entertainers.” They paid $1 a year for their li-
censes and could make $30,000-$40,000 a year
when the average working woman was consid-
ered fortunate to make $2,000. The houses took
in over $10 million each during the war years,
and the twenty-five to thirty madams who ran
and/or owned them each took away between
$150,000 and $450,000 every year. As a group,
the prostitutes and madams of Hotel Street
were incredibly successful economically.

But the conditions of sale, “$3 for 3 min-
utes,” suggests how hard they must have
worked. Most houses enforced a quota for each
woman of 100 men a day, at least twenty days
out of every month. The risks of sexually trans-
mitted diseases were extremely high; in 1943,
120 professional prostitutes were hospitalized
166 times for a contagious venereal disease. A
bad dose put the woman into the hospital—she
had to go—for at least two weeks.!

Some women could accept the physically
brutal and health-threatening conditions. They
fixed their attention on the payoff. Others found
the life, the numbers of men, and the social
contempt degrading. Many sought distance
from what they did by shooting morphine or
by smoking opium. . . . Opiates gave them back
some of the feelings of inviolability their roles
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During the war, even more than before,
the women of Hotel Street did their best to ex-
ercise as much practical control as they could
over their punishing livelihood and over the
men who paid them for their services. First
of all, the brothels were all owned and oper-
ated by women. The prostitutes maximized
their economic control by allowing no pimps
and there were no behind-the-scenes male
owners. Even the doorkeepers at the brothels
were women, often powerfully built women of
Hawaiian descent. While the brothels existed
for men, women controlled access.

The men who wanted sex had to wait in
line, sometimes for hours, and in full public
view. Because the curfew limited brothel hours,
all of this took place only during daylight
hours. From souvenir shops and beauty par-
lors and upstairs windows, the older Chinese
women of the district watched and laughed at
the lines of white men. Lines were generally
quiet, but the shoeshine boys kidded the men
who seemed visibly nervous, and quite a few
of the men were drunk. But those who fortified
themselves with drink faced a further obsta-
cle: the women who kept door at the brothels
rejected any man they did not trust to behave
properly or to perform quickly. Adeline
Naniole, the Hawaiian woman who kept door
at the Bronx through part of the war, kept out
any man who seemed too drunk. ... “I don't
think you can make business,” she would say.?

Inside, the system was streamlined for
maximum efficiency and control. At the head
of the hall that led to the prostitutes’ cubicles, a
madam stood behind a money booth. Some of
the booths were caged; there was no pretense
that the houses offered gracious entertain-
ment. The madam collected $3, almost always
in singles, and gave the man a token, usually
a poker chip. He then waited for an available
woman.”. ..

Even in the sex act, most men felt little
control. That was partly due to the setup: in
the interest of time, women rotated from room
to room; thus, no time was lost in cleaning
up and waiting for the man to dress. When
a man’s turn came, he went into a cubicle—a
regular room divided in half by a flimsy sheet
of plywood or wall board that reached only
two thirds of the way to the ceiling. The room
was bare except for a single cot, a table with a
wash bowl, and a wastebasket. Sometimes, if
the maids had been overwhelmed by the pace
of business, soiled towels littered the floor.
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Often the man undressed and waited alone
while the prostitute finished up in the cubicle
on the other side of the half wall. The man
could hear what went on the other side, and he
knew that he would be heard in turn.

As time was money, and three minutes
was the limit, prostitutes used various strate-
gies to control the sex act itself. After quickly
inspecting and washing the man’s genitals
(as a patron of other brothels described the
routine):

Shed lay on her back and get you on top of her
so fast, you wouldn't even know you'd come up
there on your own power. She’d grind so that
you almost felt like you had nothing to do with
it. Well, after that, she had you. She could make it
go off as quickly as she wanted to."* . . .

About a quarter of the men chose fellatio,
a fact that worried the senior shore-patrol of-
ficer in charge of the district, for he believed
that “it is not a far cry from such sex perver-
sions [‘buccal coitus,’ he termed it] to homo-
sexual acts.””® The women, their minds on
the lines outside their doors and always seek-
ing control, seemed to prefer fellatio—it was
quicker. For many of the men, sexually inexpe-
rienced and fresh from months at sea or long
weeks in a battle zone, three minutes was more
than enough. As one veteran recalls, “They put
itin and they’re gone. Sometimes theyre gone
washing off in the pail.. ..

Despite the impersonal inefficiency of
the system, it could break down. One regu-
lar customer told his favorite, a half-Chinese,
half-Mexican prostitute, at the end of a three-
minute session, “Judy, youre the bummest
fuck I ever had.” As he tells it, she was so
angry she spent the rest of the night proving
him a liar—for free. It meant a lot; he named
his daughter after her.” . .

In the houses, men’s money bought wom-
en’s sexual favors; that was undeniable, and
to that extent the men commanded and con-
trolled the women. Women’s bodies were com-
modified. Yet the system was structured to
emphasize the women’s control over the men.
Standing in line, facing the doorkeeper, taking
one’s place in the day’s quota of 100 anony-
mous acts: none of those experiences served to
confirm a sense of male power or control. . ..

While the prostitutes and madams asserted
control within the brothels during the war, it is
perhaps more significant that they alsoattempted
to challenge the larger system of controls and
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regulations within which they lived. After the
Pearl Harbor attack the Hotel Street district, like
much of the city, was shut down for a few weeks.
Soon after the houses reopened, with the troops
pouring through Honolulu and the men’s pay
upped from the prewar scale, the women raised
their fee to $5 for three minutes. As they saw it,
market conditions had changed.

Word of the price hike immediately reached
Frank Steer, at that point anarmy major who had
come to the islands in September 1940 to head
the military police. Steer ... served during the
war as provost marshal under the state of mar-
tial law imposed on Hawaii after the Japanese
attack. Under martial law, he had final authority
over matters of vice....Steer had no problem
with the existence of brothels, but he did have
a problem with the price hike. Raising prices on
the fighting men was bad for morale and, as he
saw it, unfair. Steer ordered the prices dropped:
“The price of meat is still three dollars,” he told
the madams, and they backed down. They
trusted Steer, and they knew he was their ally
against the dictates of the police department.
But though the prices returned to normal, Hotel
Street business would not.

Right after the attack on Pearl Harbor,
the women of the houses had rushed to the
hospitals and temporary facilities set up for
the burned and wounded men. Some of those
who came to help were turned away when
they admitted their occupations or gave their
addresses—the official reason was fear of in-
fection. But more than a few prostitutes nursed
the men and did what they could to help. The
madams turned over the brothels” living quar-
ters to the overflow of wounded, and for a
few days Hotel Street looked like a Red Cross
annex.'s

With their beds filled-—and with normal
lines of authority disrupted—the women took a
chance. They moved out of the district and out
of the shadows. They bought and leased houses
all around Honolulu—up the rises (mountain
slopes), down by the beaches, in fashionable
neighborhoods. They told anyone who asked
that the district was too risky, that it was a fire-
trap if the Japanese came back. The explanation
was not just a cover; many on the islands be-
lieved invasion was imminent. Several prosti-
tutes passed up the promised boom times and
joined other women, longtime residents and
wives of army and navy officers, who arranged
passage on the 20 December special evacuation
transport bound for San Francisco.

For several weeks, even as the brothels
reopened and long after the wounded had
moved out of the prostitutes’ living quarters,
no one seemed to pay any attention to the
women’s quiet movement out of the district.
The women of Hotel Street, long subject to the
dictates of the vice squad, had reason to hope
that those days were over.”

At first, the women who had moved out of
the district attracted little attention; gradually
that changed. One businesswoman worked
out a lucrative scheme: through an agent, she
would buy a house in a fashionable neighbor-
hood and then make clear to her neighbors
what her line of work was. The investments
paid off handsomely and rapidly, as the
neighbors banded together to buy her out at a
premium.?

Other women, their minds less on busi-
ness than on pleasure, simply began to enjoy
their earnings. They flouted the rules—rules
that had not been officially relaxed—appearing
in “respectable” public places, having “wild”
parties, doing as they wished. The military
police, under martial law holding more author-
ity than the civilian police, let such behavior
pass.?!

The police, especially their chief, William
Gabrielson, were outraged at the new order of
things. Prostitutes had invaded every neigh-
borhood. Hawaii's carefully calibrated social
stratification was being mocked. Mainland
whores—white women—were out in public,
demonstrating how little difference white skin
had to mean in the way of moral superiority or
some sort of “natural” right to rule the major-
ity of Hawaii’s people of darker hues. Already
the hordes of working-class white soldiers,
sailors, and war workers had damaged the
equilibrium that gave stability to the island’s
ruling white elite. Now the white prostitutes
made a mockery of the whole racist and racial-
ist system. Their too-public presence signaled
to all who watched that one set of controls was
being challenged. The prostitutes’ rejection of
hierarchy seemed a foreshadowing of what
could happen on a larger scale politically, eco-
nomically, and culturally after the war. Worse
yet, supporting the new laissez-faire approach
to the prostitutes was General Emmons, the
military governor. . ..

For General Emmons, and for Major Steer,
maintaining orderly troops, low rates of vene-
real diseases, and a reasonably high morale
superseded long-range thinking about racial
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or ethnic boundaries and the elite’s postwar
control of the islands. . . . The men, judging by
the hundreds of thousands of them who went
up and down the Hotel Street brothel stairs
in the months after the Pearl Harbor attack,
wanted prostitutes. The regulated brothels
supplied the prostitutes and ensured that
they were relatively disease-free (the Hawaii
military district had the lowest venereal dis-
ease rates in the armed forces). The prostitutes
had nursed the wounded and given over their
rooms after Pearl Harbor. They had accepted
the command not to raise their prices. Many
high-ranking military officers believed that
“any man who won't fuck, won't fight”; they
saw the women of Hotel Street as important
to morale and to maintaining a manly spirit
among the “boys.”?* All in all, Emmons, Steer,
and othérs who played a role in enforcing mar-
tial law believed that keeping the prostitutes
safe from needless harassment and hypocriti-
cal near-bondage was a commonsense way of
keeping the more or less disease-free houses
operating smoothly under what were obvi-
ously extraordinary conditions.

The matter came to a head quickly. In
April of 1942, chief of police Gabrielson or-
dered his men to evict four prostitutes living
together in a house in Waikiki, one of the areas
most strictly off-limits to prostitutes in the
prewar years. Waikiki before the war was not
the bustling tourist center it would become. It
was an exclusive resort for the well-to-do, and
Jews and people of color knew better than to
try to stay in any of its three luxurious hotels.
Although a mixture of Hawaii's ethnic/racial
groups lived in its residential section, Waikiki
was carefully maintained as a respectable area.
The war had changed Waikiki: tourism halted
for the duration, and servicemen had taken
over even one of the exclusive hotels. Atleasta
few of the Hotel Street prostitutes saw an op-
portunity in wartime Waikiki—for pleasure, if
not for profit.

When Gabrielson’s man told the women to
leave, they complained to Captain Benson of the
military police, who seemed well acquainted
with their affairs. He told them that the police
did not run things anymore, and that his com-
mander did not care where they lived as long
as they did not ply their trade outside the Hotel
Street district. All this was relayed to Gabrielson,
whose angry queries were met with official but
vague statements that the military police would
take care of such issues in the future.”
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Gabrielson, angry but thinking strategi-
cally, issued Administrative Order No. 83,
acknowledging the military control of vice in
Honolulu. He then had the memo leaked to the
Honolulu Star-Bulletin. He wanted to watch the
military squirm.

To reiterate what must have slipped many
minds in the face of the public and highly
regulated system, prostitution was illegal in
Honolulu. It was also outlawed through the
federal level May Act, which . .. stated that the
federal government would, where local officials
were unwilling or unable to the job themselves,
stamp out prostitution aimed at the servicemen.
The May Act was not just window-dressing; it
was rigorously enforced throughout the coun-
try. Though most of the military administration
in Hawaii preferred the regulated brothels to
what they saw as the alternative, more danger-
ous system, no one wanted to take the credit
for running the brothels and breaking federal
law—Ieast of all General Emmons, the military
governor of Hawaii. . . .

In a letter to Police Chief Gabrielson. ..
Emmons made his position clear:

I desire to inform you that your understand-
ing regarding the responsibility for vice con-
ditions in the City and County of Honolulu is
in error....No directive had been issued to
the Police Department in any way limiting its
responsibility for any phase of law enforce-
ment. . .. Cancel Administrative Order No. 83.

Chief Gabrielson, with pleasure, resumed
control. But the issue had been settled only
on the administrative level. The MPs and the
vice squad continued to skirmish, with the
vice squad trying to round the women up
and return them to their living quarters in
the quarter, and the MPs undermining those
efforts whenever possible. The MPs told the
women they were within their rights.

The women of Hotel Street were caught in
the middle. They did not want to go back to the
prewar order. It was one thing to choose to ser-
vice 100 men a day, but it was another to abide
by rues that denied them their basic freedoms.
They framed the issue that way, and they went
on strike.*

For close to three weeks in June of 1942
a group of prostitutes walked a picket line
outside the police department headquarters,
which was just a few blocks from the dis-
trict. The police headquarters also housed
Major Steer and his MPs. The women carried
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placards protesting their treatment and the
rules that restricted their freedoms. This strike
was not for better pay but for better treatment,
for fuller rights of citizenship.

While no documentation of their spe-
cific arguments at that time exists, a clear line
of reasoning appears in an angry appeal to
Honolulu's citizens written by a prostitute in
the fall of 1944. In it, she asserted her right to
freedom of movement and to adequate police
protection, basing her claims on a traditional
liberal concept of citizenship. “We pay some
of the highest taxes in this town,” she wrote.
“Where, I ask you, are the beneficial results of
our taxes?”

This woman and many of her cowork-
ers believed they were doing vital war work.
In addition to the obvious but controversial
contributions, the prostitutes had acquitted
themselves well after the Pearl Harbor attack
and had been willing participants in war-bond
drives. One madam had received a special ci-
tation from Secretary of the Treasury Henry
Morganthau for selling $132,000 in war bonds,
most of them, no doubt, to fellow sex workers.
The prostitutes believed their good citizenship
and patriotism should be recognized as such.?
The striking prostitutes gambled that the
military police would keep the police depart-
ment from using force against them and that
their military supporters would back them up.
What they did took courage, for they had no
public allies.

Establishment Hawaii did its best to
ignore the strike, and the newspapers carried
not a single word about it. General Emmons,
however, saw the situation as both embarrass-
ing and serious, and moved quickly to resolve
it. . .. Though he had the power under martial
law to order the police to do as he wanted, he
instead argued his case in what one partici-
pant called a “constructive and cooperative”
manner. His arguments were simple and
straightforward, avoiding the complicated ter-
rains of morality and the political order and
focusing instead on the women’s working con-
ditions. He said that “the gitls are overworked
and need periods of rest; that their work is not
during daylight hours; that formerly they could
go to the Coast for a rest and could be replaced
by new girls arriving by steamer; that this is
not possible today.” Emmons also offered, on
behalf of the military, to take over the unpleas-
ant task of ensuring that the women had their
regular medical checkups and inspecting the

houses for breaches of the sanitary code. The
police department, he assured all concerned,
would have the right to enforce all other laws
and regulations that applied to the women. The
police commission and Chief Gabrielson, who
really had little choice in the matter, accepted
the compromise. The prostitutes ended their
strike. Their right to appear in public and to live
outside the brothels, while fragile, was won.?

Ultimately, the struggle over Hotel Street
was not played out in terms of gender, or even
with the prostitutes as players. As the prosti-
tutes had seen an opportunity in the context
between the military government and the
police department, which acted as an agent of
the traditional haole elite, so too another group
saw an opportunity in the divided lines of au-
thority. During the war years a new elite was
taking shape, drawn largely from the more
liberal range of the haole community. By mid-
1944, with Hawaii completely out of harm’s
way and Allied victory seemingly a matter
of time, some in Hawaii had begun to look to
the future, toward statehood and economic
development.

In trying to orchestrate Hawaii's future
and maneuver toward statehood, [they] wor-
ried about ungovernable prostitutes and regu-
lated brothels. Open prostitution somehow
seemed to confirm mainland stereotypes of
Hawaii as a primitive, licentious place popu-
lated by dark-skinned “natives.” . .. One of the
[group’s] earliest goals was to demolish the un-
bridled vice district.

The Social Protection Committee of the
Honolulu Council of Social Agencies [which]
led the way in fighting the regulated brothel
system . .. resembled the kind of well-educated,
modern reformers who had closed down regu-
lated brothel systems in dozens of American
cities during the Progressive Era.¥ On 1
August 1944, the committee issued a bulle-
tin, “Prostitution in Honolulu,” that described
(in absolutely untitillating prose) the Hotel
Street system. The bulletin included a map
that showed where every known prostitute
in Honolulu lived. The message was clear: the
prostitutes live in YOUR neighborhood.® . ..

As military control waned, the first phase
of the antiprostitution campaign went into
effect. All prostitutes were ordered to vacate
houses in residential areas and to move back
into the district, to the houses in which “they
carry on theirtrade.” News of this dictate was
carried in the Honolulu newspapers.”
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One month after the prostitutes had
been ordered back into the district, Governor
Stainback joined the antiprostitution cam-
paigns, ...in part, as [a way of] attack[ing]
military control [and, in part, as an effort to
link] interests with the progressive elite. . . . On
21 September 1944, in one of his first major re-
versals of military policy, Governor Stainback
ordered the regulated brothels shut down. The
Social Protection Committee had maneuvered
very cleverly, using their greatest weapon:
publicity, or at least the threat of publicity. In
letters to Admiral Nimitz, Admiral Furlong,
and General Richardson, the committee asked
whether each supported the system of regu-
lated brothels. The admirals and the general
replied, in writing, that they did not support
the system. This was, of course, official policy,
even though military practice was quite dif-
ferent. When Stainback closed the brothels,
the military offered no resistance. A public
debate about the issue, in the face of a deter-
mined campaign by an influential group of cit-
izens, was not something anyone in the armed
forces could weather. The leaders of the Social
Protection Committee knew that.

The actual closing of the brothels went
smoothly. On 22 September three uniformed
members of the vice squad visited the broth-
els during working hours, between 11 aA.m. and
1:30 p.M. The madams had already heard about
the governor’s order issued the day before and
s0 had the customers. Business had virtually
come to a halt in most houses. The vice-squad
officers informed the madams that after 2 p.m.
any acts of prostitution committed on their
premises would subject them to arrest. The
prostitutes were told not to practice their trade,
in the houses or elsewhere, and to move out of
the district as soon as possible.

According to newspaper reports, many
of the prostitutes welcomed the end of an era,
and not without humor. One greeted the an-
nouncement that she could no longer “prac-
tice prostitution” with the old witticism, “I
don’t practice, I'm an expert.” Another woman,
wearing “an abbreviated red apron, short-
short skirt and a pair of cowboy riding boots,”
gave a loud “whoopie” at the news. Madams
took the news in a variety of ways.. .. But in
general, they seemed to feel they had little
about which to complain. One, and probably
not the most successful, had voluntarily paid
taxes on an income of $383,000 in 1943. ... No
one had expected the wartime boom to last;
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most prostitutes and madams had only meant
to make the most money they could while it
lasted. With the new clampdown in effect,
some prostitutes left Honolulu as soon as
they could arrange transportation back to the
mainland. [Others continued to work outside
of brothels.] . . .

The struggle -of the Honolulu prostitutes,
in retrospect, was charged not only by the
usual issues surrounding illicit sex trade and
lines of authority, but by concerns specific to
prestatehood Hawaii. The women who made
such claims on the citizens of Hawaii were
white women, and their public presence and
vocal demands called into question all the as-
sociations of race and gender and the ideology
of the purity of white women to be defended
against the sexual threat of colored races that
were implicit and sometimes explicit in un-
derpinning Hawaii’s social structure. In the
history of prostitution in America, many have
justified the “sacrifice” of lower-class women
to “protect” the purity of women of the middle
and upper classes. The system in Hawaii was
in many ways similar, except that race played
a crucial role, and the racial lines were more
complex in Hawaii than on the mainland. The
public struggles—and yes, excesses—of these
“impure” white women called the whole ideo-
logical system into question.

At least in small part the system had been
dependent on the complicity of the white pros-
titutes. The prostitutes were seen as a means
to keep the low-status white service personnel
and the plantation workers sexually satisfied.
It was crucial to the system that the prosti-
tutes not claim any public role in Hawaii. In
fact, in exchange for a great deal of money,
the prostitutes (despite their white skin) were
supposed to accept total pariah status. They
were not to live or visit outside the vice dis-
trict; they were supposed to remain silent and
hidden. They could amass capital, but they
could not exercise their economic power in
Hawaii. They were required to return to the
mainland. But with their strike and with the
aid of the military government, the prostitutes
had demanded—and in part had gotten—the
rights economic power normally guaranteed
in the United States. . . .

The prostitutes’ strike was only one
small and indirect part of a larger movement
toward a more pluralistic postwar society =
Hawaii. But it is especially significant becauss
it brought together issues of race and gendes
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in such a way that it worked to undermine the
ideology of racial superiority. White prosti-
tutes demanded full rights of citizenship, and
while the very public fact of their race had, in
some small way, helped to undermine Hawaii’s
racial hierarchy, their race was not sufficient
to guarantee their rights. Instead, the public
power they were able to display for a short
while in wartime Hawaii depended on the
utility the federal authorities found in them,

The prostitutes” temporary victory—their
ability to emerge from the dangerous shadows
and to operate as legitimate, fully protected war
workers—could not have happened without the
intervention of the State, in the form of the mili-
tary government. The concern of the federally
authorized participants was not with the rights
of prostitutes (though several seemed to have
some respect or liking for members of the pro-
fession), but with winning the war. [What that]
intervention . . . signaled [was] the increased
and continuing willingness of the federal gov-
ernment to impose its nationally minded agen-
das upon local entities. . . . The ways in which
socially marginal groups like the prostitutes of
Hotel Street could succeed in furthering their
struggles by publicly aligning themselves with
the relatively autonomous federal government’s
often mercurial concerns would become an
ever-more critical characteristic of social change
movements in the postwar years.
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hen the United States entered World War Il in 1941, the unemployment lines

characteristic of the 1930s vanished. Labor shortages enabled women to re-
enter jobs in industry. During the war, they experienced new vocational oppor-
tunities; encountered fewer barriers based on marital status, age, and race; and
enjoyed public praise for their patriotic contributions to the economy. The federal
government encouraged women’s industrial work, personifying the worker as
“Rosie the Riveter” in a widely disseminated poster.

While the war offered a novel opportunity to dismantle the sex segregation
of jobs, the long-term results proved disappointing. Most Americans, men and
women, expected that when men came home, women would happily exchange

* their industrial tools for brooms, vacuum cleaners, and baby bottles. This belief
did not square with the economic realities for most American families: polls
showed that up to 85 percent of the women who worked for wages during the
war needed to continue working and hoped that they would be next in line after
veterans returned to their jobs.

In the following essay, labor historian Alice Kessler-Harris analyzes employ-
ment data to reveal that women’s wartime work can be interpreted both as excep-
tional and as extending prewar trends. How were women forced or coerced to
leave well-paying jobs after the war ended? When you study the essay’s endnotes,
observe how many women scholars and government officials wrote about war-
time employment in the 1940s. Consider that many of these professional women
were likely the beneficiaries of the expansion of higher education for women
during the Progressive Era.

Depression and war have opposite effects on
the economy. One prompts efficiency, con-
straint, cautious investment; the other encour-
ages industrial expansion—even a spirit of
reckless gambling. . .. Where workers had to
plead for jobs in the thirties, in the early for-
ties industry begged for workers. And when
the army had soaked up the residue of un-
employed men, employers turned to women.
Unprecedented opportunity now confronted
women who months earlier had pleaded for
work. Was this to be a breakthrough?—a turn-
ing point that would signal the end of discrim-
ination against women in the labor market?

It certainly looked like it. In many ways,
this war duplicated the experience of World

War I. Women found jobs in areas previously
closed to them and, once there, proved to be
effective workers. The statistical data reveal
a dramatic influx of women—five million be-
tween 1940 and 1944—into the labor force and
new openings in the heavy industries that had
been tightly defended against them. [Many]
historians . . . have concluded, as a result, that
World War I was, in [William] Chafe’s words,
“a milestone for women in America.” From
that perspective, the war serves to explain and
justify the new expectations of [women in] the
fifties.! ... The war, [Sheila Tobias and Lisa
Anderson] argue, opened doors, changed atti-
tudes, made women aware of possibilities they
had not previously considered.

Excerpted from ch. 3 of Out to Work: A History of Wage-Earning Women in the United States (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1932). Reprinted by permission of the author and publisher. Notes have been edited and

renumbered.



RETHINKING WOMEN'S WORK DURING WORLD WAR 11 431

To some extent [the claim that World War
Il was a milestone for women as paid work-
ers] is undoubtedly true. As in World War I,
women who had always worked fought hard
to retain their gains when the war ended. But
viewing the war this way places too much
weight on the role of a single unpredictable
event in altering women’s behavior....In
fact, women had already begun to change
their working patterns in the two preced-
ing decades. They responded to war not as
shiny new instruments honed to do their bit
in a larger design, but out of the continuity of
their own historical experience. In the 1920s
and 1930s, different women had struggled
to participate in the labor market in their
own ways—some seeking the challenge of a
career, others organizing for higher stand-
ards of living. The war provided opportu-
nities for both kinds of women to continue
these struggles. It did not relieve the tensions
surrounding their dual roles but did cast a
different light on them.

The second World War provides a place
to see these tensions from a different perspec-
tive than the depression. Asked their reasons
for wage-earning in both periods, women of-
fered the same explanations. Wage work con-
tributed to family life; financial need justified
potential neglect of the home. ... Where the
depression had prompted women to apologize
for paid work——to present it as a last resort
to preserve family life—the war focused at-
tention on women’s positive contributions to
labor force needs. Satisfying family require-
ments, once a seemingly insurmountable bar-
rier to wage work, became a practical problem
to be solved quickly so that the nation could
meet the war machine’s insatiable hunger for
personnel.

The changed perspective made all the
difference in the reception women met in the
labor force, and there is no doubt that the war
raised the level of their material well-being.
But whether it permanently altered their rela-
tion to wage work is another question. Women
would not willingly have given up their family
roles even if social sanctions were lifted and
support services helped them to do so. And
employers and male workers could not read-
ily overcome a tradition of segmentation so
closely related to masculinity. Economist
Theresa Wolfson put it this way: “It is not easy
to forget the propaganda of two decades even
in the face of a national emergency such as a

great war. Women themselves doubted their
ability to do a man’s job. Married women with
families were loath to leave their homes; soci-
ety had made so little provision for the thou-
sands of jobs that a homemaker must tackle.
And when they finally come to the plants, the
men resent them as potential scabs.”? The re-
sulting ambivalence led women to weigh the
tremendous pressure to take jobs against the
sacrifices required of their time and by their
families. . ..

As the European war stimulated produc-
tion in 1940 and 1941, the residue of unem-
ployment began to lessen, though men, not
women, benefited from the early build-up.
Women were told to “Do the home job better”
or channeled into volunteer jobs. ... As gov-
ernment programs began early in 1941 to
“warm up” the unemployed to heavy indus-
try, twenty men were offered places to every
woman. Some 700,000 workers received
training in industrial skills in the last half
of 1941. Only 1 percent of these were female.
Employers believed women were not suited
to most jobs and declared themselves unwill-
ing to hire women for 81 percent of available
production jobs.

Attitudes began to change after Pearl
Harbor. Early in 1942, it became clear that the
draft would decimate the ranks of production
workers. The government issued a nondis-
crimination directive. For the first time, em-
ployers sought out women for nontraditional
jobs and occasionally offered the kinds of
services that made wage work more viable for
those who had ... children to care for. They
sometimes provided day care centers on site.
Shopping and banking facilities appeared in
plants. Convenient transportation and hot
lunches attracted women to factory work. As
men left jobs for the armed services, women
entered them. Still, from September 1942 to
September 1943, the number of people in the
work force remained at the 1940 level.?

By mid-1942 planners recognized that this
was not enough. Calculating that only 29 percent
of America’s fifty-two million adult women had
jobs, the War Manpower Commission started
a campaign to recruit women in areas of labor
shortage. ... The federal government lowered
the age limit for the employment of women from
eighteen to sixteen years. Patriotic appeals to
women accompanied tales of their special stake
in winning this war in order to stop Hitler from
reducing women to “sex slaves” or driving them
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back to their kitchens. The Women'’s Bureau de-
scribed desperate entrepreneurs who harangued
women at street corners to come to work, or
bribed high school principals to send workers to
their plants. The radio did its bit, popularizing
tunes like “Rosie the Riveter,” which told listen-
ers about “red, white and blue” Rosie who was
“making history working for victory.”...By
February 1943, Fortune magazine declared the
margin for victory to be “woman power” and
suggested drafting them if they did not come
forward voluntarily to work in industry. And
in July 1943 the War Production Board declared
itself in need of a million and a half more women
within a year!

Women responded to these appealsin large
numbers but not with the kind of unthinking
enthusiasm that the statistics seem to demon-
strate. Fully three-quarters of the women who
worked for pay during the war had worked
before, and one and a half million more would
have entered the labor force anyway in the
normal course of events. Less than five million
of the nineteen million women who worked for
wages at some time during the war emergency
had not been in the labor force before the war
began.®

What looks like massive mobilization of
women in the war years breaks down on ex-
amination to something less startling. Nearly
eleven million women held jobs in 1940. At
the peak of wartime production in 1945, 19.5
million women were actually earning wages:
an apparent increase in absolute numbers
of nearly 87 million people or 80.5 percent.
But a closer look at the figures forces us to
modify our assessment of the real change this
number implies. In addition to the women
actually working in 1940, the Census Bureau
counted some three million unemployed and
looking for work. An [estimated one million
additional women] were discouraged but
would have worked if they thought jobs were
available.®. .. The difference between the re-
sulting figure of 14.8 million and 19.5 million
reduces the increase in women workers to
43 percent or 4.7 million new workers in the
war years.

But we need to make still further modifi-
cations. What percentage of the 4.7 million
would have entered the labor force anyway as
a result of population growth and maturity?
And what percentage would have entered as
a product of the continuing twentieth-century
trend of women moving into the work force?
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The first figure can be calculated on the basis
of population growth. In 1940, 27.6 percent of
the female population over fourteen was in the
labor force. They constituted 25.3 percent of
all workers. If the same percentage had been
in the labor force in 1945, when the population
of women numbered 52,860,000, an additional
750,000 workers in round numbers would have
joined the labor force, war or no war. But the
proportion of women wage earners had been
increasing steadily since 1900 and in all like-
lihood would have climbed in this decade as
well. From 1900 to 1940, the female labor force
participation rate had increased 23.5 percent,
or an average of nearly 6 percent each decade—
though there were in fact wide fluctuations
from decade to decade. For the half-decade
from 1940 to 1945 we can safely add another 3
percent, or 400,000 women, to the 1940 figure
as normal growth. In fact, the figures would
in all likelihood have been higher, given the
possibility that the depression . .. had created
a backlog of women eager to try their wings.
Subtracting these two groups, then, one might
argue that only 3.5 million workers who might
not otherwise have entered the labor force did
so in the war years—an addition of 25.28 per-
cent to the female work force above the natural
and expected increases. Seventy-five percent
of these new female workers were married.
Wartime figures reflect the latent ten-
dency of women to seek wage work when nor-
mative pressures to stay at home are removed.
Considering the unusual (if still inadequate)
child care and food services available; the
absence of men to whom women ordinarily
catered; attractive wages and job opportuni-
ties; and a temporary suspension of overt ani-
mosity, these data may represent a peak of the
number of women willing to work for wages
in that period. In the two years after the war
ended, women'’s participation in the work force
dropped by a factor of 19 percent—a figure
only a trifle lower than the estimated “addi-
tional” women who entered wage work as a
result of the war. In other words, after the war-
time emergency receded, most of the women
who remained in the labor force would have
been working for wages anyway. There is no
way of knowing if the three and a half million
new women workers were the same women
who dropped out, or were forced out, of the
labor force when the war ended. But it seems
clear that wartime surveys reporting that 75
to 85 percent of wage-earning women wanted




RETHINKING WOMEN'S WORK DURING WORLD WAR II 433

to keep their jobs at the war’s end probably re-
flected the normal proportion of wage-earning
women. Of the two million additional women
(above the 1940 level) still in the labor force
in 1947, the Women’s Bureau estimated that
all but 250,000 would have been working in
any event. By 1950, the rate of women’s par-
ticipation in the work force had increased to
32 percent—for a net gain of 16 percent over
the entire decade. The Census Bureau esti-
mated that without war, natural factors would
have yielded seventeen million wage-earning
women in 1950. There were in fact eighteen
million in that year-—only a slight increase
above expected growth.”

Much has been made of the number of
women who entered the work force as an in-
dication of changes in attitude and breakdown
of traditional socialization patterns. But from
another perspective the figures reflect continu-
ity with previous attempts by some women to
break out of traditional roles. Married women
had entered the work force during the depres-
sion. In the war years, older married women
contributed most of the increase that occurred
among female workers. Despite publicity given
to children left in locked cars while their moth-
ers worked, a government report noted in 1943
that “practically no net expansion occurred
among women between 20 and 30 years of age,
and only a 6 percent increase of actual over
normal employment is estimated for women in
the next five-year bracket.” In contrast, women
over forty-five appeared in the labor force in
numbers about 20 percent above what would
normally be expected. And of the nearly five
million women at work in the spring of 1945
who had not been in the labor force five years
earlier, three million were over thirty-five$

These rapid rises in participation rates
exceeded those of any other age group in the
labor force. They were more rapid for the mar-
ried than for the unmarried, indicating both
the degree to which single women had already
been engaged in paid labor and the latent
trend for the married with no children at home
to want to work. This tendency continued after
the war. By November 1946, half of all wage-
earning women were over 34.8 years old. And
the inclination of younger married women to
leave the work force when husbands returned
home meant that the proportion of older work-
ers in the labor force would continue to rise.
By 1950 there had been a net drop in the rate
at which married women aged 25-34 went out

to work. Correspondingly, half again as many
women aged 45--54 were working for wages as
had worked in 19407

Given the high level of previous work
experience among most women in the labor
force during the war, it is not surprising that
the emergency presented itself as an opportu-
nity to get ahead. Memories of the depression
urged women wage earners to get what they
could while they could. So for those who had
been accustomed to working, war-born oppor-
tunities encouraged an aggressive stance and
resulted in real gains, at least for the duration
of hostilities. African American women, older
women, and professional women all took ad-
vantage of a reduction in discrimination to
enter well-paying jobs.

For Black women, the change was espe-
cially dramatic. For generations, they had been
denied access to good, skilled jobs that now
opened to them. The proportions who entered
the labor force did not expand as rapidly as
those of white women, reflecting high prewar
participation rates. But Black women took ad-
vantage of their previous work experience and
the labor shortage to move into more desirable
jobs. About 20 percent of those who had been
domestic servants found work in areas that
had previously snubbed them. Where white
women moved from laundries into factories,
especially in the South, Black women readily
took the jobs they vacated. But it took effort to
move up into factory jobs. The threat of a mass
demonstration in Washington in 1941, while the
United States was building up its armaments in
preparation for war, drew public attention to
discrimination against all African Americans.
To head off demonstrations, the federal govern-
ment created the Fair Employment Practices
Commission (FEPC) in July 1941.

Sustained by the FEPC as well as by rul-
ings of the War Manpower Commission against
discrimination, and actively aided by the Na-
tional Council of Negro Women, Black women
pressed for lucrative factory jobs. In cities like
Detroit, where defense work was widespread,
large factories imported huge numbers of rural
whites to fill jobs for which they initially re-
fused to hire African Americans. Black women
there led a series of demonstrations, begin-
ning early in 1942 and lasting for nearly two
years, to force local authorities to hire them.
These demonstrations—for housing as well
as jobs—culminated in the storming of a Ford
plant by two busloads of women protesting
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discriminatory hiring policies. Progress was
slow. Yet for once, protesters had the active sup-
port of union locals, some civic agencies, and
government policy. Members of UAW locals
threatened to walk out of one plant in 1943
unless Black women got jobs. At another plant,
union representatives took nine months to win
an agreement to hire Black women, and then
only after a threat of citywide action. The War
Production Board and the U.S. Employment
Service repeatedly urged employment of [Afri-
can Americans].”?

By war’s end the position of Black women
workers had improved substantially. They
never got some of the best-paying jobs—in
steel mills, as welders, ship fitters, and rivet-
ers. But the numbers involved in low-paid
and low-status domestic work dropped by 15
percent while the number of factory opera-
tives more than doubled, and clerical, sales,
and professional workers substantially in-
creased." Ninety percent of the black women
at work after the war had been in the labor
force in 1940. Their movement into better
jobs reflects not changed attitudes but their
ability to take timely advantage of enlarged
opportunities.

Professional women were equally aggressive.
Historian Susan Hartmann has docurnented the
extent to which they worked through their clubs
and organizations to press for economic equality.
Groups like the American Association of Uni-
versity Women and the National Federation of
Business and Professional Women's Clubs met
with the Women’s Bureau to design “programs
to promote the training, equal treatment and
full utilization of women in war production,”
as well as “to plan for the retention of women’s
gains after reconversion.” These organizations
had little understanding of, or sympathy for, the
economic problems of poor women or the racial
discrimination faced by [women of color.] Rather,
they pushed to get [white] women into policy-
making positions in war agencies, even denying
the need for special Black representation on the
Women’s Advisory Committee [to the War Man-
power Commission]-—the only direct pipeline for
women into the wartime agencies concerned with
utilizing labor effectively. Despite the opposition
of organizations representing poorer women,
business and professional women continued to
support the ERA and paid little attention to such
mundane issues as day care.” For them, the im-
portant thing, as always, was not resolving the
home and family issues that might equalize work
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force opportunities for all women but improv-
ing their own relative economic positions. They
became entrenched in civil service jobs at the
federal and state levels, made inroads into bank-
ing and insurance, and moved into administra-
tive jobs in education and health. Though gains
remaining after the war ended were relatively
small, professional women had nevertheless suc-
ceeded in moving out of the holding pattern in
which the Depression had placed them.

Two other pieces of evidence suggest that
what happened in the war and immediate
postwar years represented a response to emer-
gency rather than a shift in attitude. The first
emerges from a look at what women did when
hostilities ceased; the second, from examining
what happened to them in the demobilization
period.

When war production ended, large num-
bers of women simply quit their jobs. The rate
at which women chose to leave jobs was at least
double, and sometimes triple the rate at which
they were discharged. And it was consistently
higher than quit rates for men. In the food,
clothing, and textile industries, where they
had traditionally been employed, women quit
jobs at an incredible pace. Women in well-paid
jobs—chemical, rubber, and petroleum—quit
more slowly than from any other manufac-
turing jobs.* Apparently, more experienced
workers who had moved into better-paid jobs
wanted to keep their jobs. More newer workers
who had spent the war in traditionally female
sectors willingly gave their places up.

Employers countered low quit rates by
laying off women in the heavy industrial sec-
tors where returning soldiers wanted jobs back.
In the two months immediately following V-]
Day, women were laid off at a rate . .. double
that of men. . .. The biggest involuntary reduc-
tion came in the jobs where they had made the
biggest gains in wartime and which presum-
ably represented the biggest shift in social
attitude—the durable heavy goods industries.
Iron and steel manufactories, automobile and
machinery makers fired women faster than
they fired men. On the other hand, employers
clearly sought to retain female employees in
the nondurable goods sectors, where they were
laid off more slowly than men.

Women'’s net gains in the war years were,
therefore, negligible. They managed to retain
a slightly greater share of manufacturing jobs,
especially in the durable goods industries,
but the general pattern of their employment
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remained the same as before the war. Even
within manufacturing, the big gains occurred
in electrical goods, where the task of assem-
bling tiny parts was said to be suited to nimble
fingers. The shift to clerical and office jobs
continued. Few women retained skilled crafts
jobs. The Women'’s Bureau concluded a study
of Bridgeport, Connecticut, after the war sadly:
“Only a few women have been allowed to con-
tinue in the newer fields of employment, and
thus to continue to use skills learned during
the war."* Older women, married women,
women without at least a high school educa-
tion, and Black women again had a hard time
finding jobs.

Wartime necessity required women’s
wage work. But it did not release women who
worked from the pressure to adhere to old
social roles. Women’s own urges for better jobs
and wages met their match in the pleas for
patriotism’and service to the community that
came from employers, the Labor Department,
and the War Manpower Commission. These
rationales for wage work produced policies
that effectively skirted women’s desires for
work for its own sake. The never-ending fear
that women might be unwilling to leave when
the war ended led government policy makers
and employers to make it clear that women
ought to work only temporarily. And this too
required continuing patterns of behavior that
perpetuated the divided labor market with all
of its psychic underpinnings.

Because of the ambivalence surrounding
women’s work, policies designed to make it
easier for them to enter the labor force emerged
erratically. Women found themselves without
representation on the influential War Man-
power Commission. Instead, the Commission
created a Women's Advisory Committee in
September 1942. That committee was author-
ized to recommend policy regarding women.
But its recommendations were channeled
through a Management-Laber Committee and
thence to the WMC. The commission turned
down Mary Anderson’s request for one or two
representatives on the Management-Labor
Committee, offering instead a seat without
a vote to Margaret Hickey, who chaired the
Women's Advisory Committee, Three steps re-
moved from the seat of power, the WAC oper-
ated in a vacuum.® . ..

...Women in good jobs found them-
selves facing male pressure to be feminine, and
sometimes hostility for violating traditional

roles. ... Administrators focused attention on
the ways women managed to remain femi-
nine despite hardships. The director of War
Public Services for the Federal Works Authority
(FWA)—in charge of expanding facilities for
the war effort—told an interviewer in 1943 that
women war workers deserved special commen-
dation for the attention they paid to grooming.
“They bring glamor to the job,” she said. The
personnel manager of a plant confirmed the
importance of grooming: “We like the girls
to be neat and trim and well put together. It
helps their morale. It helps our prestige, too.”"
Women workers sustained and supported this
stance. They struggled to be able to wear their
own clothing, even where it might be danger-
ously floppy. One plant posted drawings of
scalped women to get them to tuck hair into
bonnets or nets. Overt hostility kept women
in their places, too. ... Catcalls, whistles, and
hisses faced women who walked onto the pro-
duction floor for the first time. Young girls who
became pages on the floor of the New York
Stock Exchange met wolfish whistles.

Employers adopted promotion and train-
ing policies that played into these role divi-
sions. At the suggestion of the War Department,
female training included frequent analogies
to household work. Supervisors attempted to
convince new recruits that any woman who
could use a needle could handle a welding
rod, or that cutting out sheet metal resembled
cutting a pattern for a dress. Employers’ will-
ingness to use women was governed by imme-
diate needs. They refused to integrate women
into training programs that might provide
access to skills beyond those essential for their
initial tasks. For temporary help, management
reasoned, that would have been a wasted in-
vestment. One group of women complained
in late 1944 that “management is engaging in
a vicious and deliberate campaign to induce
women to quit by transferring them from one
department to another, by assigning women
the least desirable jobs, and by an unceasing
psychological drive to harass women out of the
plants.”"”

The struggle for equal pay illustrates an-
other level of ambivalence. For years, trade
unions had argued for equal pay for women
only when the jobs of [mostly male] union-
ists were threatened by women’s lower wages.
Women's quest for equal pay on the grounds
of equity had met little response. Now women
were literally taking men'’s jobs, as earlier it
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had been feared they would do. To pay them
at a man'’s scale undermined the barriers that
divided women’s work from men’s. To pay
them below it undermined the value of the job
and threatened men’s wage scales when they
returned to reclaim their jobs. Manufacturers
under contract to the government, and paid on
a cost-plus basis, could readily agree to raise
wages. Those in the private sector preferred to

b
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retain barriers. Trade unions concerned with
job protection tended to fight for equal pay
[during the war)] . . . Wishing to avoid chaos in
the labor market as well as to promote “mo-
bility of the labor force and maximum utiliza-
tion of women workers,” government agencies
agreed to support labor and attempted to per-
suade management to go along with equal pay.
A Bureau of Labor statistician acknowledged

Frances Green, Margaret “Peg” Kirchner, Ann Waldner, and Blanche Osborne emerging from their
four-engine, B-17 Flying Fortress, “Pistol Packin’ Mama,” during ferry training at Lockbourne
Army Airfield, Ohio, 1944. See the name these pilots gave to their plane. They were among the
1,074 Women's Airforce Service Pilots (WASPs) who flew noncombat missions during World
War I1. Although 38 died in the line of duty, WASPs were not eligible for military insurance or
GI benefits. At the end of the war, the WASPs were disbanded. Not until 1978 were the survi-
vors offered veteran’s status. In 2009, when barely 300 of the original 1,000 WASPs were still
alive, the WASPs were awarded a Congressional Gold Medal. (Courtesy of the National Archives,

Washington, D.C.)
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the realities involved when she wrote in 1947
that there were three reasons for granting
equal pay to women: justice, sustaining men's
wage rates, and increasing purchasing power.
The second, she argued, was by far the most
powerful ’®

Recognizing the pressures to sustain wages
in a period when wage rises were strictly lim-
ited, the National War Labor Board issued
General Order No. 16 in November 1942, permit-
ting employers to “equalize the wage or salary
rates paid to females with rates paid to males for
comparable quality and quantity of work.” But
the Congress failed to pass a companion bill that
would have prohibited wage differentials based
on sex. And only five states—with about a quar-
ter of the nation’s female wage earners—enacted
their own laws. Furthermore, since these laws
were concerned primarily with ... sustaining
men's wages, they . .. prevent[ed] women from
[undercutting] men’s earnings, [but did not ad-
dress] the major source of discriminatory wages
for women—the historic differentiation of male
and female jobs, where jobs defined as female
carried a lower wage rate. As a result, the gap
between men’s and women’s wages increased
during the war. Women were earning far more
in dollar terms than before the war, and more
than they would earn thereafter. Still, the av-
erage full-time woman worker earned only 55
percent of what her male co-worker earned: a
drop from the 1939 figure of about 62 percent.”

Women protested the vagueness of fed-
eral guidelines and agitated for additional
protection. In Dayton, Ohio, angry women
told Elizabeth Christman of the Women's
Bureau that despite federal guidelines on
equal pay embodied in General Order No.
16, the Frigidaire plant in which they worked
continued to hire women at lower rates than
[what] men would be paid for the same jobs,
and to violate their seniority. . . . Christman re-
ported that hundreds of grievances had been
filed by female employees of General Motors
in Ohio against rate discrimination. The same
women objected to the War Labor Board’s use
of “comparable” to define work that should be
paid equally. They wanted to substitute “same
pay for same work” in order to avoid misun-
derstanding and confusion.?

Like the struggle for equal pay, the strug-
zle for access to trade unions suffered from
the ambiguity of women’s [work during a]
wartime emergency. Unions that had never
had women members, like the International

Boilermakers, Iron Shipbuilders, Welders and
Helpers, continued to deny them member-
ship until it was clear that the war emergency
necessitated it. Unionized men complained
that women would “spoil the job” or “break
the morale of the plant.” Women who did not
understand informal work rules tended to ex-
haust themselves in rapid bursts of work and
to work without stint. Some unionists struck to
prevent women from being hired. Others, like
those in steel, auto, rubber, and machine tools,
accepted or actively recruited women into
their ranks but denied them upgrading and
frequently continued discriminatory job clas-
sifications.”’ . .. Women complained that men
were not fighting hard enough for such things
as equal pay. And they wanted maternity
leaves without loss of seniority, good day care
centers, and time off to care for sick children.

Yet the women who joined unions bene-
fited nonetheless. In the aftermath of the great
organizing drives of the 1910s, unionization
had spread over the industrial Northeast.
Union shops and maintenance of member-
ship agreements—under which incoming
workers automatically joined the collective
bargaining unit—provided unions with a
steady influx of members as war industry
expanded. Recruiting three and a half mil-
lion women into heavy industry where they
had not previously been employed increased
fourfold the number of female union mem-
bers within two years. Economist Gladys
Dickason estimated that at the beginning of
the war only 800,000 wage-earning women
were unionized. They made up 9.4 percent of
unionized workers. By 1944 more than three
million women constituted 22 percent of
trade union membership.*

Whether they fared well or ill was a matter
of union politics. The strongest voice for egali-
tarian policies came from the left wing of the
union movement. The United Electrical, Radio
and Machine Workers, whose membership
was 35 percent female by 1944, had an equal
proportion of women on its executive council
and managed to end discriminatory pay en-
tirely. The United Rubber Workers included
an equal pay clause in 142 of its agreements.
The United Auto Workers developed perhaps
the most complete policy-making apparatus. It
attempted to get women involved in the union
administrative structure. It held rallies where
it encouraged women to be active in their shop
committees as well as in their communities.
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In the spring of 1944, the UAW War Policy
Division set up its own Women's Bureau fo
serve the union’s 300,000 female members. R,
J. Thomas, UAW president, announced that the
new bureau was to “give special consideration
to seniority, safety standards, maternity leave
practices, and other problems relating to the
employment of women.”* . ..

From the beginning, the [Women's] Bureau
concerned itself with the tricky issue of how to
involve women in general trade union issues
while it prepared them for inevitable postwar
layoffs. Mildred Jeffrey, at its head, began stud-
ying “the effects of cutbacks on unemployment
of women workers” as early as May 1944. She
described the situation then as “already acute
in some areas” and urged a national conference
to defuse their objections to being fired. She
wanted “our women,” she wrote, to “fully un-
derstand the problems which the International
faces.”™

The conference that met in December
covered a wide variety of issues. Its 150 rep-
resentatives passed resolutions asking for
“in-plant” cafeterias to sell hot food and re-
questing counseling services that would in-
clude advice about family problems as well as
work. . .. Members asked for maternity leaves
without loss of seniority, insurance plans that
included maternity benefits, improved child-
care facilities designed to continue after the
war emergency, a guaranteed annual wage,
and unemployment benefit policies that did
not discriminate against women.”

For all these ambitious long-range goals,
when it came to the issue of [postwar] layoffs,
women workers acquiesced. They readily ac-
knowledged that the union faced a difficult
problem in reconciling the competing inter-
ests of returning veterans with those of newly
hired women. Female representatives recog-
nized that women would be “the first to feel
the impact of reconversion lay-offs” yet went
on to endorse a seniority system that gave job
preference to a man who had worked under
UAW jurisdiction for even the briefest period
before the war over a woman who had been in
the union for the duration.?® Better than most
unions, the UAW attempted to serve its female
members. It protected and extended their
rights as union members. Yet, though it sup-
ported federal bills for full employment, it too
succumbed to a pattern that saw most unions
unceremoniously discard their female mem-
bers at war’s end.
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Ambivalence toward women working
during the war showed up even in the provi-
sion of support services necessary for them to
work effectively. While almost everybody ac-
knowledged the difficulties involved when a
woman undertook wage labor in addition to
household chores, few offered concrete sug-
gestions for lightening the load. In fact, the
opposite happened. Defense contractors asked
for, and routinely got, permission to suspend
maximum-hour legislation, and a woman
with children to care for might be coerced into
working nine or ten hours a day in a six-day
week. If she took a day off for family needs,
she was berated as unpatriotic. In its concern
to attract “womanpower,” Fortune sympa-
thized with the working mother who had
“marketing, cooking, laundering and clean-
ing to attend to” and wondered how long she
could “stand up under a twelve- or fourteen-
hour day.”* Yet when it came to setting up
services, only a few plants extended more than
limited help. Lest women become accustomed
to amenities and too comfortable at work, little
attempt was made to accommodate them even
at the peak of national need. Communal kitch-
ens and shared cleaning were rare. Most facto-
ries provided hot lunches only after a struggle.
And though occasionally one reads of banking
services brought to the door, only the model
plants of Kaiser Industries offered anything
like the British experience of factory-delivered
laundry services, packaged ready-to-eat foods,
and special shops.®. ..

Provision of even limited services stopped
short when it came to help with mothering.
The War Manpower Commission declared its
policy to be one of actively recruiting women
without children under fourteen and then
added that “this principle should not be con-
strued to mean that women who are respon-
sible for the care of young children and who
desire to work are to be deprived of an oppor-
tunity for training or employment.”® But such
language militated against an active campaign
for child-care facilities. And the Commission
went on to appeal to mothers of young chil-
dren to remain at home and to ask employ-
ers not to recruit them until “all other sources
of local labor supply have been exhausted in
order that established family life will not be
unnecessarily disrupted.”* The Commission
never spoke consistently, however, In one criti-
cal industrial area, the War Production Board
noted, the WMC pleaded with women to get
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into the war plants, while local leaders urged
them to leave the plants and stay home with
their children.

The women who worked in industry
had no direct influence on developing fed-
eral child-care policy. The Children’s Bureau
in the Department of Labor included female
early-childhood experts, and professional
women and social workers sat on the Women's
Advisory Committee, but much of their advice
was simply ignored. ... Left almost entirely
to bureaucrats, child care became a political
football, tossed about in the public press as it
became the focal point of hostility to women
earning wages. . . . [According to a trade union
chaplain,] “Too many mothers of families are
working in war plants, not because of necessity
nor for reasons of patriotism but because they
are drawn by the lure of huge wages.” Behind
the specter of the disrupted family followed
that of juvenile delinquency. In the spring of
1943, a seventeen-year-old was arrested for
paying thirteen-year-old girls twenty-five
cents apiece to “play” with men. Had all their
mothers been at home, it was argued, this
could never have happened. As if to under-
score the concern, the Senate Subcommittee on
Education and Labor held hearings on juvenile
delinquency in the winter of 1943.%

Confused by the mixed messages and di-
vided over the child-care issue, Congress vac-
illated. At first it seemed satisfied to leave the
problem in the hands of local communities—a
solution approved by the Children’s Bureau,
but which completely failed to provide facili-
ties for all those who needed them. Not con-
tent to leave child care in such disarray, and
prodded by publicity about inadequately su-
pervised children, President Roosevelt freed
emergency construction funds, under the
1941 Lanham Act, to build facilities for child
care. ...

Problems of coordinating separate federal
and state agencies combined with ambiva-
lence at all levels to produce an underfunded
and entirely unsatisfactory program. The first
project under the FWA’s childcare program
was approved in August 1942. But funds
were “slow and insufficient” and even when
the flow started, limited staffing reduced the
numbers of children centers could care for
and limited their hours....By August 1943,
although 53,000 children were enrolled in
FWA centers, reports began to spread that
they were underutilized: the Chicago Times ran

a story headlined “WAR NURSERIES LACK
CHILDREN: TWO MAY CLOSE.” The cent-
ers were spottily and inconveniently located.
Their hours were too short. Their fees were
often too high. . . . Nursery workers, often rap-
idly selected and poorly trained, were identi-
fied in the public mind as poor people more
interested in income than in children. By
September, the FWA acknowledged that the
centers were operating at only a quarter of
capacity.®

... Those who sought to provide services
for working mothers did so apologetically.
“We have,” said Florence Kerr, then director of
the FWA child-care project, “what amounts to
a national policy that the best service a mother
can do is rear her children in her home. . . . But
we are in a war. ... Whether we like it or not,
mothers of young children are at work. ... S0
we do need care centers.” Because they re-
flected the conviction that mothers of young
children had no business in the labor force,
the programs were geared not to the needs
or mothers but to those of employers. They
were, as one panel of educators and union
leaders reported, “not intended as a substitute
for the home, but rather as an aid to parents
who face unusual problems arising from the
war emergency.” ... The FWA came up with
a most appealing slogan to handle the contra-
diction implicit in seeking funds for children
whose mothers really ought to have been at
home. “Men are needed on the battle front.
Women are needed at the home front. Men are
needed with minds clear and steady. Women
are needed with attention for their work un-
divided.”* To help their husbands, mothers
needed day care.

Insistence on maintaining feminine roles
had serious consequences. Since their right to
be at work was never fully asserted, women
were left vulnerable, after the war, to the re-
moval of such pitiful services as existed. And
this insistence accounts for the reluctance of
many women to help out during the war. Faced
with the failure of a massive campaign to re-
cruit women in the Detroit area in the fall of
1942, the War Manpower Commission turned
to the Women’s Advisory Committee to help
find “the reasons for the slow response.” The
Committee replied swiftly. Women would not
leave their homes, they argued, “in really large
numbers until they had assurance that supple-
mentary community adjustments in the form
of child-care centers and other community
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facilities would be provided, and also, in some
instances, until they had better assurance of
employer acceptance.”*

[There is little evidence to] suggest that
the war was either a turning point or a mile-
stone. Neither the lives of women nor the way
industry responded to them in the immedi-
ate postwar years suggests such a conclu-
sion. Questions the war had brought to the
fore—like equal pay, child care, and commu-
nity services for wage earning women—lost
immediacy as women faced the reality of
poorly paid jobs or none at all. The question
of whether women should or should not work
once again assumed ideological proportions as
the labor market offered women more limited
opportunities and taking advantage of them
created some family stress.

Reactions to the end-of-war layoffs varied.
Young women tended to accept cuts philo-
sophically. On Wall Street, sixty-six young
women who had worked as pages and clerks
on the floor of the stock exchange for the first
time all expected to lose their jobs as the war
ended. A sympathetic reporter commented,
“Most of the girls really don't care. ... they
have learned that Wall Street is not yet ad-
justed to the presence of women between 10:00
aM. and 3 pm."* Experienced women who
lost good jobs were not as quiet. They stormed
employment agencies, wrote angry letters, de-
manded action from the Women’s Bureau, and
queued endlessly for jobs. To no avail.

Women who had never worked before
tended to move back to the home. It came as no
surprise to them, according to Frieda Miller,
who had succeeded Mary Anderson as direc-
tor or the Women'’s Bureau in 1944, that they
were the first to be fired, nor did they par-
ticularly want to “get ahead at the expense of
veterans.” Women of childbearing age gave
birth to the baby boom. But the normal in-
crease in the number of women eager to find
jobs was enough to rekindle the old debate
as to whether or not they ought to work. As
in the 1930s, even those who supported wage-
earning for women made sharp distinctions
between the need to work and the desire to
do so. A 1946 Fortune survey asked if “a mar-
ried woman who has no children under 16 and
whose husband makes enough to support her
should or should not be allowed to take a job
if she wants to.” Only a third of the men and
two-fifths of the women queried believed they
should be allowed to take jobs. Fortune noted
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a sharp class division—more than half of the
prosperous women answering favored wom-
en’s freedom to work. But only 35 percent of
the poor women agreed. They cited two main
reasons in explanation: people who needed
jobs would be deprived of them, and a wom-
an’s place was in the home.*

But which women needed jobs? asked Lucy
Greenbaum in the New York Times Magazine.
They were, she answered, those whose hus-
bands would not return from the war, or who
would return injured; or those who would
never marry because the war had decimated
the ranks of men. Then she added a new cat-
egory. There were those who wanted to work:
those who found happiness in a job, who found
the child-rearing role unduly restrictive or who,
having experienced the relative independence
and responsibility of wage earning, would
simply refuse “to retreat to the home.””

Against the women who wanted to work,
traditionalists directed a stream of vituperation
in the immediate postwar years. Family life de-
pended on their staying at home, so it was mor-
ally wrong for such women to seek jobs. Women,
argued Agnes Meyer in the Atlantic Monthly,
were needed “to restore a security to our inse-
cure world.” She called on them to resist pressure
to enter the labor market and to renounce any
job except that of housewife and mother. “What
ails these women,” she asked, “who consciously
or unconsciously reject their children?...The
poor child whose mother has to work has some
inner security because he knows in his little
heart that his mother is sacrificing herself for his
well-being. But the neglected child from a well-
to-do home, who realizes instinctively that his
mother prefers her job to him, often hates her
with a passionate intensity.” This was, according
to Marynia Farnham and Ferdinand Lundberg,
authors of the best-selling Modem Woman: The
Lost Sex, as it should be. Women, they suggested,
“would do well to recapture those functions in
which they have demonstrated superior capac-
ity. Those are, in general, the nurturing func-
tions around the home.” . ..

If women, despite their natural bent, in-
sisted on entering [male-dominated] fields,
the consensus held that they deserved to be
discriminated against. The psychic maladjust-
ment that led them to leave their homes made
them intrinsically poor risks in the office. They
were emotionally unstable, quarreled too
much, and fomented feuds in the office. They
lacked the “gift for teamwork that makes for
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coordinated research” and did not have “the
focused imagination that makes a man work
steadfastly on a long project.” As professionals
they were indecisive, as unionists they were
disloyal. Worst of all, their interest in work dis-
tracted attention from what should have been
a primary concern with the home.*”

Few advocates of jobs for women en-
gaged in debate at that level. Instead they re-
sponded in two ways. Women's Bureau and
government policy makers proposed . . . coun-
seling . .. women into jobs expected to have
little attraction for men. Frances Perkins, then
Secretary of Labor, urged that some doors
through which women had passed during the
war be kept open after it ended. She advocated
public health and welfare work “as professions
in which ‘excellent” opportunities should be
available to women.”*® Frieda Miller argued
that women “would like to retain, some if not
~all, of the gains” made during the war. But the
Women’s Bureau was pragmatic about the pos-
sibilities. In 1944 it prepared a policy statement
describing what would happen to women’s
jobs in power laundries, where they had taken
over virtually all operations. “Work as wash-
man and extractor operator may be crossed
from the list for women unless the pay is so
low as not to attract competent men. The Army
has given many men training in these jobs,
and servicemen should have first chance at the
work if they wantit....”

For other women the fight to retain war-
time gains revolved around their pay. By war’s
end, as we have seen, equal pay had been ac-
cepted in principle by some trade unions and
five states. In Congress, Representatives Mary
Norton, Claude Pepper, and Wayne Morse in-
troduced a bill in 1945 to insure equal pay and
opportunity to women. The Women'’s Bureau
and the WTUL waged aggressive campaigns
for this bill, the Women'’s Equal Pay Act, and
for similar legislation, from 1945 on. But oppo-
sition from chambers of commerce and man-
agement associations prevailed. By the early
1950s, equal pay was as distant as it had ever
been. Maurice Tobin, then Secretary of Labor,
demonstrated to an Equal Pay Conference
how little progress had been made. “Dear Mr.
Blank,” he read, quoting ... from a company
manager to an employment agency,

We have an opening here for a combination pro-
gram director and salesman. This position can
be filled by either a man or a woman. We will pay

a woman $20 a week for doing the office work
and give her $10 a week drawing account, thus
guaranteeing her $30 a week. We will pay her 20
percent commission on all sales. We will start a
man at $30 a week for doing the office work, and
$30 a week drawing account, and also pay him 20
percent on all sales. . . . The gal especially should
be attractive.'!

More radical feminists asked for full
employment. The real issue, argued writer
Edith Efron, was not one of turning a woman
into a sort of pseudo-man who “talks, works,
thinks, acts, reacts like a male.” The real
question...was not “How come no jobs
for women?” but ‘How come not enough
jobs?” ... The Independent Woman, organ
of the National Federation of Business and
Professional Women's Clubs, raised the issue
of the right to work again. “We think that it
is a right that belongs to the individual, man
or woman, to decide whether or not he or she
wants to work. Industry, business or govern-
ment should not make that decision. If there is
a job to be done, the worker should be accepted
according to training and ability.”?

But most of the American public did not
agree. Less than 22 percent of the menand 29 per-
cent of the women interviewed by Fortune’s poll-
sters thought that women “should have an equal
chance with men” for any job. Only 46 percent of
the men and less than 50 percent of the women
thought even women who had to support them-
selves should have an “equal chance.” And sub-
stantial numbers of both sexes thought men
should always have the preference no matter
what the woman’s economic position.*

As in World War I, men who worked next
to women grudgingly conceded their ability to
do a job. But demonstrations of effectiveness
at tough jobs did not change attitudes about
women’s work in general or about their pri-
mary role at home. At best, militant women
staged a holding action—slightly increasing
the numbers out at work as they returned to
stratified jobs and continuing to struggle for
equal pay. The strength of the propaganda
campaign to get women out of the work force
reflects the extent to which perceptions of
family needs still governed women's work,
paid or unpaid. As family members eager to
enhance economic security, women fought to
retain paying jobs; but as family members anx-
ious to preserve jobs for male breadwinners,
both men and women fought to return women
to the sanctity of the home.
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The war turned out to be less a milestone
than a...response to the call for patriotism,
to lucrative jobs, to husbands’ absences, and to
more readily available household and child-
care services. The milestone came after. It was
marked by the dawning recognition within
families that women'’s functions of cushioning
depression and fighting inflation, traditionally
performed by economies within the household,
might be more effectively handled by wage-
earning. A woman'’s income, still supplemen-
tary, and her job, still less than a career, could
make the difference between sheer survival and
minimal comfort. If the entry of women into
war work was a response to opportunity, the
continuing rise in their work force participation
after [the war]| reflects a response to increasing
economic demands on the family. Briefly, a re-
ordered set of ideas—what Betty Friedan called
the “feminine mystique”—managed in the 1950s
" to reconcile the competing interests of home
and work. Though middle-class and working-
class communities responded to postwar ideol-
ogy differently, the home remained central to
the aspirations of most women. It [would take]
a new set of pressures on the family and a dra-
matic shift in the labor market to challenge that
ideology.
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The Forced Remowal of Japanese Americans

Photographer Dorothea Lange took several photographs of the Mochida family awaiting an evacu-
ation bus in Hayward, California. Each member of the family was given an identification tag so
that, if separated in the many phases of the forced removal, they could be reunited at the camp to
which they had been assigned. Lange wrote in her notes that Mr. Mochida “operated a nursery and
five greenhouses.” On returning to the West Coast after being released from the camps at the end of
the war, most Americans of Japanese descent were unable to receive compensation for the property
they had had to leave behind. (Photograph courtesy of the National Archives, Identifier 537505.)

he image above is among the thousands of photographs, paintings, sketches,

oral interviews, and other artifacts documenting Japanese Americans’ experi-
ences at the ten concentration camps established by the federal government during ,
World War II. Two of these camps were located in marshy areas of Arkansas— |
Rohwer and Denson; the others were set up in bleak, isolated western sites, some
on Indian land: Manzanar and Tule Lake, California; Heart Mountain, Wyoming;
Topaz, Utah; Poston and Gila River, Arizona; Minidoka, Idaho; and Amache, J
Colorado. The Immigration and Naturalization Service, under the direction of the |
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This photograph of the Fort McPherson, Georgia, concentration camp was taken on September
18, 1947, for the War Department. Most barracks measured twenty by one hundred feet and were
divided into four to six rooms furnished with steel army cots. (Photograph courtesy of the National
Archives, Identifier 55249688, Container 162.)

Department of Justice, maintained an additional eight camps in Texas, New Mexico,
North Dakota, Idaho, and Montana. We invite you to curate your own exhibit by
drawing from the digital collections at websites such as that of the nonprofit organi-
zation Densho (which is a Japanese term meaning “to pass on to the next genera-
tion”; http://densho.org) and the National Archives (https://www.archives.gov/
education/lessons/japanese-relocation#documents). See also the graphic memoir
by artist and internee Miné Okubo, Citizen 13660 (Seattle, 1983; orig. pub. 1946).

The US entered World War IT on December 7, 1941, after the Imperial Japanese
Air Service launched a surprise strike on the US military base at Pearl Harbor
in Hawaii, which at the time was a US territory, but not a state. In February
1942, president Franklin Roosevelt issued Executive Order 9066, ordering West
Coast residents of Japanese descent removed to “relocation” camps inland, even
though most Japanese Americans who lived on the West Coast were US citizens.
Xenophobic advocates of relocation feared that all people of Japanese descent se-
cretly supported Japan and posed a security threat to the United States.

Nearly 120,000 Japanese Americans and Japanese-born residents who lived
in the United States were incarcerated during the war. Forced to leave their homes
and businesses at great financial cost, both Japanese immigrants, the Issei, and
their American-born children, the Nisei, faced the trauma of sudden and disori-
enting banishment and deep losses.

The experiences of incarceration reshaped both generational and gendered dy-
namics in many Japanese American families. Historian Valerie J. Matsumoto explains
that it became difficult to sustain family unity in the cramped, uncomfortable bar-
racks, where tensions about food, privacy, and sanitation marked everyday life. During
wartime confinement, men and women, parents and children, earned equivalent low
salaries—usually sixteen dollars per month—for performing the same labor, often
working side by side in fields or mess halls. While many Nisei children had chafed
at their parents’ conservative values before the war, these tensions were amplified
in the concentration camps, where young men and women had more opportunities
to socialize and the camp administrative structure eroded the authority of the Issei.
Continuing from the 1930s, increased numbers of Nisei women rejected their parents’
view of marriage as a pragmatic union arranged by families and instead insisted on
love as a precondition for marriage. (Matsumoto, “Japanese American Women during
World War I1,” Frontiers 8 [1984]: 6-14; see also Chapter 4, “Nisei Women'’s Roles in
Family and Community during World War II,” in Matsumoto, City Girls: The Nisei
Social World in Los Angeles, 1920-1950 [New York, 2014], 143-80.)
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Aiko Herzig-Yoshinaga’s life encapsulates this twentieth-century story. She
grew up in Los Angeles, where her parents, who had emigrated from the Japanese
island of Kyushu, ran a hotel and a produce stand. When forced removal was an-
nounced in the winter of 1942, Aiko Louise Yoshinaga was a high school senior
who planned to study art and music in college. Her principal called Aiko and
fourteen fellow Japanese American classmates to a meeting, telling them, “You all
don't deserve to get your high school diplomas because your people bombed Pearl
Harbor.” Rather than be separated from her boyfriend, Yoshinaga married him
without her parents’ knowledge, and they were shipped together to the Manzanar
camp. There, she “gave birth to a daughter, spent hours washing sand and dust
from her newborn’s diapers, and saw her father only on his deathbed, while he was
ailing at a separate camp in Arkansas.” (Harrison Smith, “Aiko Herzig Yoshinaga,
Whose Research Led to Internment Reparations, Dies at 93,” The Washington Post,
July 26, 2018).

By the 1970s a movement of various activist groups was pushing for repa-
rations and an apology from the US government for the wartime treatment of
Japanese Americans. Living at the time in New York, Yoshinaga, who had re-

. “cently married lawyer Jack Herzig, read former internee Michi Nishiura Weglyn’s

pathbreaking study, Years of Infany: The Untold Story of America’s Concentration
Camps (1976), which inspired Herzig-Yoshinaga to study the events that led up to
incarceration. After moving to Falls Church, Virginia, in 1978, Herzig-Yoshinaga
and her husband worked as researchers for the National Council for Japanese
American Redress, where they studied and cataloged records about the wartime
confinement at the National Archives in Washington, D.C. In all, she identified
about eight thousand documents, including a rare surviving copy of a 1943 draft
government report revealing that the policy of incarceration was motivated not
by military necessity but by assumptions about the nature of the Japanese “race.”
Not surprisingly, in 1981, the congressional commission charged with investi-
gating the wartime treatment of Japanese Americans hired Herzig-Yoshinaga as
a researcher. The documents that Herzig-Yoshinaga identified provided a vital
paper trail for the investigation. In 1983, the commission issued a blistering report,
concluding that the incarcerations were caused by “race prejudice, war hysteria
and a failure of political leadership” and not because Japanese Americans posed
a security threat.

In 1988, president Ronald Reagan issued a formal apology and signed a federal
law granting $20,000 to each of the approximately 82,000 surviving incarcerees. As a
capstone to her endeavors showing that “one person can make a difference,” Herzig-
Yoshinaga contributed to an effort to shine a light on the terminology that we use to
discuss incarceration in all sorts of contexts. As she told the Washington Post in 1988,
“For 40-plus years I've used the word ‘evacuation,” because 1 was brainwashed to.
[Now] I'm trying very hard to use words like ‘banishment,” ‘exile,’ ‘forced removal.’
In the camps, they called us ‘resident colonists.” (Quoted in Marjorie Williams,
“The 40-Year War of Aiko Yoshinaga: A WWII Internee, Coming to Terms and
Seeking More Than Reparations,” The Washington Post, August 4, 1988). In 2009, she
contributed to a dictionary project that urged writers to replace euphemisms like
“relocation center” with more powerful and accurate terms, like “gulag” or “con-
centration camp” so that readers would understand what happened to Japanese
Americans during the war. (Smith, “Aiko Herzig Yoshinaga,” The Washington Post,
July 26, 2018). As Herzig-Yoshinaga explained in 1988, “We must learn to tell it as it
happened.” Aiko Herzig-Yoshinaga died in 2018 in Torrance, California.





