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ABSTRACT 
‘Our girls can match ‘em every time’: 

 The Political Activities of African American Women  
in Philadelphia, 1912-1941 

Jennifer Reed Fry  
Doctor of Philosophy 

Temple University, 2010  
Dr. Bettye Collier-Thomas 

 
 

This dissertation challenges the dominant interpretation in women’s history of 

the 1920s and 1930s as the “doldrums of the women’s movement,” and demonstrates 

that Philadelphia’s political history is incomplete without the inclusion of African 

American women’s voices. Given their well-developed bases of power in social 

reform, club, church, and interracial groups and strong tradition of political activism, 

these women exerted tangible pressure on Philadelphia’s political leaders to reshape 

the reform agenda. When success was not forthcoming through traditional political 

means, African American women developed alternate strategies to secure their 

political agenda.   

While this dissertation is a traditional social and political history, it will also 

combine elements of biography in order to reconstruct the lives of Philadelphia’s 

African American political women.  This work does not describe a united sisterhood 

among women or portray this period as one of unparalleled success.  Rather, this 

dissertation will bring a new balance to political history that highlights the importance 

of local political activism and is at the same time sensitive to issues of race, gender, 

and class.  
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Central to this study will be the development of biographical sketches for the 

key African American women activists in Philadelphia, reconstructing the challenges 

they faced in the political arena, as feminists and as reformers. Enfranchisement did 

not immediately translate into political power, as black women’s efforts to achieve 

their goals were often frustrated by racial tension with white women and gender 

divisions within the African American community.  

This dissertation also contributes to the historical debate regarding the shifting 

partisan alliance of the African American community.  African Americans not 

intimately tied to the club movement or machine politics spearheaded the move away 

from the Republicans.  They did so not out of economic reasons or as a result of 

Democratic overtures but because of the poor record of the Republicans on racial 

issues.  Crystal Bird Fauset’s rise to political power, as the first African American 

woman elected to a state legislature in the United States, provides important insight 

into Philadelphia Democratic politics, the African American community, and the 

extensive organizational and political networks woven by African American women. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
The women folk will surprise somebody at the coming 
election.  White women in some of the Philadelphia 
districts are inclined to have a lilly white organization 
and the colored girls say not while we have a vote.  Ah 
boy, our girls can match ‘em every time.1 

 
Within days of her election to the Pennsylvania House of Representatives in 

1938, Crystal Bird Fauset gave a telling interview to Bernice Dutrieuille Shelton of 

the Philadelphia Tribune.  When Shelton asked how it felt to be the first African 

American woman in the nation to be elected to a state legislature, Fauset replied, “I’ll 

not consider it a personal honor at all.  I consider it rather a recognition of Negro 

womanhood.”2   In victory Fauset chose to pay homage to the legion of African 

American women activists who had fought since the colonial era for the equality of 

their race and sex. Denied the franchise, they utilized alternative strategies in order to 

meet the needs of the community and influence government officials. Through their 

organizations and vocal advocacy for equal rights for African Americans and women, 

African American women resisted oppression and challenged societal norms.  

Though faced with both racism and sexism, African American women 

combined newly created political organizations with well established religious, 

economic, and social reform organizational networks to address the many challenges 

confronting the citizens of Philadelphia. This dissertation will diversify the narrative 

                                                           
1 “Politics and Politicians,” Philadelphia Tribune, September 25, 1921. 
 
2“Crystal Fauset is Modest in Election Win,” Philadelphia Tribune, 

November 10, 1938.  
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of women’s political history by examining the strong foundation of political activism 

created by African American women in the nineteenth century, the twentieth century 

networks activists constructed, and recovering the lives and considerable 

accomplishments of these path-breaking women.3 By studying women such as Addie 

Dickerson who traveled to Prague as a representative of the Women’s International 

League of Peace and Freedom and ran for the Pennsylvania House of 

Representatives; and Crystal Bird Fauset who became the first African American 

woman to be elected to a state legislature, a more complete view of the partisan 

political activities of African American women emerges.4 

Even though the historiography relating to the participation of African 

American women in politics has expanded in recent years, there are still many 

                                                           
3 The most cogent narratives related to this dissertation are Nikki Brown, 

Private Politics and Public Voices: Black Women’s Activism from World War I to the 
New Deal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006) xii which focuses on the 
national level; Erica Armstrong Dunbar, A Fragile Freedom: African American 
Women and Emancipation in the Antebellum City (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2008) and Emma Jones Lapsansky, “Feminism, Freedom and Community: 
Charlotte Forten and Women Activists in Nineteenth-Century Philadelphia,” 
Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 113, no. 1 (January 1989): 3-19 
and “Friends, Wives, and Strivings: Networks and Community Values Among 
Nineteenth-Century Philadelphia Afroamerican Elites,” Pennsylvania History of 
Magazine and Biography 108, no. 1 (January 1984): 3-24 which focus on African 
American women’s political activities during the nineteenth century; and Lisa G. 
Materson, For the Freedom of Her Race: Black Women and Electoral Politics in 
Illinois 1877-1932 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009); Wanda 
A. Hendricks, Gender, Race, and Politics in the Midwest: Black Club Women in 
Illinois (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998) which focus on African 
American women in politics in Chicago, Illinois. 

  
4 Eve Lynn (Mrs. Hobson R. Reynolds), “Chats Bout Society and Folks,” 

Philadelphia Tribune, November 7, 1929; and “Philly Woman in Defense Position,” 
Philadelphia Tribune, October 25, 1941. 
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important topics that have yet to be thoroughly examined. The decades between the 

women’s suffrage movement and World War II is one such neglected era.  While 

some historians choose to draw a straight line between the ratification of the 

Nineteenth Amendment and the appointment of Mary McLeod Bethune to Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt’s Black cabinet; others have characterized this period as filled with 

frustration and disillusionment for African American women.5  What generally 

emerges is a negative portrayal of African American women’s activities in the 

                                                           
5 The standard works on African Americans and national politics during the 

1920s and 1930s are virtually devoid of any discussion of women, with the exception 
of Mary McLeod Bethune. See Richard B. Sherman, The Republican Party and Black 
America From McKinley to Hoover, 1896-1933 (Charlottesville: University Press of 
Virginia, 1973); John B. Kirby, Black Americans in the Roosevelt Era: Liberalism 
and Race (Knoxville: University of Tennessee, 1980); Harvard Sitkoff, A New Deal 
for Blacks (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978); Nancy J. Weiss, Farwell to 
the Party of Lincoln: Black Politics in the Age of FDR (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1983); Raymond Wolters, Negroes and the Great Depression 
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Publishing, 1970). 

 
For the view of the period that focuses on disillusionment and discontent see 

Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, “Discontented Black Feminists: Prelude and Postscript to the 
Passage of the 19th Amendment, in Decades of Discontent: The Women’s Movement, 
1920-1940, edited by Lois Scharf and Joan M. Jensen (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood 
Press, 1983), 261-278; “African American Women and the Vote: An Overview” in 
African American Women and the Vote, 1837-1965, edited by Ann. D. Gordon with 
Bettye Collier-Thomas. . . et al. (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 
1997),10-23. The exceptions to this is Nikki Brown’s Private Politics, which 
examines the “alchemy of opportunity, agenda and motivation that reinvigorated 
black women’s politics” after World War I.” Nikki Brown, Private Politics and 
Public Voices: Black Women’s Activism from World War I to the New Deal 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006); xii and Evelyn Brooks 
Higginbotham, “In Politics to Stay: Black Women Leaders and Party Politics in the 
1920’s,” in African American Women and the Vote, 1837-1965.  ed. Ann D. 
Gordon…..et. al. (Amherst, Mass.: University of Massachusetts Press, 1998), 134-
155 
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political process during this era, rendering their participation as either nonexistent or 

a failure.  

 To date, historians have given some attention to national leaders of African 

American women such as Mary Church Terrell, Nannie Burroughs and Mary McLeod 

Bethune and on the political activities of women in Chicago6.  Focusing on the period 

                                                           
6 Lisa G. Materson’s, For the Freedom of Her Race, examines the political 

activities of African American women in Chicago, Illinois from 1890-1932.  
Materson’s thesis is that black women used the franchise to help both Northern and 
Southern members of the race and supported Republican candidates who were in 
favor of an activist federal government. Given the Republican party’s grim record on 
race relations in the 1910s and 1920s African American women focused on the few 
exceptions when Republicans indifference to justify their partisan loyalty. A small 
minority of women, led by Alice Dunbar Nelson, adapted the rhetoric of the 
“Woman’s Era” to advance the view that it was women’s responsibility to spearhead 
a break with the Republican Party. Materson concludes that African American 
women were an important, but often unsuccessful voice in Republican politics in 
Chicago.  Though African American women used every political opportunity to insert 
discussions of citizenship into political debates and draw attention to racism in the 
south, their success was hampered by the highly competitive political nature of 
Chicago politics and the decline of the Republican Party in the wake of the Great 
Depression.  

 
While Materson’s work is similar to my dissertation, there are a number of 

key differences.  First, the political landscape of Chicago was much more diverse 
than Philadelphia. Chicago had a viable Democratic presence and multiple 
Republican machines throughout nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Due to this 
competitive political climate, African Americans were able to exert greater political 
pressure as a voting bloc. Second, due more liberal suffrage regulations, women 
could vote in local and school board elections as early as 1891 and were eligible to 
vote in federal, municipal and presidential elections by 1913. Philadelphia women did 
not gain suffrage on any level until the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment in 
1920. Third, Materson examines the role that debates over Prohibition played in 
maintaining and challenging loyalty to the Republican Party during the election of 
1928. My research shows that Prohibition was not discussed as widely in 
Philadelphia. Finally, Materson’s research tends to focus on the role of national 
leaders such as Alice Dunbar-Nelson, Nannie Helen Burroughs, and Mary Church 
Terrell and the role of African American women in the campaign of Ruth Hanna 
McCormick, a white Democratic candidate. My research focuses more on the 
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from 1918 to 1941, this dissertation goes beyond the usual emphasis on these leaders 

to examine the participation of predominately elite African American women, who, 

as alluded to by the editor of the Philadelphia Tribune, challenged both white women 

and African American men for a place in Philadelphia politics.  Building on the 

strength of established religious and organizational ties, African American women, 

long active in moral reform and civil rights movements, extended their activities into 

partisan politics.7 

 Building on the work of historians such as Elsa Barkley Brown, Belinda 

Robnett, Erica Armstrong, and Kali Gross, my dissertation seeks to expand the 

definition of political activity beyond the formal political process to include social 

                                                                                                                                                                      
activities of local African American activists and their participation in support of 
African American candidates and as candidates themselves.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
7 “Politics and Politicians,” Philadelphia Tribune, September 25, 1921. For an 

examination of African American women in the club movement see Dorothy C. 
Salem, To Better our World: Black Women in Organized Reform 1890-1920 (New 
York: Carlson Publishing, 1990); Deborah Gray White, Too Heavy a Load: Black 
Women in Defense of Themselves, 1894-1994 (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company, 1999). For an examination of the efforts of Mary Church Terrell see 
Beverly Washington Jones, Quest for Equality: The Life and Writings of Mary Eliza 
Church Terrell, 1863-1954 (New York: Carlson, 1990) and Terrell’s autobiography A 
Colored Woman in a White World (Washington, D.C.: Ransdell, 1940). See Evelyn 
Brooks Higginbotham, “Nannie Burroughs and the Education of Black Women,” in 
The Afro-American Woman: Struggles and Images, edited by Sharon Harley and 
Rosalyn Terborg-Penn (Baltimore: Black Classic Press, 1978), 97-118 and “Religion, 
Politics, and Gender: The Leadership of Nannie Helen Burroughs,” Journal of 
Religious Thought 44 (Winter/Spring 1988): 2-22 for a discussion of Burroughs. The 
best works scholarly works on Mary McLeod Bethune are Audrey Thomas 
McCluskey and Elaine M. Smith, eds., Mary McLeod Bethune: Building a Better 
World: Essays and Selected Documents (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2003);  Joyce A. Hanson, Mary McLeod Bethune and Black Women's Political 
Activism (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2003). 
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and community actions and activities that are political by nature.8  While African 

American women in Philadelphia also participated in formal politics, many of their 

most notable achievements occurred outside the highly circumscribed sphere of 

partisan politics. This challenges the narrative that has emphasized the role of white 

men in party politics and white women in domestic politics. By examining the civil 

rights and social reform activities of black women within formal partisan 

organizations in tandem with traditionally viewed non-political organizations such as 

women’s clubs, the YWCA, business clubs and church groups, a more complete view 

of the political activities of African American women emerges.  

This dissertation will at one level, address an important shift in interpretations 

of United States political history exemplified by “The Domestication of Politics,” a 

term coined by Paula Baker.  De-emphasizing the lives of national male political 

leaders, a few scholars of political history have endeavored in recent decades to 

reconstruct the less visible activities of local political workers and grass roots 

organizations. Many of these studies acknowledge the contributions of African 

                                                           
8 Elsa Barkley Brown, “Negotiating and Transforming the Public Sphere: 

African American Political Life in the Transition from Slavery to Freedom,” Public 
Culture 7, no. 1 (Fall 1994): 108-24; “To Catch a Vision of Freedom:  Reconstructing 
Southern Black Women’s Political History, 1865-1880,” in African American Women 
and the Vote, 66-99; Belinda Robnett, “African American Women in the Civil Rights 
Movement, 1954-1965: Gender, Leadership, and Micromobilization,” American 
Journal of Sociology 101 (May 1996): 1661-93; Erica Armstrong Dunbar, A Fragile 
Freedom: African American Women and Emancipation in the Antebellum City (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2008); Kali N. Gross, Colored Amazons: Crime, 
Violence, and Black Women in the City of Brotherly Love, 1880-1910 (Durham, N.C.: 
Duke University Press, 2006). See also, Cathy J. Cohen, Kathleen B. Jones, and Joan 
C. Tronto eds., Women Transforming Politics: An Alternative Reader (New York:  
New York University Press, 1997).   
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American women, but their actions are often marginalized and speak only to the 

organizations and agendas of middle class and elite white women.9  When describing 

political activities in urban areas, historians tend to focus on “machine politics” 

predominantly privileging the narrative of white men.10 

In an attempt to break away from that bias, this dissertation will demonstrate 

that a thorough examination of Philadelphia’s political history is incomplete without 

the inclusion of African American women’s voices. Given their well-developed bases 

                                                           
9 Paula Baker, “The Domestication of Politics: Women and American 

Political Society, 1780-1920,” American Historical Review 89, no. 3 (June 1984): 
620-47. For examples of this see Karen J. Blair, The Clubwoman as Feminist:  True 
Womanhood Redefined, 1868-1914 (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1980); Glenda 
Elizabeth Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White 
Supremacy in North Carolina, 1896-1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1996); Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, Revolt Against Chivalry:  Jessie Daniel Ames 
and the Women’s Campaign Against Lynching (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1989); Nancy A. Hewitt and Suzanne Lebsock eds., Visible Women: New 
Essays on American Activism (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993) and 
Darlene Rebecca Roth, Matronage Patterns in Women’s Organizations, Atlanta, 
Georgia, 1890-1940 (New York: Carlson, 1994). 

 
10See Charles Pete T. Banner-Haley, To do Good and to do Well: Middle 

Class Blacks and the Depression, Philadelphia, 1929-1941 (New York: Garland 
Publishing, 1993); James E. Conyers, Black Elected Officials: A Study of Black 
Americans Holding Governmental Office (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 
1976); Miriam Ershkowitz and Joseph Zikmund II eds., Black Politics in 
Philadelphia (New York: Basic Books, 1973); James Jennings, The Politics of Black 
Empowerment: The Transformation of Black Activism in Urban America (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 1992); Peter McCafferty, When Bosses Ruled 
Philadelphia:  The Emergence of the Republican Machine, 1867-1933 (University 
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1993); Matthew R. Rees, From the Deck 
to the Sea:  Blacks and the Republican Party (Wakefield, N.H.: Longwood 
Academic, 1991); Martin Kilson, “Political Change in the Negro Ghetto, 1900-
1940’s” in Key Issues in the African American Experience, ed. Nathan I. Huggins, 
Martin Kilson, and Daniel M. Fox, 2 vol. (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 
1971). 
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of power in social reform, club, church, and interracial groups, these women exerted 

tangible pressure on Philadelphia’s political leaders, reshaping the reform agenda. In 

fighting for the franchise and later for a voice in the Republican machine, African 

American women sought to secure their rights as promised by the Constitution and 

provide for the numerous needs of the African American committee. When success 

was not forthcoming through traditional political means, African American women 

developed alternate strategies to secure the desired reforms in their communities.   

To date, female African American politicians as a group have been all but 

ignored by scholars of Philadelphia history, women’s history, and political history.  

While historians and political scientists have explored the efforts of the African 

American community to influence politics in Philadelphia, they largely focus on male 

achievements and neglect the contributions of African American women.11 This 

dissertation will concentrate on the political, social, and economic power that African 

American women derived from their organizations and how they effectively wielded 

this power.12  By mobilizing women from a broad spectrum of class and religious 

                                                           
11 Most notable among published works is Ershkowitz and Zikmund eds., 

Black Politics in Philadelphia. A number of dissertations have focused on African 
American politics in Philadelphia, most relevant for this study are Robert Goldberg, 
“Party Competition and Black Politics in Baltimore and Philadelphia” (Ph.D. diss., 
Brandeis University, 1984); James Erroll Miller, “The Negro in Pennsylvania Politics 
with Special Reference to Philadelphia since 1932” (Ph.D. diss., University of 
Pennsylvania, 1945). 

 
12 The historiography relating to African American women’s participation in 

religious and reform organizations has greatly expanded in recent years. The most 
important works for this dissertation will be Floris Loretta Barnett Cash, African 
American Women and Social Action: The Clubwomen and Volunteerism from Jim 
Crow to the New Deal, 1896-1936 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 2001); 
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backgrounds, the leaders of these groups brought about positive change for both 

women and African Americans in Philadelphia. 

 This dissertation challenges the older interpretation in women’s history of the 

1920’s and 1930’s as filled with “flappers, more concerned with clothing and sex than 

with politics” and reinforces more recent interpretations such as those of Lisa 

Materson and Nikki Brown that portray this period as filled with mixed results and 

small victories for women.13  By examining the efforts of African American women 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent:  the Women’s Movement in the 
Black Baptist Church, 1880-1920 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1993); Wanda A. Hendricks, Gender, Race, and Politics. 

 
13 Estelle B. Freedman, “The New Woman: Changing Views of Women in the 

1920’s” in Decades of Discontent: the Women’s Movement, 1920-1940, edited by 
Lois Scharf and Joan M. Jensen (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1983), 26. 
Works that dominated the early interpretation of the era include Arthur S. Link, 
“What Happened to the Progressive Movement in the 1920’s” American Historical 
Review, 64 (July 1959): 833-49; Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal 
History of the Nineteenth Twenties (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1931) 95-96; 
William Leuchtenburg, The Perils of Prosperity: 1914-1932 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1958). Recent challenges to these interpretations include Nancy Cott, 
The Grounding of Modern Feminism (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 
1987); Robin Muncy, Creating a Female Dominion in American Reform, 1890-1935 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). For historiographic discussions of the 
women’s movement during the 1920’s see Nancy Cott, “Across the Great Divide: 
Women in Politics before and after 1920,” Women, Politics, and Change, edited by 
Louise Tilly and Patricia Gurin (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1990), 153-176 
and William H. Chafe, “Women’s History and Political History: Some Thoughts on 
Progressivism and the New Deal,” in Visible Women: New Essays on American 
Activism, edited by Nancy A. Hewitt and Suzanne Lebsock (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1993), 101-118.   

 
For African American women, see especially the selection by Rosalyn 

Terborg-Penn, “Discontented Black Feminists: Prelude and Postscript to the Passage 
of the 19th Amendment,"261-278 in Decades of Discontent; Nikki Brown, Private 
Politics; Deborah Gray White, Too Heavy a Load: Black Women in Defense of 
Themselves, 1894-1994 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1999); Stephanie J. Shaw, What a 
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to secure national legislation and gain passage of the Equal Rights Amendment, this 

dissertation provides a more diverse discussion of women’s activities during the 

1920’s.  Due to the multifaceted forms of oppression faced by African American 

women, they did not have the luxury of focusing solely on feminist reform, or 

partisan issues.  Rather than limiting their efforts to feminist or racial agendas, these 

Philadelphia leaders took a womanist or humanist approach, fighting for reforms to 

benefit all Philadelphians in addition to their one specific group.14  In applying 

political pressure on all fronts, Philadelphia black women achieved a degree of 

success rivaling the accomplishments of both African American men and white 

women. 

 This dissertation also argues that Philadelphia provides an important setting 

for examining the role of African American women in politics due to the long-

standing tradition of political activism fostered by African American women, the 

strong intellectual and political foundations, and its geographic location on the border 

between the North and the South. To date, historiography on African American 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Woman Ought to Be and to Do: Black Professional Women Workers during the Jim 
Crow Era (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996); Nikki Brown, Private 
Politics; and Lisa Materson, For the Freedom of the Race. 

 
14 On the role of race and gender see Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, “African-

American Women’s History and the Metalanguage of Race,” Signs 17, no. 2 (1992): 
251-74. For a broader discussion of womanist thought, see Alice Walker, In Search of 
Our Mother’s Gardens: Womanist Prose (San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
1983); Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, If it Wasn't for the Women--: Black Women's 
Experience and Womanist Culture in Church and Community (Maryknoll, N.Y.: 
Orbis Books, 2001); Marsha Houston and Olga Idriss Davis eds., Centering 
Ourselves: African American Feminist and Womanist Studies of Discourse (Cresskill, 
N.J.: Hampton Press, 2002).  
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women in Philadelphia politics during the era examined by this dissertation can be 

characterized as virtually non-existent.  Although several studies exist on the political 

history of African Americans in Philadelphia, these works focus almost entirely on 

men, with little more than a passing discussion of the contributions of women. The 

majority of these works, completed in the early 1970’s tend to be quantitative 

studies.15   

                                                           
15 While the works of James Wolfinger contain a discussion of the role of 

African American women in politics, his focus is on the decades after 1940.  See 
James Wolfinger, “‘We are in the Frontlines in the Battle for Democracy’: Carolyn 
Moore and Black Activism in World War II Philadelphia,” Pennsylvania History 72 
(Winter 2005): 1-23 and Philadelphia Divided: Race and Politics in the City of 
Brotherly Love (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007). For general 
works on African American political activity see Charles Banner-Haley, To Do Good 
and to Do Well: Middle-Class Blacks and the Depression, Philadelphia, 1929-1941  
(New York: Taylor & Francis, 1993); Matthew Countryman, Up South: Civil Rights 
and Black Power in Philadelphia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2006); Miriam Ershkowitz and Joseph Zikmund II, eds., Black Politics”; Vincent P. 
Franklin, The Education of Black Philadelphia: The Social and Educational History 
of a Minority Community, 1900-1950 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1976); Robert Gregg, Sparks from the Anvil of Oppression: Philadelphia’s 
African Methodists and Southern Migrants, 1890-1940 (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1993); Arthur C. Willis, Cecil's City: A History of Blacks in 
Philadelphia, 1638-1979 (New York: Carlton Press, 1989); H. Viscount Nelson, 
Black Leadership's Response to the Great Depression in Philadelphia (Lewiston, 
N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press, 2006). 

 
A number of unpublished dissertations and theses exist on Philadelphia 

politics including Stanley Arnold “Building the Beloved Community: Philadelphia’s 
Interracial Civil Rights Organizations and Race Relations, 1930-1970” (Ph.D. diss., 
Temple University, 1999); Eugene Adair Hatfield, “The Impact of the New Deal on 
Black Politics in Pennsylvania, 1928 – 1936” (Ph.D. diss., University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1979); James Erroll Miller “The Negro in Pennsylvania 
Politics with Special Reference to Philadelphia since 1932” (Ph.D. diss., University 
of Pennsylvania, 1945);  Stephen Grove, “The Decline of the Republican Machine in 
Philadelphia, 1935-1952” (Ph.D. diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1976); Irwin 
Greenberg, “The Philadelphia  Democratic Party, 1911-1934” (Ph.D. diss., Temple 
University, 1972). 
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 Over the past two decades there has been a considerable expansion of 

research on twentieth century African American women in politics.  On the national 

level, Rosalyn Terborg-Penn’s African American Women in the Struggle for the Vote, 

1850-1920 is the standard work on the suffrage activities of African American 

women.16  Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham’s, “In Politics to Stay: Black Women 

Leaders and Party Politics in the 1920’s,” briefly examines only the partisan activities 

of a few carefully selected women.  An edited collection of essays, African American 

Women and the Vote, 1837-1965 edited by Ann D. Gordon with Bettye Collier-

Thomas, and Nikki Brown’s Private Politics and Public Voices, both supply a useful 

overview of African American women’s political activities on the national level.17 

Though not specifically focused on Philadelphia, “For the Race in General and Black 

Women in Particular: The Civil Rights Activities of African American Women’s 

Organizations, 1915-1950” by V.P. Franklin and Bettye Collier-Thomas in Sisters in 

the Struggle: African American Women in the Civil Rights-Black Power Movement 

provides a discussion of women’s activities in the Mid-Atlantic region and Lisa 

Materson’s For the Freedom of Her Race  analyzes the activities of African 

                                                           
16 Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, “In Politics to Stay: Black Women Leaders 

and Party Politics in the 1920’s,” in African American Women and the Vote, 1837-
1965.  ed. Ann D. Gordon…..et. al. (Amherst, Mass.: University of Massachusetts 
Press, 1998), 134-155; Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, African American Women in the 
Struggle for the Vote, 1850-1920 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998). 

 
17 Gordon, African American Women and the Vote. 
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American women in partisan politics in Illinois.18 Recent dissertations by Khadijah 

Olivia Turner Miller, Stephanie Yvette Felix, Stanley Keith Arnold and Karen Sue 

Mittleman explore topics related to African American women in Philadelphia.19 To 

date, no full-length biographical studies of the individual women in my study have 

appeared.20   

While this dissertation is in many ways a traditional social and political 

history, in an effort to reconstruct the lives of African American women in 

                                                           
18 Bettye Collier-Thomas and V.P. Franklin eds., Sisters in the Struggle: 

African American Women in the Civil Rights-Black Power Movement (New York: 
New York University Press, 2001); Materson, For the Freedom of Her Race. 

 
19 Khadijah Olivia Turner Miller, “Everyday Victories: the Pennsylvania State 

Federation of Negro Women's Clubs, Inc. 1900-1930: Paradigms of Survival and 
Empowerment” (Ph.D. diss., Temple University, 2001); Stephanie Yvette Felix,  
“Committed to their Own: African American Women Leaders in the YWCA: The 
YWCA of Germantown, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 1870-1970” (Ph.D. diss., 
Temple University, 1999); Stanley Keith Arnold, “Building the Beloved Community:  
Philadelphia's Interracial Civil Rights Organizations and Race Relations, 1930-1970”  
(Ph.D. diss., Temple University, 2000) and Karen Sue Mittleman, “A Spirit that 
Touches the Problems of Today”: Women and Social Reform in the Philadelphia 
Young Women’s Christian Association, 1920-1945” (Ph.D. diss., University of 
Pennsylvania, 1987). 

 
20 Of the fourteen female leaders identified- Sadie T. Mossell Alexander, 

Margaret Corbett, Addie Whiteman Dickerson, Crystal Bird Fauset, Lena Trent 
Gordon, Mazie Mossell Griffin, S (Sarah) Willie Layten, Dr. Ida Love, V.V. 
Mangiley, Maud A. Morrissett, Evelyn Robinson, Bernice Dutrieuille Shelton, Maud 
White and Arbertha White, only four- Alexander, Dickerson, Fauset and Layten, have 
been briefly studied by historians of African American women.  For biographical 
sketches of the latter, see V.P. Franklin “ Sadie Tanner Mossell Aleander,” Black 
Women in America: An Historical Encyclopedia 2 vols, eds. Darlene Clark Hine et al. 
(Brooklyn, N.Y.: Carlson Pub., 1993), 1:17-19; V. P. Franklin, “Crystal Bird Fauset,” 
in Black Women in America, 1:410-411; Arlene Clift-Pellow, “Addie Whiteman 
Dickerson,” Notable Black American Women, Book II, ed. Jessie Carney Smith (New 
York: Thompson Gale, 1996), 2:182-183; Jessie Carney Smith, “S. Willie Layten,” 
Notable Black American Women, Book II, 2: 403-406. 
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Philadelphia politics it combines elements of biography.  This dissertation will 

reconstruct the lives of these and other leaders of Philadelphia’s African American 

women, chronicling the challenges they faced in the political arena, as feminists and 

as reformers. Telling their stories will diversify the narrative of women’s political 

history, recognizing the continual contributions of African American women to not 

only the African American community but also to the development of Philadelphia.21  

At the core of this study are the classic themes of race, gender, and class, focusing 

more specifically on the intersection of social relations in the political arena. While 

the dominant theme is that of resistance to both sexism and racism, this work does not 

describe a united sisterhood among women or portray this period as one of 

unparalleled success for African American women. Rather, it brings a new balance to 

political history and highlights the importance of local political activism while 

emphasizing issues of race, gender and class.   

This dissertation consists of an introduction, prologue, four thematic chapters 

and a conclusion.  The introduction provides an overview of Philadelphia’s African 

American community and traces the roots of political activism within the city. What 

emerges is a clearer picture of the origins and ideology of Philadelphia’s twentieth 

century reformers.  An analysis of the historiography on African Americans in 

politics will be presented with a discussion focused on the activities of African 

                                                           
21Scholarly works such as Jo Freeman’s We Will Be Heard: Women’s 

Struggles for Political Power in the United States (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2008) and A Room at a Time: How Women Entered Party Politics (New York:  
Rowan & Littlefield, 2000) provide a more nuanced view of women and politics that 
is sensitive to race and examines both partisan and non-partisan political activities. 
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American women.  Included in the introduction will also be a discussion of the 

literature relating to white women and politics.  This study does not merely insert 

African American women into the existing interpretive framework on white political 

women, but, rather, it will examine the long tradition of African American activism as 

discussed in the works of Emma Jones Lapsansky, Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, 

Elsa Barkley Brown and Rosalyn Terborg-Penn and compare the experiences of 

twentieth-century African American women in Philadelphia with those of black 

women in Illinois.22  

Chapter One, a prologue, “Building a Strong Foundation: Philadelphia’s 

African American Women from 1787 to 1910,” explores the participation of African 

American women in political activities between 1787 and 1910 and demonstrates the 

long history of political activism by free African-American women in Philadelphia.  

This strong tradition of activism was forged through participation in the abolitionist 

movement, local benevolent and literary societies and national organizations that 

focused on uplift and equal rights.  By advocating thrift, communal responsibility, 

and proper moral behavior, African American women sought to influence the public 

perception of the African American community by white society.  Building on the 

                                                           
22Elsa Barkley Brown, “Negotiating and Transforming,”108-24 and “To Catch 

a Vision,” 66-99; Emma Jones Lapsansky, “Feminism, Freedom and Community: 
Charlotte Forten and Women Activists in Nineteenth-Century Philadelphia,” 
Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 113, no. 1 (January 1989): 3-19 
and “Friends, Wives, and Strivings: Networks and Community Values Among 
Nineteenth-Century Philadelphia Afroamerican Elites,” Pennsylvania History of 
Magazine and Biography 108, no. 1 (January 1984): 3-24; Higginbotham, “In Politics 
to Stay,” 134-155; Terborg-Penn, African American Women in the Struggle; 
Materson, For the Freedom of Her Race; Hendricks, Gender, Race, and Politics. 
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concept of ‘functional feminism’ developed by Emma Lapsansky, this chapter traces 

the considerable contributions of individual women.  Lapsansky defines functional 

feminism as “a stance defined by an alternative life-style” and “rhetorical feminism as 

“ideas verbalized as well as—or even instead of—lived…”    These early women 

strongly influenced the African American community and helped redefine the 

definition of womanhood, placing the expectation of activism on future generations of 

women. 23 

The political lessons learned during the abolitionist movement were refined 

during the post Civil War era as women utilized the press to detail the outrages 

against African American women, exerted economic pressure through boycotts, and 

utilized the judicial system to obtain legal redress against discrimination. Working 

through African American organizations, leaders such as Francis Ellen Watkins 

Harper, Fanny Jackson Coppin and Gertrude Bustill Mossell focused on education 

and civil rights- including voting, and community improvement.   These women 

broadened their outreach efforts to the national level as they participated in the 

founding of the National Association of Colored Women, a nationwide network of 

women’s clubs focused on uplift and education.24   

                                                           
23 Lapsansky, “Feminism, Freedom and Community,” 3-19; Leonard P. Curry, 

The Free Black in Urban America, 1800-1850: The Shadow of the Dream (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1981) and Erica Armstrong Dunbar, A Fragile 
Freedom: African American Women and Emancipation in the Antebellum City (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 58-69. 

 
24 Bettye Collier-Thomas, “Frances Ellen Watkins Harper: Abolitionist and 

Feminist Reformer 1825-1911,” in African American Women and the Vote 1837-
1965. ed. Ann Gordon . . .et al. (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1997), 
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Chapter Two, “Fighting for a Place in Politics between 1910 - 1920,” 

examines the suffrage movement and the election of 1920.  Through public 

appearances and the African American press, women fought against the rhetoric that 

portrayed potential African American women voters as unfit for the franchise and a 

danger to gendered notions of women’s proper role in society.   In this tumultuous 

arena, Philadelphia’s African American women debated with African American men 

to justify their own right to the franchise and unsuccessfully pressed white women for 

an even larger role in the woman’s suffrage movement. Once they obtained the vote, 

African American women faced the double burden of racism and sexism in party 

politics.  They worked through interracial and intraracial organizations to put political 

pressure on the city and national government and to secure patronage jobs.  In spite of 

the relatively brief time between ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment and 

election day, African American women in Philadelphia made impressive strides in 

1920 toward organizing effective political organizations and gaining a voice in the 

politics of the city. 

Chapter Three, “‘There will be no bed fellows in politics now that ladies are 

in the game’: Fighting for Political Power in the Early 1920s,” illustrates how the 

political landscape of Philadelphia worked against African American women.  Party 

competition was nonexistent as the Republican Party, led by the Boise Penrose and 

                                                                                                                                                                      
50; Linda M. Perkins, Fanny Jackson Coppin and the Institute for Colored Youth 
1865-1902 (New York: Garland, 1987); Laura L. Hutelmyer, “Gertrude Bustill 
Mossell and ‘Our Woman’s Department’: Advocating Change through a Weekly 
Advice Column 1885-1887” (M.A. thesis, Villanova University, 2007). 
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Edwin Vare machine, dominated Philadelphia politics from the late nineteenth 

century until the 1930s. This effectively limited the potential power of African 

Americans as a voting bloc.  The first generation of African American women to 

campaign in the post-suffrage era identified themselves as Republicans, handicapping 

themselves by supporting a party that increasingly rejected their pleas for civil rights 

legislation, political patronage, and equal representation within the party structure.   

Despite their enthusiasm and commitment to the Republican Party, African 

American women were forced to fight for equal representation in political 

organizations run by white women.  Adept at grass roots organization and willing to 

do the less glamorous work of partisan politics, African American women quickly 

became the backbone of campaign activity.  Despite their efforts for the party, women 

found leadership positions extremely difficult to attain.   The racist views of 

constituents and ward bosses made the fight for political appointments difficult and 

anti-feminist sentiment reduced the number of available positions even further.  Faced 

with these roadblocks, African American women formulated alternative strategies for 

reaching their goals.  

 Chapter Four, “Loyal to Lincoln or Following FDR: A New Deal and New 

Opportunities,” examines the political landscape of Philadelphia during the 1930s, 

and will contribute to the historical debate regarding the shifting partisan alliance of 

the African American community.  On a national level, between 1932 and 1936 

African Americans overwhelmingly shifted their allegiance from the Republican 

Party to the Democratic Party.  Historians have explained this shift in two related but 
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distinct interpretations that concentrate on the impact of the presidency of Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt.  Nancy J. Weiss focuses on Roosevelt’s economic policies in light 

of the Great Depression, and Harvard Sitkoff concludes that it was Roosevelt’s 

positive record on race as drawing African Americans away from the Republican 

Party.25   In re-centering the discussion on the activities of Philadelphia’s African 

American community, this dissertation will advance an alternative thesis.  

Beginning in the late 1920’s, African Americans not intimately tied to the 

club movement and/or machine politics spearheaded the move away from the 

Republican Party.  They did so not out of economic reasons or as a result of 

Democratic overtures, but rather because of the poor record of the Republican Party 

on racial issues. Amid the more blatant appeals by the press for voters not to sell their 

votes for money; African American leaders developed the argument that voters 

should not blindly support the Republican Party, but rather use their votes to elect 

candidates supportive of the community’s interest.26 This challenges the dominant 

interpretations of when and why African American voters switched their allegiance to 

the Democratic Party.  

                                                           
25Nancy J. Weiss, Farewell to the Party of Lincoln: Black Politics in the Age 

of FDR (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1983); Harvard Sitkoff, A New 
Deal for Blacks: The Emergence of Civil Rights as a National Issue (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1978). 

 
26 See James Wolfinger, Philadelphia Divided: Race and Politics in the City 

of Brotherly Love (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007), 31; 
Andrew Buni, Robert L. Vann of the Pittsburgh Courier (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 1974), 178-179. 
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The Great Depression brought both economic hardship and political 

opportunity for African Americans.  The election of Franklin D. Roosevelt and the 

decline of the Penrose machine spelled opportunity for the Democratic Party in 

Philadelphia and many African Americans changed their party affiliation.  A new 

generation of activists moved to the forefront, obtained patronage jobs within city 

government and climbed the ladder of political leadership.  During this period, 

individual success was often hampered by ill health, political intrigue, and personal 

ambition.  A few rising stars died untimely deaths before their political aspirations 

could be realized. Some leaders had extensive organizational contacts and the 

political savvy needed for election to public office.  However, they chose to 

concentrate on community work.  One woman became so influential that party bosses 

sought to limit her power.  The brilliant political career of Maude Morrissett, a 

member of the Republican Party state committee, was ended with a trumped up 

charge of buying votes.  Poor timing hurt Addie Dickerson, an ardent Republican, 

who campaigned unsuccessfully for a seat in the Pennsylvania House of 

Representatives at the height of anti-Republican backlash in Philadelphia.  Buoyed by 

their success and welcomed by the Democratic Party, African American women ran 

for office.  Even in defeat, their presence, and political rhetoric forced Philadelphia 

politicians to give greater consideration to the needs of the African American 

community.27   

                                                           
27 “Political Leader Claims Frame-up,” Philadelphia Tribune, August 26, 

1937; “Death Claims Noted Female Politician,” Philadelphia Tribune, March 27, 
1941; “Former Mayor Mackey Mourns Death of Outstanding Civic Worker,” 
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 Chapter Five, “Expanding Partisan Politics and Electoral Victories: The 

Career of Crystal Bird Fauset” is an in-depth study of the career of a woman who 

became the most powerful black female politician in Philadelphia.  In 1938, Fauset 

was the first African American woman to be elected to a state legislature and found a 

political mentor in First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt.  Unfortunately, her ambitious 

pursuit of political patronage led to her resignation from the Democratic Party and 

thereby effectively ended her rapid climb through the party ranks.  

 The conclusion summarizes the key issues and arguments of the dissertation 

and briefly brings the story of the political activities of Philadelphia’s African 

American women up to the present day.  Though concrete political victories were 

few, Philadelphia’s African American women were trailblazers in the fight for equal 

representation. In the words of one Philadelphia Tribune columnist, “there was not a 

single man of the race whose management of groups of ‘our men’ who sized up to the 

splendid leadership displayed by the women leaders all over Philadelphia.” 28    

Through their organizations, partisan activities, skillful use of the press, and vocal 

advocacy for equal rights for African Americans and women, they resisted oppression 

and challenged societal norms. Although their achievements benefited Philadelphians 

in general, this dissertation argues that black women’s activities, organizational 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Philadelphia Tribune, June 13, 1935; Orrin C. Evans, “Negroes “Knife” Sen. Grundy; 
Fuller Defeated for Ward Committee; White Polls 16, 960,” Philadelphia Tribune, 
May 22, 1930. 

 
28 “Colored Women Now Great Factors in Local Politics,” Philadelphia 

Tribune, September 24, 1921.  
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structures and strategies during the 1920’s and 1930’s provided the foundation for the 

more formally recognized “civil rights” movement that emerged after World War II.    

Since World War II African American women have built on this strong 

tradition and increased their role in party politics.  With the exception of a five-year 

period between 1972 and 1977, at least one African American woman from 

Philadelphia has been elected to the Pennsylvania General Assembly since 1949. 

Throughout the twentieth century African American women in politics experienced 

both success and failure, but proved without a doubt that, “Our girls can match em 

every time.” 29 

 

 

 

                                                           
29See quotation, “Politics and Politicians,” Philadelphia Tribune, September 

25, 1921. Dana Shaw ed., Black Legislators in Pennsylvania’s History (1911-2001) 
(Harrisburg: Legislative Information Office, 2001). While Black Legislators only lists 
biographies to 2001, as of May 2009, Senator Shirley M. Kitchen, Senator Leanna M. 
Washington, Representative Louise Williams Bishop, Representative Rosita 
Youngblood, Representative Cherelle L. Parker and Representative Vanessa Lowery 
Brown serve as Senators and Representatives in the Pennsylvania General Assembly.  



 

1

CHAPTER ONE 
 

PROLOGUE: 
BUILDING A STRONG FOUNDATION: PHILADELPHIA’S  

AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN FROM 1787 TO 1910 
 

The transfer of knowledge, skill, and value from one 
generation to the next, the deliberate accumulation of a 
people’s collective memory has particular significance 
in diaspora culture…Political education for black 
women in America begins with the memory of four 
hundred years of enslavement….It becomes practical 
when we are confronted with the problem of how to 
organize food cooperatives for women…It becomes 
radical when, as teachers, we develop a methodology 
that places daily life at the center of history and enables 
black women to struggle for survival with the 
knowledge that they are making history.1 
 

 In 1838, one hundred years before Crystal Bird Fauset became the first 

African American woman to be elected to a state legislature, African American 

women faced an increasingly hostile climate in Philadelphia, the City of Brotherly 

Love.   Most women toiled in relative obscurity, free from bondage but instead 

working as wage slaves who lacked economic opportunity. All African Americans 

were denied the franchise and increasingly feared for their safety as the Pennsylvania 

General Assembly sought to limit the rights of free blacks and racist mobs frequently 

targeted the African American community.  The close proximity of Philadelphia to 

the South complicated matters, as white Pennsylvanians feared the influx of free 

blacks and free black Philadelphians feared the curtailment of their rights by the 

                                                           
1 Michelle Gibbs Russell, quoted in Henry A. Giroux, “Postmodernism as 

Border Pedagogy: Redefining the Boundaries of Race and Ethnicity,” in 
Postmodernism, Feminism, and Cultural Politics: Redrawing Educational 
Boundaries, edited by Henry A. Giroux (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press, 1991), 243-244. 
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General Assembly and the slave-catchers who roamed the streets in search of 

runaways.  Freedom for African Americans in Philadelphia was always tempered 

with fear and trepidation, as the specter of reenslavement combined with the 

knowledge that many of their brethren remained in bondage.  In this precarious 

environment, African American men and women formed benevolent societies and 

organized churches to stave off economic hardship and to provide emotional and 

spiritual support. 2  

 Given their financial resources and potential leisure time, upper and middle 

class African American men and women had additional opportunities to create 

organizations, develop social networks throughout the North, and participate in the 

antislavery movement, the convention movement and in the late nineteenth century, 

uplift organizations.3  Literary societies created by African American women became 

                                                           
2 In a comparative study of African Americans in northern cities, Leonard P. 

Curry concluded that while African Americans faced a great deal of racism and 
violence, the creation of churches, mutual aid societies, and political organizations 
provided a support networks, fostered community cohesiveness and provided an 
important buffer against discrimination and hardship. The Free Black in Urban 
America, 1800-1850: The Shadow of the Dream (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1981). 

 
3 A more detailed discussion of the antislavery movement and the women’s 

club movement will follow. The National Negro Convention movement was one of 
the first national attempts to create a national organization focused on protecting and 
gaining rights for African Americans. The first convention met in Philadelphia in 
1830 and throughout its history was dominated by Philadelphians and Bostonians. 
With the exception of the 1854 convention in Cleveland spearheaded by Martin 
Delaney, African American women were not seated at the conventions with voting 
credentials. For a brief overview of the National Negro Convention Movement see 
Carol Wilson, “Colored Convention Movement,” in Organizing Black America: an 
Encyclopedia of African American Associations, edited by Nina Mjagkij (New York: 
Taylor & Francis, 2001), 163-165. The most detailed work on the convention 
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a safe venue to discuss their poetry, prose, and current events.  Their writings, often 

published in the antislavery press, recounted their experiences with racism and the 

antislavery movement.  Through their publications and political activity African 

American women entered the debate over slavery and challenged prevailing attitudes 

about the appropriateness of women participating in the public sphere.  Membership 

in abolitionist organizations such as the Pennsylvania Female Anti-Slavery 

Association gave African American women important experience working with white 

activists. 

The burning of Pennsylvania Hall by a racist mob in 1838 highlights many of 

the challenges faced by African American women who challenged racist and sexist 

attitudes during the nineteenth century.  The growing excitement caused by increased 

antislavery activity among the intellectual community was tempered by a sense of 

trepidation, as during the 1830’s and 1840’s Philadelphia erupted in violence. 

Between 1834 and 1838 alone, Philadelphia experienced nine major race riots and 

scores of smaller incidents in which the homes of prominent antislavery leaders were 

threatened, churches and gathering halls were burned, and individuals were violently 

attacked by mobs. Philadelphia’s African American community was perceived as a 

threat due to white society due to their “aspirations for upward social mobility, the 

                                                                                                                                                                      
movement is by Howard H. Bell, A Survey of the Negro Convention Movement, 1830-
1861 (New York: Arno Press, 1969) and “National Negro Conventions of the Middle 
1840s: Moral Suasion vs. Political Action,” Journal of Negro History 42 (October 
1957): 447-455. For a discussion of women in the National Negro Convention 
movement see Vincent P. Harding, There is a River: the Black Struggle for Freedom 
in America (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1993), 185-186. 
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heightened aggressiveness of blacks in the economic sphere, and the increased 

belligerence of their social and political style and rhetoric.”  The mobs did not 

dispense justice in a haphazard manner, but rather attacked various groups and 

individuals in an effort to maintain well established racial and gender norms.4 

On May 16, 1838, the third night of the meeting of the Anti-Slavery 

Convention of American Women, a mob yelling “Down with the Quaker, down with 

the nigger’s friend” forced the meeting to a close.5 In a show of solidarity, African 

                                                           
4 Emma Jones Lapsansky, “‘Since They Got Those Separate Churches: Afro-

Americans and Racism in Jacksonian Philadelphia,” American Quarterly 32, no. 1 
(Spring 1980): 61. For a treatment of racial mob violence in Philadelphia see, Lois E. 
Horton, “From Class to Race in Early America: Northern Post- Emancipation Racial 
Reconstruction,” in Race and the Early Republic: Racial Consciousness and Nation 
Building in the Early Republic, edited by Michael A. Morrison and James Brewer 
Stewart (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2002), 64-66. The classic work on rioting 
in the United States is Paul Gilje, Rioting in America (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1999). For a detailed examination of riots in Pennsylvania see 
Elizabeth M. Geffen, “Violence in Philadelphia in the 1840s and 1850s,” 
Pennsylvania History 36, no. 4 (October 1969): 187-410; John Runcie, “Hunting the 
Nigs in Philadelphia: The Race Riot of August 1834,” Pennsylvania History 39, no. 2 
(April 1972): 187-218. 

 
5 The Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women was founded in reaction 

to the American Anti-Slavery Society’s refusal to admit women. While women 
lobbied for the integration of the group they also created a parallel organization to 
continue their abolitionist efforts. The “woman question” led to a split in the 
American Anti-Slavery Society after an 1839 vote to allow all persons to be members 
of the convention.  Fredrick Douglass, Fredrick Douglass on Woman Rights, ed. 
Philip Sheldon Foner (New York: Da Capo Press, 1992), 6.  For a broader discussion 
of controversy over women’s participation in the abolitionist movement see 
especially Martha S. Jones, All Bound up Together: The Woman Question in African 
American Public Culture, 1830-1900 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2007).  Other useful studies are Carolyn Williams, “The Female Antislavery 
Movement: Fighting against Racial Prejudice and Promoting Women’s Rights in 
Antebellum America,” in The Abolitionist Sisterhood: Women’s Political Culture in 
Antebellum America, eds. Jean Fagan Yellin and John C. Van Horne (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 1994), 161-177 and Aileen Kraditor, Means and Ends in 
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American and white abolitionist women linked arms and braved the crowd.  While 

the women were not physically attacked, a number of African American men were 

beaten as the mob burned the newly built Pennsylvania Hall to the ground.  The mob 

was fueled by rumors of “amalgamation” or the mixing of whites and African 

Americans in the audience.  Sadly, many of the rumors may have been the result of 

African American abolitionist Harriet Forten Purvis and her lighter skinned husband, 

Robert Purvis walking arm-in-arm to the meeting. 6   

 Determined to show their resilience in the wake of this destruction, the 

members of the Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women passed a resolution 

stating that it was the duty of abolitionists to stand in solidarity with their African 

American brethren “by appearing with them in our streets, by giving them our 

countenance in steam-boats and stages, by visiting them at their homes and 

                                                                                                                                                                      
American Abolitionism: Garrison and His Critics on Strategy and Tactics, 1834-1850 
(New York: Ivan R. Dee Publisher, 1967), 39-77.  For the challenges faced by 
African American women in the abolitionist movement see Shirley J. Yee, Black 
Women Abolitionists: A Study in Activism, 1828-1860 (Knoxville: University of 
Tennessee Press, 1992).  

 
6 Ira V. Brown, “‘Am I Not a Woman and a Sister?”: The Anti-Slavery 

Convention of American Women, 1837-1839,” Pennsylvania History 50, no.1 
(January 1983): 12.  For a comprehensive examination of the view that it was Robert 
Purvis and his wife mistaken by the crowd (including Robert Purvis’ statement on the 
matter) see Margaret Hope Bacon, But One Race: The Life of Robert Purvis (Albany, 
N.Y.: SUNY Press, 2007), 71 and Julie Winch, who also advocates this interpretation 
in A Gentleman of Color: The Life of James Forten (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), 303. The most detailed discussion of the burning of Pennsylvania Hall is 
Ira V. Brown, “Racism and Sexism: The Case of Pennsylvania Hall,” Phylon  37, no. 
2 (Second Quarter 1976): 127-128. For a contemporary account of the incident see 
Pennsylvania Hall Association, History of Pennsylvania Hall, Which Was Destroyed 
by a Mob on the 17th of May 1838, ed. Samuel Webb (New York: Negro Universities 
Press, 1969), 124. 
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encouraging them to visit us, receiving them as we do our white fellow citizens.”7  

Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society president Dr. Joseph Parrish attempted to force 

the women to retract this statement and even tried to influence prominent African 

Americans in Philadelphia to publicly state that they would avoid “interracial 

contact.”   This action only strengthened the resolve of some Philadelphians such as 

Lucretia Mott who held an “amalgamation tea” with the Douglasses and Fortens, 

prominent members of Philadelphia’s African American community. When they 

refused to bow to a racist mob and the president of the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery 

Society, Philadelphians politicized their social interactions and stood up for equality 

based on both their sex and their race.8  

                                                           
7 Philadelphia’s African American delegates were Grace Douglass, Sarah 

Mapps Douglass, who served as the convention’s treasurer, Elizabeth K. Dorsey, 
Hetty Burr, who was on the business committee, and Harriet Forten Purvis.  Sarah 
and Margaretta Forten and Amelia Bogle attended but were not listed as delegates.  
Proceedings of the Anti Slavery Convention of American Women (Philadelphia, 
1838), 3-14. Dorothy Sterling ed., We Are Your Sisters: Black Women in the 
Nineteenth Century, (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1984; Norton 
Paperback, 1997), 115. 

 
8 In attendance at the tea were Grace and Sarah Douglass and Charlotte and 

Margaretta Forten. The Douglass and Forten Families played an integral role in the 
leadership of Philadelphia’s African American community. The most comprehensive 
discussions of the Forten sisters (Charlotte, Margaretta, and Harriet) are by Janice 
Sumler-Lewis, “The Fortens of Philadelphia: An Afroamerican Family and 
Nineteenth-Century Reform” (Ph.D. diss., Georgetown University, 1978) and “The 
Forten-Purvis Women of Philadelphia and the American Anti-Slavery Crusade,” 
Journal of Negro History 66, no. 4 (Winter 1981-1982): 281-288.  For an 
examination of the interaction between the Forten family and other elite African 
American women see, Emma Jones Lapsansky, “Feminism, Freedom, and 
Community: Charlotte Forten and Women Activists in Nineteenth-Century 
Philadelphia,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 103, no. 1 (January 
1989): 3-19; Bacon, “But One Race,” 71-73. The international network of antislavery 
societies is analyzed in Julie Winch, “Sarah Forten’s Antislavery Networks,” in 



 

7

Though this dissertation focuses on 1918-1941, this prologue will provide an 

overview of African American women’s activities in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries to illuminate the strong foundation and tradition of political 

activism these early women created for the cause of African American equality and 

women’s rights. Emma Lapsansky argues that, “these [upper class African American] 

women were expected- and expected themselves- to take leadership and responsibility 

in their own right, a norm that contrast sharply with the anticipations of white upper-

class women.”9  During nineteenth century, the activities of white middle and upper 

class women were often circumscribed by the ideals of the “cult of domesticity” 

which instructed women to uphold four cardinal virtues: piety, purity, submission, 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Women’s Rights and Transatlantic Slavery in the Era of Emancipation, eds. Kathryn 
Kish Sklar and James Brewer Stewart (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 
2007): 143-157. 

 
The activist women in the Douglass household were mother Grace Bustill 

Douglass and daughter Sarah Mapps Douglass. Both were Quakers and active in the 
Pennsylvania Female Anti-Slavery Society. Sarah was also a close friend of white 
abolitionists Sarah and Angelina Grimke. For a genealogical discussion of the Bustill 
family see, Anna Bustill Smith, “The Bustill Family,” Journal of Negro History 10, 
no. 4 (October 1925): 638-644. The Douglass’ experience within the Society of 
Friends is best examined by Margaret Hope Bacon, Sarah Mapps Douglass Faithful 
Attender of Quaker Meeting: View from the Back Bench (Philadelphia: Quaker Press 
of Friends General Conference, 2003). Also useful is Henry J. Cadbury, “Negro 
Membership in the Society of Friends,” Journal of Negro History 21, no. 2 (April 
1936): 151-213. Analysis of the role of  Sarah Mapps Douglas is done by Marie 
Lindhorst whose work includes “Sarah Mapps Douglass: The Emergence of an 
African American Educator/Activist in Nineteenth Century Philadelphia” (Ph.D. 
diss., Pennsylvania State University, 1995); and “Politics in a Box: Sarah Mapps 
Douglass and the Female Literary Association, 1831-1833,” Pennsylvania History 56, 
no. 3 (Summer 1998): 263-278. 

 
9Lapsansky, “Feminism, Freedom and Community,” 8. 
 



 

8

and domesticity. African American women adapted these ideals to their own 

communities and formulated their own standards for behavior.  On the domestic front, 

many African American women of all classes worked outside the home, balancing 

wage labor with household responsibilities. Few African American women possessed 

the economic resources to remain confined within the domestic sphere.10  In taking 

leadership positions within the community, expressing their opinions through literary 

works, and forming religious, reform, social, and benevolent societies, African 

American women adapted the “cult of domesticity,” to address some of the needs of 

the African American community and participate in the political debates of the day.  

The development of these societies is a critical step in the maturation of political 

activism among Philadelphia’s African American women and often placed these 

women on the front lines of debates regarding racial and gender issues. 11 

                                                           
10 In one of the few studies of African American laboring women in the North, 

Harley concludes that African American women were “confined to the most tedious 
and degrading jobs.” Sharon Harley, “Northern Black Female Workers: Jacksonian 
Era,” in The Afro-American Woman: Struggles and Images, edited by Sharon Harley, 
Rosalyn Terborg-Penn. (Baltimore: Black Classic Press, 1978), 15.  But in her study 
of African American women in New York, Jane E. Dabel concludes that as African 
American women had access to paid work, they experienced increased power within 
the African American community.  As wage earners and in some cases this sole 
breadwinner, this economic contribution translated into additional power within the 
family unit. Jane E. Dabel, A Respectable Woman: The Public Roles of African 
American Women in 19th Century New York (New York: New York University Press, 
2008), 63. 

 
11 For a broader discussion of the cult of domesticity see Barbara Welter, “The 

Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860,” American Quarterly 18, no. 2, (Summer, 
1966): 151-174; Nancy F. Cott, The Bonds of Womanhood: “Woman’s Sphere” in 
New England, 1780-1835 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977); Mary P. Ryan, 
Cradle of the Middle Class: The Family in Oneida County, New York, 1790-1865 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,  1981);  Suzanne Lesbock, The Free 
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Through organizations such as Female Benevolent Society of St. Thomas, the 

Female Literary Society of Philadelphia, the Colored Female’s Free Produce Society 

of Philadelphia and the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society, African American 

women gained vital experience managing individuals, running meetings, harnessing 

the power of the written word for political protest, fundraising for the greater good of 

the community, and working with individuals of different races and the opposite sex.  

In addition to leadership and political experience, participation in these societies 

offered tangible benefits for the African American community as women struggled 

against racism, worked to educate and uplift the population, and provide social and 

economic support for their neighbors.  This accumulated experience was transferred 

between generations, as many activists through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

were bound by familial, educational or organizational ties.12  

The complex problems of securing equal rights, political power, and achieving 

economic stability were compounded and exacerbated by the continual growth of 

Philadelphia’s African American community.13  White society perceived the growth 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Women of Petersburg: Status and Culture in a Southern Town, 1784-1860 (New 
York: Norton,  1984).  

 
12 While the text focuses on a twentieth century British example and not 

Philadelphia, Brian W. Alleyne analyzes the importance of generational transfer of 
knowledge and experience among activists. Brian W. Alleyne, Radicals Against 
Race: Black Activism and Cultural Politics (London: Berg Publishers, 2002), 173-
176. 

 
13Theodore Hershberg, "Free Blacks in Antebellum Philadelphia: A Study of 

Ex-Slaves, Freeborn, and Socioeconomic Decline," in African Americans in 
Pennsylvania: Shifting Historical Perspectives, edited by Joe William Trotter Jr. and 
Eric Ledell Smith, (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997), 123-
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of the African American community as problematic, though between 1790 and 1890, 

African Americans never exceeded eleven percent of the total population of the city.  

By 1830 Philadelphia’s African American community was almost 15,000 strong, and 

was the largest concentration of urban free African Americans in the United States.  

Between 1820 and 1840 the African American population grew by 67%.  This growth 

of Philadelphia’s free black population, when combined with white anxiety stemming 

from the role of free blacks in recent slave rebellions, led the Pennsylvania General 

Assembly to restrict the rights of the African American community.  Legislators 

publicly warned that free African Americans would migrate to Pennsylvania to run 

for elected office, possibly even governor unless the state constitution was amended 

to limit the franchise to white citizens.  Despite a wave of protest by elite African 

Americans, on February 15, 1838 the legislature barred African Americans from 

voting in the state of Pennsylvania.14   

                                                                                                                                                                      
147. Gary Nash, Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphia’s Black 
Community, 1720-1840, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988), 246-
281; William Edward Burghardt DuBois, The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study 
(1899; repr., New York: Benjamin Blom, Inc., 1967), 50.  

 
14 Proceedings and Debates of the Pennsylvania Constitutional Convention of 

1837-1838 (Harrisburg, Pa., 1818), 10:79-81 and 13: 36.  See also Roy Akagi, “The 
Pennsylvania Constitution of 1838,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and 
Biography, 48, no. 4 (October 1924): 301-333.  More recently, Christopher Malone’s 
Between Freedom and Bondage comparatively examines the struggle by African 
American men to retain antebellum voting rights in New York, Pennsylvania, 
Massachusetts and Rhode Island.  Christopher Malone, Between Freedom and 
Bondage: Race, Party, and Voting Rights in the Antebellum North (New York: 
Routledge, 2007). 
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Though denied the franchise, African Americans remained engaged in politics 

and influenced the partisan debates of the day through their consistent pressure for 

citizenship rights and abolitionist activities. Despite the Garrisonian belief that 

partisan activity should be eschewed to protest the proslavery government and 

Constitution, many African Americans chose to directly participate in partisan 

politics. The Democratic Party offered nothing for African Americans and worked 

unceasingly to discredit abolitionists, increase public fears about race mixing and race 

warfare in the wake of slave rebellions, and gird the foundation of the slave system.  

The Liberty, Free Soil, and Republican parties offered little more to African 

Americans due to the prevalence of racism in white America.  In partisan politics, 

anti-slavery rhetoric rarely translated into a desire to extend political rights to African 

Americans or an attempt to protect their personal liberty.15   

While African American men regained the vote with the ratification of the 

Fifteenth Amendment, the franchise did not translate into political power for the 

community.  African American men braved racial violence to vote and faithfully 

supported the Republican Party, yet this loyalty yielded little benefit due to the level 

of corruption in Philadelphia politics. Despite the growing population and the voting 

power derived from de facto segregation in various wards of the city, the first African 

                                                           
15 For a more detailed discussion antebellum politics and the lack of 

Republican commitment to African American equality see Elizabeth R. Varon, 
Disunion!: The Coming of the American Civil War, 1789-1859 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2008); Zachary J. Lechner, “‘Are We Ready For 
the Conflict’: Black Abolitionist Response to the Kansas Crisis, 1854-1856,” Kansas 
History: A Journal of the Central Plains 31(Spring 2008): 14-31. 
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American representative to the General Assembly was not elected until 1910.  Ruled 

by the Republican machine, Philadelphia politicians were in the words of Lincoln 

Steffens, “corrupt but contented.”  This level of contentment was not shared by the 

African American community who lacked access to employment, city services, 

adequate housing, and a voice in local government.16  

To combat this lack of political power, African American activists developed 

organizations which provided a multitude of opportunities for personal enrichment, 

support, and a venue to challenge the racism of white society.  Through the many 

churches, uplift societies, literary organizations and social reform societies, a strong 

                                                           
16 Lincoln Steffens, The Shame of the Cities (New York: Hill and Wang, 

1957), 134. Harry W. Bass was elected to the Pennsylvania General Assembly in 
1910.  Dana Shaw ed., Black Legislators in Pennsylvania’s History (1911-2001), 
(Harrisburg: Legislative Information Office, 2001), 13. In his path breaking study of 
Philadelphia, W E. B. DuBois concluded that African American voters in 
Philadelphia could be divided into three classes.  The largest group followed the party 
blindly, the second largest sold their vote to the highest bidder, and the final “very 
small group of independent voters…seek to use their vote to better present conditions 
of municipal life.” DuBois lamented the role of the Republican machine and 
concluded that the African American community has, “surrendered their right of 
political leadership to thieves and tricksters.” DuBois, Philadelphia Negro ̧373- 384.  
For a contemporary discussion of Philadelphia politics that emphasizes the low level 
of political patronage extended to the African American community see Christopher 
J. Perry, “Colored Philadelphians in Political Positions” in Who’s Who in 
Philadelphia, ed. Charles Fred White (Philadelphia: A. M. E. Book Concern, 1912), 
150-153. This assessment is supported by James Erroll Miller, “The Negro in 
Pennsylvania Politics with Special Reference to Philadelphia since 1932” (Ph.D. 
diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1945); H. Viscount Nelson, Black Leadership’s 
Response to the Great Depression (Lewiston, Maine: The Mellon Press, 2006), 20; 
Peter McCafferty, When Bosses Ruled Philadelphia: The Emergence of the 
Republican Machine, 1867-1933  (University Park: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1993), 121; Roger Lane, William Dorsey’s Philadelphia and Ours: On the Past 
and Future of the Black City in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991) 
and Roots of Violence in Black Philadelphia 1860-1900 (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1989), 53.   
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intellectual community developed, encompassing the elite of African American 

society.  Class played a distinct role in the structure and strategy of these 

organizations, as elites tended to focus their early political efforts on achieving 

political equality and ending segregation.17  African American elites maintained a 

strong belief in reason and the potential perfectibility of society. Through education, 

self improvement and the cultivation of a virtuous society, elites hoped to persuade 

white America to abandon their prejudice and accept African Americans as equals.   

At the turn of the century, elites focused on achieving a greater political voice and 

programs of racial uplift and self help for the African American community. For these 

elite Philadelphians, the period was filled with meetings and activism as they traveled 

                                                           
17 Philadelphia boasted one of the most politically involved, economically 

successful, and intellectually active elite African American communities in the North.  
Based on her study of Philadelphia’s African American community from 1787-1848, 
Julie Winch isolated eighty-four individuals (fifteen women and sixty-nine men) she 
defined as the “inner leadership”of activists “who displayed a consistent commitment 
to community reform.” Throughout the list are numerous familial connections, 
including husband and wife, and parent and child teams of activists. From an 
occupational standpoint, eighty-five percent of Philadelphia elites derived their 
income as skilled artisans. Julie Winch’s “The Leaders of Philadelphia’s Black 
Community, 1787-1848,” (Ph.D. diss., Bryn Mawr College, 1982), 32-34, 56, 82; and 
Philadelphia’s Black Elite: Activism, Accommodation, and the Struggle for 
Autonomy, 1787-1848 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1988).  In her study of 
African Americans in the pre-civil war years, Emma Jones Lapsansky determined that 
occupation was not an accurate determination of an individual’s wealth or status.  
This is due to economic necessity, for many elite the path to success was found in 
maintaining a diverse number of occupational pursuits and investments. Emma Jones 
Lapsansky, “South Street, Philadelphia, 1762-1854,” (Ph.D. diss., University of 
Pennsylvania, 1975) 199-200. Lapsansky later expanded her definition of elites by 
noting that leaders could be both “elite” and “working class” and that “status was 
conferred more on the basis of personal qualities than on possessions or background.” 
Emma Jones Lapsansky, “Friends, Wives, and Strivings: Networks and Community 
Values among Nineteenth-Century Philadelphia Afroamerican Elites,” Pennsylvania 
History of Magazine and Biography 108, no. 1 (January 1984): 6. 
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throughout the nation to meet with both white and African American activists who 

shared similar views on equal rights.18 

While the elite struggled for equal rights and political power, the large 

majority of African Americans in Philadelphia struggled to survive. Non-elite women 

also founded benevolent societies and organizations to create an economic safety net 

for the sick and the elderly, to gain experience in running meetings, and exert 

influence within the African American community.   During the nineteenth and 

                                                           
18 Some examples of meetings attended by African American activists are: 

Hattie Purvis Jr. and Frances Ellen Watkins Harper’s participation at suffrage annual 
conventions, Fanny Jackson’s Coppin’s attendance at the World’s Congress of 
Representative Women in 1893, and Philadelphia delegations to both the National 
League of Colored Women and the National Association of Colored Women.  These 
topics will be discussed in greater detail later in the prologue.  

 
Programs of racial uplift were developed by middle and upper class African 

American women to encourage appropriate feminine behavior and strategies for 
negotiating a racist society.  One example of a “racial uplift” text is “Don’t! A Book 
for Girls” published in 1891 which counseled “GIRLS this little book is addressed to 
you; the future of the race is in your hand.” Quoted in Elizabeth Young, Disarming 
the Nation: Women’s Writing and the American Civil War (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1999), 222. For a broader discussion of racial uplift and self help 
ideology see especially, Deborah Gray White, “The Cost of Club Work, the Price of 
Black Feminism,” in Visible Women: New Essays on American Activism, edited by 
Nancy A. Hewitt and Suzanne Lebsock (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1993), 
247-267. Other valuable studies are Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous 
Discontent:  The Women’s Movement in Black Baptist Church, 1880-1920  
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993); Dorothy Salem, To Better Our World,: 
Black Women in Organized Reform, 1890-1920, (Brooklyn, N.Y.: Carlson 
Publishing, 1990); Floris Loretta Barnett Cash, African American Women and Social 
Action: The Clubwomen and Volunteerism from Jim Crow to the New Deal, 1896-
1946 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 2001); Judith Weisenfeld, African 
American Women and Christian Activism: New York's Black YWCA, 1905-1945 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997),14; Shirley Wilson Logan, We are 
Coming: The Persuasive Discourse of Nineteenth Century Black Women  
(Carbondale: University of Southern Illinois Press, 1999), 18-22, 153-154. 
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twentieth century African American women wielded considerable power through 

leadership in benevolent organizations and church committees.  Mutual aid societies 

and fundraising organizations supported the most vulnerable within society or those 

denied aid due to the racism of white organizations.  By withholding aid or church 

membership from those acting outside the boundaries of acceptable behavior, these 

women sought to protect both the image of the African American community and the 

community itself. 19  

                                                           
19 Examples of non-elite organizations include the Colored Female’s Free 

Produce Society of Philadelphia and Mother Bethel’s Soldier’s Relief Association 
which will be discussed in greater detail in this prologue.  There is a small but 
growing literature on non-elites and specifically non-elite women.  For a general 
overview of Philadelphia see especially Tera Hunter “‘‘The Brotherly Love’ for 
Which This City Is Proverbial Should Extend to All’: The Everyday Lives of 
Working Class Women in Philadelphia and Atlanta in the 1890s” in W. E. B. DuBois, 
Race, and the City (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1998), 127-53; 
Erica Armstrong Dunbar, A Fragile Freedom: African American Women and 
Emancipation in the Antebellum City (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 58-
69; Kali N. Gross, Colored Amazons: Crime Violence and Black Women in the City of 
Brotherly Love,1880-1910 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006); Billy G. 
Smith, “Black Family Life in Philadelphia from Slavery to Freedom,” in Shaping a 
National Culture: The Philadelphia Experience, 1750-1800, edited by Catherine E. 
Hutchins (Wilmington: Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum, 1994), 87-89; 
Sherri Broder, Tramps, Unfit Mothers, and Neglected Children: Negotiating the 
Family in Nineteenth Century Philadelphia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2002).  Also useful are Sharon Harley, “Northern Black Female Workers: 
Jacksonian Era,” in The Afro-American Woman: Struggles and Images, edited by 
Sharon Harley and Rosalyn Terborg-Penn. (Baltimore: Black Classic Press, 1997), 5-
16; Julie Roy Jeffrey, The Great Silent Army of Abolitionism: Ordinary Women in the 
Antislavery Movement (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998); 
Theodore Hersberg et al., “A Tale of Three Cities: Blacks Immigrants, and 
Opportunity in Philadelphia, 1850-18880, 1930, 1970,” in Philadelphia: Work, 
Space, Family, and Group Experience in the Nineteenth Century: Essays Toward an 
Interdisciplinary History of the City, ed. Theodore Hershberg (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1981).   
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African American women have always faced the double burden of being both 

black and female in a white patriarchal society.  Despite these constraints, many 

women carved a place for themselves in the public sphere.  Status for these women 

came not from the accumulation of wealth or occupational achievements, rather 

through the exhibition of personal qualities such as leadership, thrift and social 

responsibility.  

Beginning with the founding of the Free African Society in 1787, both male 

and female African Americans in Philadelphia turned to benevolent societies for 

financial support, a sense of belonging, and as a vital outlet for a burgeoning 

leadership.  The Female Benevolent Society of St. Thomas founded in 1793, appears 

to be the first mutual aid society formed by African American women in 

Philadelphia.20  Acting as primitive insurance company, members paid monthly dues 

or premiums to the society in return for the promise of financial support in the case of 

illness, disability or death. Payments were often small, ranging from fifty cents to 

twenty five dollars. As African American women were more likely to join mutual aid 

                                                           
20 In his study of Philadelphia’s churches before the Civil War, Norman J. 

Johnston analyzed occupational status and residential patterns in relation to church 
membership. Johnston concluded that a “prestige hierarchy” existed based in 
Philadelphia’s African American churches based on class. At the top of the hierarchy 
members of the upper class attended St. Thomas African Episcopal Church or First 
African Presbyterian Church. Members of the middle class attended First African 
Baptist Church while lower class members of the community attended Bethel African 
Methodist Episcopal Church. Social class was determined by a study of occupational 
titles and the development of six occupational groupings (Proprietary and Official, 
Mercantile and Industrial, Clerks and Kindred, Skilled Workers, Semi-Skilled 
Workers, and unskilled workers. Norman J. Johnston, “The Caste and Class of the 
Urban Form of Historic Philadelphia,” Journal of the American Institute of Planners 
32, no. 6 (November 1966): 334-350. 
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societies than their male counterparts, the number of female societies and total 

disbursements consistently outpaced their male counterparts.  By 1830, the number of 

female benevolent societies had grown to twenty seven, with organizations such as 

the Daughters of Africa, United Daughters of Industry and the African Female Band 

Benevolent Society of Bethel disbursing a total of $3,616.58 in a one year period. 

Whether it be for the delivery of groceries during an illness, a premium paid after the 

death of a husband, or a loan to finance the burial of a child, benevolent societies 

were essential to women and men who functioned on the margins of society.21  

 As Philadelphia’s African American community developed and grew in 

numbers and complexity, so too did the focus of their organizations.  In an attempt to 

address the educational disparities between white and black children, the African 

American community sought access to Philadelphia’s tax supported public school 

system.  Though African American children were legally entitled to public funds for 

education and access to public schools, local magistrates and “controllers” refused to 

provide money or schools for the black community.22  Founded by a group of African 

                                                           
21 Dorothy Sterling ed., We Are Your Sisters: Black Women in the Nineteenth 

Century (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1984; Norton Paperback, 1997), 
105-107. 

 
22Members of the Philadelphia African American elite generally employed 

tutors for their children but integrated privates schools existed in Philadelphia 
beginning in 1770 with the establishment of Anthony Benezet’s Quaker school. 
Roger Bruns, “Anthony Benezet’s Assertion of Negro Equality,” Journal of Negro 
History 56, no. 3 (July 1971): 230-238.  In 1793 the Pennsylvania Abolition Society 
established a school on Cherry Street with Eleanor Harris, a Philadelphian born in 
Africa as teacher. In 1799 this school was closed due to lack of funds but separate 
boys and girls schools with white teachers were opened in 1800 and 1801 
respectively. Both schools closed by 1806.  Marie Lindhorst, “The Emergence of an 
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American men from Bethel Church led by Prince Saunders in 1819, The Augustine 

Society was created, “for the establishment and maintenance of a Seminary, in which 

children of colour shall be taught all the useful and scientific branches of education, 

as far as may be found practicable.”23 Emma Jones Lapsansky posits that the 

emphasis on education of children by Philadelphia’s African American elite served 

two purposes: it assuaged white fear of the growing presence of African Americans in 

their midst and contributed to the elevation of future generations. If African American 

children were in the classroom, they would not be on the streets where “their presence 

and idleness would reinforce whites’ perception that Negroes were aimless, 

undisciplined, and untrainable.”  Through education the youth could also be 

socialized and trained to be orderly, temperate and hard working members of society; 

all traits valued in an urban industrial setting.  For African American women, 

teaching was one of the few occupations open for women. Not fond of teaching, 

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper left the classroom for the lecture circuit, but worried 

about her future and the needs of the African American community.  “What would 

                                                                                                                                                                      
African American Educator/Activist in Nineteenth Century Philadelphia” (Ph.D. 
diss., Pennsylvania State University, 1995), 25.  Before 1818 poor school children 
could apply for reimbursement of school fees.  In his study of School Children 
Enumerations 1811-1816, Harry Silcox found that no African American students 
received funds.  The first public school for African Americans was the Mary Street 
School which opened on September 6, 1822, with one hundred and ninety-nine 
pupils.  Harry C. Silcox, “Delay and Neglect: Negro Public Education in Antebellum 
Philadelphia, 1800-1860,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 97, no. 
4 (October 1973): 444-464. 

 
23 Herbert Aptheker ed., A Documentary History of the Negro People in the 
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you do in my place?  Would you give up and go back to work at your trade 

(dressmaking?) There are no people that need all of the benefits resulting for a well-

directed education more than we do…”  24  Throughout the nineteenth century, 

African American women consistently fought to provide educational opportunities for 

the black community in order to secure a better life for future generations.  

For adults, literary societies offered a chance to develop leadership skills, 

became an outlet for frustrated academic pursuits and as noted by Dorothy Porter, “an 

institution to which they may repair and qualify themselves for future usefulness.”25  

                                                           
24 Lapsansky, “Since they Got,” 69; Sterling, We Are Your Sisters, 159. 
 
25A number of historians have examined the activities of Philadelphia’s 

African American literary societies. The first study of African American literary 
societies in the entire United States was completed by Dorothy B. Porter, “The 
Organized Educational Activities of Negro Literary Societies, 1828-1846,” Journal of 
Negro Education 5, no. 4 (October 1936): 556-566. Julie Winch examined the 
political nature of literary societies run by Philadelphia’s African American women in 
“You Have Talents- Only Cultivate Them: Philadelphia’s Black Female Literary 
Societies and the Abolitionist Crusade,” in The Abolitionist Sisterhood: Women’s 
Political Culture in Antebellum America, edited by Jean Fagan Yellin and John C. 
Van Horne (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1994), 101-118.  Marie Lindhorst 
analyzed the political writings of members of literary societies such as Sarah Mapps 
Douglass and concluded that the societies were used to hone organizational skills and 
react to attempts by the Pennsylvania legislature to limit the rights of free African 
Americans. She makes similar arguments in her dissertation and in an article for 
Pennsylvania History. See Marie Lindhorst, “The Emergence of An African 
American Educator/Activist in Nineteenth Century Philadelphia” (Ph.D. diss., 
Pennsylvania State University, 1995) and “Politics in a Box: Sarah Mapps Douglass 
and the Female Literary Association, 1831-1833,” Pennsylvania History 56, no. 3 
(Summer 1988): 263-278. More recently, Michelle Nichole Garfield argued that 
African American literary society women in Philadelphia participated in the discourse 
on race by focused on the themes of abolition, racial uplift and self improvement in 
their writings.  Though their writings and membership in a variety of organizations, 
these women helped develop a strong literary tradition focused on protesting racial 
inequality.  See “‘The Pen is Ours to Wield’: Black Literary Society Women in 
1830’s Philadelphia” (Ph.D. diss., Duke University, 2002). 
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African American men in Philadelphia formed three literary societies before 1830: 

the African Literary Society which disbanded in 1824, the Rush Education Society in 

1827, and the Colored Reading Society for Mental Improvement in 1828.26  Rather 

than force the integration of male literary societies, Philadelphia’s African American 

women created their own. By 1836 Philadelphia boasted three literary societies for 

African American women- the Female Literary Association, the Female Minervian 

Association and the Edgeworth Literary Association.27  In writing to the Liberator, 

one member of the Female Minerva society stressed that meetings were not limited 

by “class or sex” and welcomed all who were interested in “piety, truth and justice.”28   

In the supportive environment created by these societies women wrote, critiqued and 

found their voice on a number of issues central to the elite free African American 

community. 29 

In conducting the initial meeting of the Female Literary Society, Sarah 

Douglass read an address she prepared for the meeting, read scripture, and offered a 

                                                           
26 Garfield, “The Pen is Ours,” 162. 
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Minervian Association founded in 1834 for the promotion of polite literature and the 
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Maria Edgeworth. Elizabeth McHenry, Forgotten Readers: Recovering the Lost 
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28 By a Colored Female, “An Address Before the Members of the Female 

Minervian Association,” Liberator, March 1, 1834. William Lloyd Garrison observed 
a meeting of the Female Literary Association in 1832 but did not participate in the 
meeting.   “Female Literary Association,” Liberator, June 30, 1832.  
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prayer.  The women then read “affecting slave tales, calculated to bring forcibly into 

view the deplorable situation of our fellow-creatures at the south – both the oppressor 

and the oppressed.”  Douglass also offered her own personal reflection to the group 

by recounting her transformation into an antislavery activist. “One short year ago, 

how different were my feelings on the subject of slavery!... I saw his iron hand 

stretched forth to seize me as his prey, and the cause of the slave became my own.”30  

The iron hand that Douglass feared was the growth of anti-black sentiment in 

Pennsylvania in the wake of Nat Turner’s rebellion and legislation proposed by the 

General Assembly to bar free blacks from entering the state.31  The personal became 

political for Douglass as she feared a restriction of her rights as a citizen.  

 Founded on September 20, 1831 the Female Literary Society of Philadelphia 

set the standard for female literary societies among African American women.32 The 

formation of literary societies was based on the suggestion by white abolitionist 

Simeon S. Jocelyn who recommended that women meet monthly for “mental feast of 

moral and religious meditation, conversation, reading and speaking, sympathizing 

over the fate of the unhappy slaves, improving their own minds, &c &c.”33 To foster 

the growth of societies such as these throughout the United States, Sarah Mapps 

                                                           
30 “Mental Feasts,” Liberator, July 21, 1832. 
 
31 Winch, Black Elite, 132. 
 
32Marie Lindhorst, “Politics in a Box,” 268. 
 
33Quoted in Winch, “You Have Talents,” 104-105; Porter, “The Organized 

Educational Activities,” 559. 
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Douglass, the secretary of the organization, forwarded a copy of the society’s 

constitution to William Lloyd Garrison, who published it in the Liberator. Garrison 

praised the group in 1832 when he noted that “If the traducers of the Negro race could 

be acquainted with the moral worth, just refinement, and large intelligence of this 

association their mouths would be hereafter dumb.”  Garrison collected and published 

many of the works created by the women of the Female Literary Society. African 

American literary societies eventually spread to Pittsburgh, New York City, Buffalo, 

Rochester, and Boston.34 

 Members participating in these literary societies viewed them as much more 

than a weekly social gathering of polite company. Visitors such as Lucretia Mott, a 

frequent attendee of the Female Minerva Association stated that some men “set a 

limit to the sphere of woman, which she may find it her duty to overstep.”35 Writing 

under pen names such as Ada, Magawisca, Ella, Sophanisba, Zillah, Woodby, Bera 

and Zoe, members produced works focusing on anti-slavery sentiments, maternal 

love, self sacrifice, female education, racism in America and the American 

Colonization Society’s efforts to settle blacks in Africa. Published by the Lowell 

Observer and the Liberator, Sarah Forten’s work “An Appeal to Woman” is just one 

example of the many poems challenging racism. Geared toward her experiences 

facing racism in the antislavery movement, Forten’s verse called for greater unity- 

                                                           
34 Ibid., 557-559.  More cities may have created female societies, but as 
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We are thy sisters, --god has truly said, 
That of one blood, the nations he has made. 

O, Christian woman, in a Christian land, 
Canst thou unblushing read this great command? 
Suffer the wrongs which wring our inmost heart, 

To draw one throb of pity on thy part! 
Our ‘skins may differ,’ but from thee we claim 

A sister’s privilege, in a sister’s name.36 
 

Literature and poetry created by these women became a form of political 

protest. Their works, that supported the anti-slavery movement, were published in 

national periodicals such as the Liberator and the Genius of Universal Emancipation. 

Through publication of their poetry and prose in a nationally read forum, a number of 

Philadelphia’s elite African American women skillfully claimed a place in the 

discourse of the antislavery and feminist movements.37 

 Philadelphia’s non-elite African American women also politicized their daily 

shopping to send an economic message and make a public statement about the 

institution of slavery.  Following the lead of many Quakers who chose to practice 

nonresistance (the eighteenth century term for nonviolence) the Colored Female’s 

Free Produce Society of Philadelphia was formed in 1830 at Bethel AME Church in 

Philadelphia. The goal of this organization was to promote the manufacturing and 

selling of goods that were produced entirely without slave labor.  Societies combed 

the globe to secure adequate supplies of cotton goods, sugar, coffee, rice and tobacco 
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produced by free labor for resale to the general public.  Members pledged to only 

consume these untainted goods and by publicizing their efforts, both in the press and 

within their community, they endeavored to raise consumer consciousness about both 

the evils of slavery and the feasibility of producing these goods by free labor. 38   

At an overflow meeting of the Colored Free Produce Society held at Mother 

Bethel, the relationship between the plight of slaves and the purchasing power of the 

free African American community was explained.  Five hundred members of the 

community were urged “it particularly becomes us, who are more closely allied to the 

sons of Africa, to use our influence to change their present degraded condition, and 

restore them to the rank which nature and nature’s God designed they should 

apply.”39 By tying consumption with racial solidarity and utilizing sentimental poetry, 

Free Produce advocates hoped to further their cause. A poem published in the Genius 

of Universal Emancipation or American Anti-Slavery Journal and Register of News 

provides a poignant protest against the use of slave produced goods. 

 

                                                           
38 For a broader discussion of the Free Produce Movement see Ruth Ketring 

Nuermberger, The Free Produce Movement (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 
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No, dear Lady, none for me! 
Though squeamish some may think it, 

West Indian Sugar spoils my tea; 
I can not, dare not, drink it.... 

 
But what suffering and what guilt 

Attend its cultivation--- 
What groans arise, what blood is spilt, 

What bitter lamentation! 
 

And can I taste a single grain, 
Produced by such oppression; 

The fruit of so much grief and pain, 
The Negro’s sad possession?40 

  
 In 1831, the Colored Female’s Free Produce Society of Philadelphia elected 

officers and announced their meeting in the Genius of Universal Emancipation. This 

press release endeavored to “inform our white friends of the regular manner in which 

they transact their business.” The article noted that the Constitution was read, “the 

nominating committee reported; and, on motion, it was unanimously received.  The 

meeting then proceeded to an election of officers, by ballot, as required by the 

Constitution.”41  By forming their own separate organization and providing detailed 

minutes to the press, non-elite African American women supported the abolitionist 

movement and publicly showcased their organizational prowess.   

                                                           
40 Author unknown, “Sugar,” Genius of Universal Emancipation, June 1830. 
 
41 Officers included President Judith James, vice-president Susannah Cork, 

treasurer Hester Burr, and Laetitia Rowley as secretary. The Committee of 
Correspondence included Priscilla Wilkins, Rebecca Hutchins, Mary Benjamin, Sarah 
White, Pleasant Lloyd, Lydia Lecompt, Elizabeth Baker, Martha Holcombe, Maria 
Potts, and Hannah Alexander. “Colored Females’ Free Produce Society,” Genius of 
Universal Emancipation, May 1831. Of the above women, only one, Hester Burr, is 
listed among the fifteen women Julie Winch designates as “elite” African American 
women in Philadelphia. Winch, “The Leaders,” 84-85. 
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Participation in the Free Produce movement was contingent upon having the 

financial resources to absorb higher prices. Given the economic hardships faced by 

the majority of free blacks in Philadelphia, free produce stores struggled to remain 

solvent.  Antislavery activists such as Frances Ellen Watkins Harper simultaneously 

recognized their privileged position as free African Americans and expressed their 

desire to make socially responsible purchases.  Harper noted, “I have reason to be 

thankful that I am able to give a little more for a Free Labor dress, if it is coarser.”42 

Due to the difficulty of securing quality goods, especially sugar, the free produce 

movement did not win an economic victory against the considerable power of the 

slave system.43  But for those free African American women that could afford the 

extra cost, participation in the Free Produce movement offered them opportunity to 

make a personal political statement through their domestic purchases, an entrée into 

the larger antislavery discourse, and a chance to educate both their families and the 

public about the evils of slavery.   

  While the abolitionist movement provided a forum for Philadelphia’s African 

American women to work for the betterment of their race, in attempting to carry out 

this work, women were forced to challenge the sexist attitudes of African American 

men and white society. The Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society, founded in 
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43 Harriet and Robert Purvis supported the free produce movement despite the 

higher cost of goods and often poor quality of the goods. Margaret Hope Bacon 
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1833 as an offshoot of the American Anti-Slavery Society, included as members both 

black and white women.  More significant was the election of African American 

women to leadership positions within the society. Grace Bustill Douglass and her 

daughter Sarah Mapps Douglass were among the nine African American women 

identified as co-founders of the organization.  Free black women also served as 

officers of the society. For example Margaretta Forten, served as recording secretary, 

treasurer and manager. It should be noted that African American women never 

achieved positions of power within the organization and held only minor offices. 

After the burning of Pennsylvania Hall and the ensuing riots, the society focused 

more on nonresistance, a tactic unappealing to many African American women.44   

 The Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society used ‘fairs’ to raise funds and 

to promote their causes. Women donated fancy handmade needle work, varied 
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foodstuffs, and crafts for sale to the public.  Anti-slavery orators gave stirring 

speeches while they passed the hat, and entertainers volunteered their talents for the 

good of the cause. While some did not approve of these fairs as they thrust women 

into the public sphere, the money raised on behalf of these organizations empowered 

the women as considerable donations equaled political clout in organizations.  On the 

local level, funds were used to support a school for African American children run by 

Sarah Douglass. From 1838 to 1840 Douglass was paid a salary of $300 to run the 

school.  When Douglass grew weary of the Society’s interference in the school, she 

regained control and reduced the donation to $125.  Eighty-five percent of the funds 

raised by the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society were donated to the 

Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society which covered from “seventeen to twenty-two 

percent of the state budget and accounted for thirty-one to forty-five percent of all 

donations.” These donations translated into increased power on the state level as 

Philadelphia members translated their fiscal support into statewide offices.45 

 In the case of the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society, the shifting 

organizational focus from petitioning state legislatures to fundraising beginning in 

1837 can be interpreted as a move by white women to increase their autonomy and 

                                                           
45 Jean R. Soderlund points to the shift toward fundraising as “not a regression 
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power.  With the imposition of gag rules by legislative bodies to prevent the reading 

of anti-slavery petitions, petitioning became increasingly ineffective. Great profit 

could be made through fairs, evidenced by the $16,500 raised by the Philadelphia 

Female Anti-Slavery Society between the years 1836 and 1853. Large contributions 

equaled political capital, as Philadelphians battled for control of the state anti-slavery 

society.  Harnessing their collective capacity for domestic production, Philadelphia’s 

women wielded tangible political power within the organization.  Unfortunately this 

shift in policy also signaled the Pennsylvania Female Anti-Slavery Society’s retreat 

from the original goal of “adopt[ing] such measures, as may be in our power to dispel 

the prejudice against the people of colour, [and] to improve their condition.” Efforts 

to assess and support African American educational institutions within the city fell by 

the wayside, as committee members neglected their rounds. While proposals were 

made to provide “moral and intellectual” opportunities for the African American 

community, they never progressed past the committee stage.46  

Increasingly at odds with integrated anti-slavery societies and facing attacks 

from white society, Philadelphia’s African American population focused their anti-

slavery efforts on the Philadelphia Vigilant Committee.47  The committee was 
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47 The Female Vigilance Society focused its energies on fundraising by 
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founded in 1837 by an interracial male committee of fifteen men, with African 

American James McCrummell elected president.48 By July 1838, a women’s auxiliary 

headed by African Americans Elizabeth White, president, and Hetty Reckless, 

secretary, was created to aid fundraising efforts. Given the sheer number of 

individuals the organization assisted on a yearly basis, fundraising was the lynchpin 

needed for success.  The Vigilant Committee covered the costs associated with 

transportation, new clothing, legal counsel and medical care. Donations came from 

around the world, including an annual donation of twenty pounds from the Dublin 

Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society.49  Despite the international support, African American 

women provided more funds to the Vigilant Committee than any other group.  While 

the Women’s Auxiliary only survived one year, it donated ten dollars to the cause in 

1839.  The Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society provided a total of one hundred 

and fifteen dollars to the committee between 1841 and 1845, a portion of it donated 

after Hetty Reckless made a dramatic appeal to the organization.50 

                                                                                                                                                                      
back up this interpretation. Between the years 1836-1841 only one of eighty-six new 
members that joined was African American. The last African American woman 
joined the PFASS in 1842, twenty-eight years before the society disbanded in 1870. 
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 Prominent African America women such as Elizabeth White, Sarah 

McCrummill, Hetty Reckless, Mary Proctor, Elizabeth Colly, Elizabeth Bias, Emily 

R. Bustill, Margaretta Forten, and numerous others translated their domestic talents 

and fundraising efforts into financial support of the Vigilant Committee, offered 

shelter for escaped slaves, and entered the public debates surrounding the fugitives.51  

Over the next five years, the Philadelphia Vigilant Committee changed in 

composition, shifting from an interracial to a predominately African American led 

organization.  Following Robert Purvis’ retreat to the Philadelphia suburbs after a 

frightening confrontation with a racist mob in 1842, the Vigilant Committee entered a 

period of sporadic activity. Numerous unsuccessful attempts by individuals to revive 

the committee during the late 1840s kept the idea, if not the practice of a vigilant 

committee alive.52   

 Depending on their resources, Philadelphia’s African American women 

actively assisted the efforts of the Underground Railroad.  Among the Underground 

Railroad conductors was Henrietta Bowers Duterte, the first female undertaker in 

Pennsylvania. Duterte dressed her passengers in respectable clothing and shepherded 
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them through Philadelphia’s streets.  Cleverly storing those in her care inside unused 

caskets, Duterte took advantage of her prominent place in the business community 

and the cultural taboos regarding the burial of those of different races to create 

additional opportunities to conceal Underground Railroad passengers.53  Like Duterte, 

Mary Meyers, a local baker, was an Underground Railroad conductor in Philadelphia.  

In an episode reminiscent of Henry ‘Box’ Brown, one day Meyers received a human 

package delivered to her bake shop. In consultation with the Philadelphia Vigilant 

Committee, Meyers safely hid the woman in her store until passage to Canada could 

be secured.54 As skilled workers and in the case of Duterte, business owner, both had 

much to lose by participating in the Underground Railroad.  Rather than turn a blind 

eye to those in need both served as ingenious role models for the abolitionist 

community.  

Another resourceful woman, Elizabeth Taylor Greenfield, also known as “the 

Black Swan” used her extraordinary vocal talents to raise money for the Underground 

Railroad, orphanages, and African American churches.  To support the Provincial 

Freedman, an abolitionist newspaper edited by Mary Ann Shadd, Greenfield gave a 

concert at Shiloh Baptist Church on November 9, 1855.  Other examples of her 
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generosity were concerts held in New York City in 1859 for the American 

Colonization Society and in Cleveland in 1867 and 1868 for the Freedman’s Aid 

Society.  In the face of growing anti-black sentiment after the Dred Scott decision, 

Greenfield made the decision to discontinue touring until after the Civil War. From 

her humble beginnings singing at private parties in the Philadelphia region, Elizabeth 

Taylor Greenfield achieved international acclaim and used her voice to assist her less 

fortunate African American brothers and sisters escaping slavery.55    

 During the Civil War, the most immediate concern of Philadelphia’s 

African American community was caring for the large number of soldiers in their 

midst. Philadelphia contributed heartily to the growing ranks of the United States 

Colored Troops, with fourteen regiments recruited locally at Camp William Penn in 

Montgomery County or Camp Cadwalader located near present day 20th and Norris 

Streets.  Unfortunately, racial segregation hampered the efforts of the African 

American community to provide assistance to Union troops.  Only a small number of 

African American women joined interracial relief organizations, including Sarah 

Mapps Douglass, who was elected vice chairperson of the Women’s Pennsylvania 

Branch of the American Freedmen’s Aid Commission.56  But by 1864 at least three 
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separate African American female benevolent organizations were created for the 

relief of black soldiers in and around the Philadelphia area (Colored Women’s 

Sanitary Commission, Ladies Sanitary Association of St. Thomas Episcopal Church, 

Mother Bethel Soldier’s Relief Association). These varied organizations enabled 

Philadelphia’s African American women from different classes to participate in the 

Civil War benevolent activities, fostered a sense of competition and pride, and care 

and support for African American soldiers who despite their sacrifices for the Union, 

faced discrimination during the Civil War. 

 Women supplied support in a variety of ways to troops, including nursing, 

providing food and care packages, and donating to Summit Hospital, a local hospital 

for African American soldiers. The Colored Women’s Sanitary Commission was 

formed to support the black troops stationed at Camp William Penn with a 

headquarters established at 404 Walnut Street. The officers were Mrs. Caroline 

Johnson, president; Mrs. Arena Ruffin, vice president; Rev. Stephen Smith, treasurer 

and Rev. J. Asher, secretary.   While there is little surviving evidence of what the 
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Colored Women’s Sanitary Commission accomplished during the war, this 

organization is the only African American organization mentioned and rates only a 

footnote in Franklin H. Taylor’s Philadelphia and the Civil War, the most 

comprehensive contemporary examination of Philadelphia’s activities during the 

war.57 

 Churches played a prominent role in benevolence during the Civil War, as 

women organized along class and congregational lines. The women of both Mother 

Bethel African Methodist Episcopal and Saint Thomas Episcopal Church formed 

societies to aid soldiers, stepping in to fill the void when African American soldiers 

faced discrimination.  In a move that harkened back to the benevolence of the Free 

African Society, Mother Bethel’s women organized the Soldier’s Relief Association 

which met each Wednesday.  The committee posted an invitation in the Christian 

Recorder for other women to join their cause. Once again, little information survives 

relating to the activities of this organization. While a list of committee members has 

survived none of the women listed, with the exception of Mary Ann Campbell, wife 

of the Reverend Jabez Campbell, were considered activists within the community.  

Yet the presence of this organization at Mother Bethel indicates broad support of 

benevolent activities among African American women.58   
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 The most prominent African American soldier’s benevolent organization 

was the Ladies Sanitary Association of St. Thomas Episcopal Church (LSASTC).  As 

a congregation, St. Thomas was home to the elite of Philadelphia’s African American 

community. Surviving newspaper accounts and annual reports provide a veritable 

who’s who among Philadelphia activists. Abolitionists, temperance workers, and 

reformers who belonged to the LSASTC used their status and visibility within the 

community to spearhead fundraising drives.  Through fairs, benefits, and concerts the 

organization was able to contribute support to the refugees in Port Royal South 

Carolina, the Lincoln Monument, and the Cooper Shop Refreshment Saloon, and they 

gave donations of money and food to local hospitals.  On February 3, 1865, the 

women of St. Thomas held a fair at concert hall that raised $1226.75 for the support 

of both troops and refugees.  In a note of thanks posted in The Christian Recorder 

Ms. T.J. Bowers, president and Lucy Henson, secretary sought to assure the 

community that the money raised “will be safely invested in whatever will be most 

conducive to the temporal welfare of both soldiers and refugees.”  The organization 

moved well beyond merely supporting soldiers, in the words of the women the 

organization sought to see “that justice and right towards every man shall henceforth 

be the motto adopted by this nation.” Civil War relief organizations formed by 

African American women differed from those created by white women due to their 

dual focus on soldier’s relief and support for freedpeople.59 
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 During the waning days of the Civil War, African Americans throughout the 

United States shifted their attention away from providing comfort to the troops and 

onto the plight of former slaves. Many members of Philadelphia’s African American 

community focused on raising money to be distributed among the newly freed slaves.  

The Hartford Daily Courant reported in 1865 that “Several colored women, 

representing a colored benevolent association in Philadelphia have gone to 

Washington for the purpose of disbursing $1,000, the proceeds of a fair recently held, 

among the different colored hospitals in that vicinity.”60 

 In an effort to instill the values of compassion and charity in the next 

generation, women such as Sarah Mapps Douglass used the Civil War and the plight 

of freed people as a lesson in benevolence for their students.  No doubt influenced by 

the views of Douglass, Philadelphia’s Institute for Colored Youth formed a 

Children’s Aid Association.  Children paid weekly dues of three cents, and combined 

that money with donations to provide clothing for orphans in Tennessee.  Not to be 

outdone, the children’s mothers formed the Mother’s Aid Association and promised 

to pay dues and contribute sewing to benefit freed people.  Children gained public 

accolades for their efforts, and in the case of Edith Webb, these contributions became 

a springboard for future benevolent endeavors.  She was recognized during the war 

for raising ten dollars on behalf of the Freedman’s Relief Association, and as an adult 

she participated in the First Presbyterian Church’s Ladies of the Sinking Fund.   

Teachers and parents provided an important link in the generational transfer of 
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values, by teaching African American children the necessity of self-help, charity, and 

activism on behalf of the less fortunate members of their race.61 

 Segregation and discrimination in Philadelphia extended to all aspects of life 

and the black community bristled at the many insults they were forced to endure.  

Sarah Forten, in letters to her friend Angelina Grimke, admitted that her family often 

took steps to avoid confrontation with white Philadelphians.  Rather than face 

humiliation and awkwardness, they often only attended events that were clearly open 

to all. Most egregious was the daily insult citizens faced when attempting to secure 

transportation.  Eleven of the nineteen streetcar companies refused to allow African 

Americans to ride in any capacity, while the remaining eight only allowed them to 

ride standing on the exposed platform with the driver.62    

 Emboldened by the prospect of equal rights, African Americans challenged 

the streetcar companies during the Civil War in an attempt to end discrimination.  In 

1861 when a man sued to recover compensation for injuries sustained when a 

conductor forcibly ejected him from a streetcar.  However, he remarked that African 

Americans were excluded from “our theatres, our schools, our lecture-rooms, our 

churches…  in all places where men congregate in public or private, for the 

transaction of business in common or for enjoyment” before denying the claim.63 

Outraged by the decision, the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society protested 
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that it was “an illustration of the hypocrisy of a people calling themselves democratic 

and Christian.”64 

 No situation underscored this hypocrisy of streetcar segregation more than the 

plight of African American soldiers stationed at Camp William Penn.  Located on the 

outskirts of Philadelphia, the majority of the streetcar companies that serviced the 

camp did not allow African Americans to ride.  A letter to the editor of the 

Philadelphia Press recounted this injustice when it noted that, “These ladies, 

whenever they desire to visit their brethren at the hospitals, either to minister to their 

wants or attend them when they are dying are constrained to pay for carriage hire, at 

an expense of six or seven dollars.”65  Again the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery 

Society protested: 

Our colored population promptly responded to the call 
for men to drive back the revel invaders of 
Pennsylvania; they go willingly in the face of death, 
and worse than death, to bear their part in the fierce 
struggle for the Nation’s life. Is it thus that Philadelphia 
should requite them?66 

 

Despite their willingness to fight for the Union army, African American soldiers were 

denied service or forcibly ejected by conductors time after time.  
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  As the war concluded, women faced more than just segregation as the mood 

on Philadelphia’s streetcars became increasingly violent.  In 1864, the Philadelphia 

Female Anti-Slavery Society organized to exert economic pressure on the railways 

when they voted to boycott the streetcars until they were desegregated. African 

American members, such as Harriet Purvis kept the society informed and vented her 

frustration, “she felt in coming out how useless was all the applause when she could 

not be allowed, weary as she was to take a seat in the cars.”67  While the society was 

unable to place adequate economic pressure on the company, individual women 

succeeded in challenging the practice by using legal suits. In 1865, a Philadelphia 

woman successfully sued a conductor who had violently ejected her from a streetcar.  

After being told, “that no niggers were allowed to ride on that line,” she was beaten, 

kicked, and thrown from the car. The jury found in favor of the woman, and awarded 

her $50 in damages.  Two years later on March 23, 1867, Governor John White Geary 

signed the bill that officially ended discrimination on Philadelphia’s streetcars.68 

 The first official test of the new law occurred just two days later when Miss 

Caroline V. LeCount, a local teacher, was rudely denied transport on a local street 

car.  When she signaled for the car, the conductor kept going and shouted, “We don’t 

allow niggers to ride.” Armed with a copy of the recent legislation, LeCount reported 

the incident to the local magistrate who had the conductor arrested and fined $100.  
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While the streetcar battle was won, there were many more fights looming on the 

horizon.  For example, issues of equal suffrage and the desegregation of public 

schools would provide ample challenges for the next generation of activists. 69  

 Regaining the franchise continued to be of great concern to Philadelphia’s 

elite African American community. Both African Americans and women argued that 

a constitutional amendment guaranteeing suffrage was an integral step to protecting 

the rights of each group.  In supporting the call for universal suffrage African 

American women found themselves fighting both white women and African 

American men for representation in new organizations.  Harriet Forten Purvis served 

on the executive committee of two suffrage groups that were founded in 1866; the 

local interracial Philadelphia Suffrage Association; and the national American Equal 

Rights Association (AERA). Hattie Purvis Jr. and Francis Ellen Watkins Harper also 

attended the National Women’s Rights Convention meeting in 1866 where the AERA 

was founded.  Harper spoke passionately at the meeting on behalf of universal 

suffrage.70  Her oft-quoted statement, “we are all bound up together in one great 

bundle of humanity” is only one facet of her speech that day.  In strong language 

Harper argued that “I do not believe that giving the woman the ballot is immediately 
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going to cure all the ills of life.  I do not believe that white women are dew-drops just 

exhaled from the skies. I think that like men they may be divided into three classes, 

the good, the bad and the indifferent.”   She also challenged the white women in the 

audience by declaring, “You white women speak here of rights.  I speak of wrongs.”71  

Harper concluded her speech by recalling the deeds of the men of the African 

American Louisiana Second regiment who lost two-thirds of its number in battle and 

the valiant efforts of Harriet Tubman during the war. Despite their sacrifice for the 

Union cause, none of these African Americans could vote nor even ride the streetcars 

in Philadelphia.  A believer in universal suffrage, Harper challenged attempts by 

white women to privilege woman suffrage over suffrage for African Americans.72  

 Pragmatically realizing that Congress was not amenable to extending the 

franchise to both African Americans and women, Harper, like many other women 

was forced to take sides. When the AERA split into two organizations, the National 

Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) and the American Woman Suffrage 

Association (AWSA), Harper joined the AWSA which appealed to her focus not only 

on suffrage but on broader reform issues such as temperance and allowed both male 

and female members. Hattie Purvis Jr. chose to affiliate with the NWSA and between 
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1883 and 1890 served as a delegate from Pennsylvania.  Purvis also remained active 

in Pennsylvania organizations, where she served as a member of the executive 

committee of the Pennsylvania Woman Suffrage Association in 1884. While Purvis 

and Harper attempted to play an active role in the suffrage movement, their efforts 

were limited due to the reluctance of white suffragettes to share power with African 

American leaders.73  

 While some African American women continued to fight for the franchise, 

African American men in Philadelphia regained the right to vote on March 30, 1870 

when three-fourths of the states ratified the Fifteenth Amendment.  Though African 

American men were elated over regaining the vote for the first time since 1838, the 

franchise did not immediately translate into political power. Far from being a panacea 

for the ills of the African American community, voting rights became a flashpoint for 

racial tensions within the city. Following a celebration of the passage of the Fifteenth 

Amendment in April 1870, African American men, women and children were stoned 

and shot at by whites on their way home.  African American men faced similar 

hurdles when they tried to register to vote.  In the seventh ward, African American 

men were required by local voting officials to “have two white citizens vouch for 

their qualifications before they were permitted to register.”  Despite minor 
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disruptions, and with the assistance of a company of Marines in place to keep order, 

Election Day 1870 passed with minimal controversy. 74  

 1871 proved to be a deadly lesson in electoral politics for Philadelphia’s 

African American community. Given the hotly contested races, the Republican Party 

made a concerted effort to register and secure the votes of African Americans and due 

to their loyalty to the party, allowed them to vote on election day.  While the 

Republican Party did little to expand the rights of African Americans or foster 

equality in politics, they did protect the rights African Americans had won.75  

Democrats did everything in their power to intimidate voters, including paying 

ruffians to harass voters.  This harassment touched off race riots which occurred in 

the city’s fourth, fifth, seventh, sixteenth and seventeenth wards on Election Day.  

Scores of African Americans were wounded and three men were killed, including the 

young radical Octavius V. Catto.  A Civil War veteran, Catto was the head of the 

Boy’s Department at the Institute for Colored Youth when he was gunned down by a 

mob on his way to the polls. Catto had been a rising star within the African American 

community and was one half of Philadelphia’s most promising political couples.  His 

fiancée, Caroline V. LeCount, was a fellow teacher at the Institute for Colored Youth 

and was the woman who successfully lodged a complaint against a streetcar 

                                                           
74 Edward Price, “The Black Voting Rights Issue in Pennsylvania, 1780-

1900,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 100, no. 3 (July 1976): 368. 
 
75 Andrew Diemer, “Reconstructing Philadelphia: African Americans and 

Politics in the Post-Civil War North,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and 
Biography 133, no. 1 (January 2009): 29-59. 

 



 

45

conductor that led to his arrest. She paid a heavy price for the couple’s activism on 

the night of October 10th, 1871, as she again returned to the local police station, this 

time to identify the body of her fiancée.76  For the rest of the century LeCount 

focused her aspirations on her pupils, and spent the next forty-six years as a teacher at 

the Philadelphia Institute for Colored Youth.77 She was not alone in adopting this 

strategy as many of Philadelphia’s leaders during the late nineteenth century focused 

on organization building and utilization of the press to refute attacks on the African 

American community instead of engaging in political protest to secure equal rights 

and treatment for African Americans. 

 Philadelphia’s Institute for Colored Youth fostered a generation of activists in 

the post war period.   One of the most influential African American women in 

Philadelphia during this era was Fanny Jackson Coppin, who was appointed principal 

of the school in 1869. Although she had been born a slave, she became a tireless 

advocate of both the liberal arts and industrial education for African Americans.  

During her career, Coppin assumed many roles: journalist, feminist, missionary, and 

reformer. Her most important role was that of educator.   At a testimonial celebration 

before her trip to South Africa in 1902, she admitted to the gathering that she always 

had two schools- the Institute for Colored Youth and Philadelphia’s black 

community. Upon her death in January of 1913, an overflow crowd of thousands 
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stood outside Bethel AME church in Philadelphia to attend the four-hour funeral 

service, a testament to her success as an educator, politician and social reformer.78 

 Coppin’s educational career began at Oberlin College, where she founded a 

night school and volunteered to teach basic reading and writing skills to newly freed 

slaves.  After her graduation from Oberlin in 1865, she was appointed in 1869 as 

Principal of the Woman’s Department of the Institute for Colored Youth, the most 

prestigious high school for African Americans in Philadelphia. At age eighteen, 

Jackson was poised to become a leader in the field of education and an influential 

member of Philadelphia’s African American community.79  

 Jackson’s appointment was not without controversy as some questioned the 

acceptability of a female leading a coeducational institution.  Octavius V. Catto, a 

faculty member, coveted the job of principal and protested Jackson’s appointment by 

threatening to resign. The all-Quaker Board of Managers supported Jackson, noting 

that she was even more qualified than the previous principal, Ebenezer Bassett, who 

had left his position to accept an appointment as United States minister to Haiti. Not 

willing to lose the dynamic young teacher, the Board soothed Catto’s ego by reducing 

his teaching load and appointing him the head of the boy’s department.  Despite her 
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impressive qualifications and four years worth of glowing recommendations from her 

students, Jackson was still forced to endure sexist challenges from as small portion of 

her male colleagues.80 

 Due to her success in Philadelphia, Jackson was a highly sought after public 

speaker.  Described as a powerful orator, one of her contemporaries noted that “Her 

appeals in behalf of the colored people of her city and country have been as direct, as 

soul-stirring, as eloquent as those by any man in the same behalf.”81 As Jackson 

generally spoke without notes, only descriptions of her speeches survive.  One 

example of Jackson’s vocal defense of African American rights was her participation 

in a mass meeting protesting the murder of Octavius V. Catto.  The only woman 

slated to speak at the gathering; she shared the stage with such prominent 

Philadelphians as Robert Purvis, Reverend Benjamin Tucker Tanner, William Forten 

and William Whipper.82  Jackson was a strong advocate of voting rights for both 
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African American men and women and often had an influential effect on public 

opinion.83 On one occasion, Jackson shared the platform with the mayor of 

Philadelphia.   After delivering a “soul stirring” speech, the mayor was so “touched 

by her earnestness and cultured mind that he purposely sought some means of 

showing his appreciation.”  He appointed Jackson as the first African American 

woman on Philadelphia’s Board of City Examiners for clerical officials.84 

Coppin’s oratorical prowess was well known throughout the United States.  

As part of the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago, Fanny Jackson Coppin was 

chosen as one of only six African American women to speak before the World’s 

Congress of Representative Women.85  Her remarks focused on education for African 

American women and the scholarly potential of her students.  

Our idea of getting an education did not come out of 
wanting to imitate any one whatever. It grew out of the 
uneasiness and the restlessness of the desires we felt 
within us; the desire to know, not just a little, but a 
great deal. We wanted to know how to calculate an 
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eclipse, to know what Hesiod and Livy thought; we 
wished to know the best thoughts of the best minds that 
lived with us; not merely to gain an honest livelihood, 
but from a God-given love of all that is beautiful and 
best, and because we thought we could do it.86 

 
While Coppin’s speeches tended to focus on education, she used these 

opportunities to simultaneously call for equal rights.  In an undated speech given at a 

Philadelphia Fair, Coppin called for equal employment of African Americans by local 

businesses. “We do not ask that anyone of our people shall be put into a position 

because he is a colored person, but we do most emphatically ask that he shall not be 

kept out of a position because he is a colored person.”87 Coppin’s skill as a public 

speaker was so well respected that T. Thomas Fortune, editor of the New York Age 

declared “her one of the two most powerful black women speakers in the country.”88 

Deemed by her contemporaries as the “grand old woman of the race” through her 

racial uplift activities, outspokenness, and political oratory she played a crucial role in 

launching the next generation of activists.89   
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 One of Fanny Jackson Coppin’s contemporaries in Philadelphia during the 

late nineteenth century was Gertrude E. H. Bustill Mossell, whose work as an 

educator and journalist inspired countless women to become more politically active. 

During the next three decades Bustill developed into one of Philadelphia’s most 

prominent African American women, becoming the next link in the generational 

chain of activism.90  

Encouraged by the publication of her graduation address in the Christian 

Recorder, Bustill found employment during the 1870s and early 1880s as an educator 

and a journalist.  She taught in public schools in Philadelphia and Camden, New 

Jersey and, as a journalist, wrote part time for the Philadelphia Echo and 

Philadelphia Independent. After her marriage to Dr. Nathan F. Mossell in 1883, 

Gertrude followed the accepted custom of the day and abandoned her career to take 

care of her growing family.91 Mossell’s decision to end her teaching career can be 

further understood when one takes into account the loss of her own mother at an early 

age and the death of two of her own children in infancy.  Despite these challenges, 

Mossell searched for a way to maintain the customary boundaries of married 

womanhood yet indulge her passion for education and express her activist spirit. 
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 This middle ground was created by Mossell in 1885 when she returned to her 

career as a journalist.  For the next fifteen years, Mossell wrote for a variety of 

newspapers and magazines, including the New York Freeman, New York Age, 

Indianapolis World, Woman’s Era, and Colored American Magazine. In addition to 

feature articles, Mossell dispensed advice to readers in columns categorized as part of 

the “Woman’s Department.” Most significant are the forty eight columns written 

between December, 1885 and March, 1887 for T. Thomas Fortune’s New York 

Freeman.   Beginning with her third column, each article began with the preface: 

“The aim of this column will be to promote true womanhood especially that of the 

African race….  All success progress or need of our women will be given prompt 

mention.”92  Though these columns often focused on childrearing and homemaking, 

Mossell endeavored to also celebrate the advances of African American womanhood. 

 Mossell skillfully utilized her column to agitate against segregation, promote 

the anti-lynching campaign, advocate woman’s suffrage and challenge her readers to 

become more active in politics. Through her columns she recounted her personal 

experiences with segregation in New Jersey, Maryland, and Delaware and questioned 

the accommodationist philosophy of Booker T. Washington. Having been shown to 

the back pews in a church, assigned to menial labor at a picnic, and insulted by a 

police officer, Mossell lamented that the local response to these injustices was, “…if 

you say anything, you will get in trouble.  We must bear these things here.” She 
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lamented this passive attitude toward segregation by declaring, “Always the cry of 

peace, peace, when there is no peace.  We live in the hope of developing a manhood 

and womanhood that will aim at a real and not a fictitious peace.”93   Booker T. 

Washington later discussed the negative feelings both Dr. and Mrs. Mossell had for 

him in a letter to T. Thomas Fortune. After being skewered in the press as “an 

apologist, a trimmer, and a traitor to his race” by Dr. Mossell, Washington credited 

Mrs. Mossell with the attack.  Washington asserted, “I think Mossell is inspired or led 

on largely by his wife.” 94 During her career Mossell was a vocal advocate of the anti-

lynching campaign and praised the more confrontational work of Ida B. Wells and 

Bishop Henry McNeal Turner.  

In the arena of politics, Mossell urged African Americans to avoid attaching 

themselves to one party, rather to support those individual politicians who supported 

civil rights for the race.  Mossell believed strongly in the power of politics to bring 

about reform and kept her readers informed about campaigns throughout the nation. 

At times she utilized biting humor to challenge government tactics. In noting the 

Attorney General of Minnesota’s decision to allow women to organize burial 

societies, Mossell quipped, “This will hold unless the opposition declares them angels 

and that therefore they do not need burial.”95  Mossell not only wrote about activism 
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but as one half of an activist couple, encouraged her children to do the same. Her 

husband, Dr. Nathan Mossell, was a prominent politician in Philadelphia and was one 

of the first African American men to formally break from the Republican Party.  Her 

daughter, Mary “Mazie” Campbell Mossell Griffin became an outspoken politician in 

her own right during the 1920s and 1930s.96 

Keenly aware that the limits society placed upon both herself and her 

daughters, Gertrude Bustill Mossell’s writings often reflected her feminist beliefs. 

Ever believing that motherhood was the greatest calling, she championed greater 

recognition of the demanding work of housewifery and argued that, “A pedometer 

should be fastened to the tired mother and the household made to read the result.”97 

Though her feminism might be questioned because she signed her columns “Mrs. 

N.F. Mossell” or “N.F. Mossell,” as explained by Joanne Braxton, "By this strategy 

of public modesty, the author signaled her intention to defend and celebrate black 

womanhood without disrupting the delicate balance of black male-female relations or 

challenging masculine authority."98   Mossell realized the constraints of societal 

norms and skillfully maintained a balance between accommodationist tactics and 

challenging gendered boundaries. In 1894 Mossell expanded her journalistic 

repertoire to include the book, The Work of the Afro-American Woman. A celebration 

                                                           
96 Philadelphia Tribune, September 10, 1921 and Chicago Defender, August 

16, 1924. See chapter three for an examination of Mazie Mossell Griffin’s political 
career. 

97 Indianapolis World, August 6, 1892. 
 
98 Joanne Braxton, introduction to The Work of the Afro-American Woman, by 

Mrs. N. F. Mossell (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), xxviii. 
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of African American women, this work recounted her foremothers successful 

contributions to the race and detailed their progress in a variety of occupations. In 

addition to enumerating these achievements, Mossell included essays on “Our Afro-

American Representatives at the World’s Fair” and a collection of her poetry. She 

also published a children’s book Little Dansie’s One Day at Sabbath School in 

1902.99 

An ardent advocate of woman’s suffrage, Mossell used her column to dispute 

the perceived notion that women’s active participation in politics somehow 

masculinized women and made them unfit for marriage.  A member of the Sojourner 

Truth Suffrage League, from her very first column, Mossell displayed her unabashed 

support for equal suffrage.  In this column she lauded Senator Henry W. Blair of New 

Hampshire who introduced a motion calling for women’s suffrage in the United 

States Senate, and presented a reading list for women that included The History of 

Women’s Rights and The Subjection of Women by John Stuart Mill. Refuting the 

claim that political activity made women “ineligible in the matrimonial field” Mossell 

encouraged her female readers by declaring “fear not, but wade boldly, solemnly 

in.”100 

                                                           
99 Jean Fagan Yellin and Cynthia D. Bond, The Pen is Ours: A Listing of 
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100 The New York Freeman, December 26, 1885; James Lawrence Nichols, 

William Henry Crogman and John William Gibson, Progress of a Race, (1920; repr., 
New York: Arno Press, 1969), 414.  
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Gertrude Bustill Mossell backed up her words with deeds by combining 

family life with an active career in public service. In 1899, she played an instrumental 

role in organizing the Philadelphia branch of the National Afro-American Council, 

the forerunner of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.  

Listed among the goals of the organization were the commitments to ending lynching, 

challenging laws meant to oppress African Americans, prison reform, supporting 

migration from the South, the support of industrial and higher education, promoting 

business development among the race, and the moral elevation of the African 

American population.  As an organization, the Afro-American Council echoed the life 

work of Mossell in focusing its efforts on challenging racism while maintaining a 

strong focus on racial uplift.101   

By the turn of the century, Mossell’s journalism career began to lose 

momentum. Not one to rest on her laurels, Mossell focused her energies instead in the 

arena of social reform, dedicating her considerable talents and time to the Frederick 

Douglass Memorial Hospital which had been founded by her husband in 1895.  A 

skilful fundraiser, Mossell raised over forty thousand dollars toward the hospital’s 

considerable expenses. The hospital also housed a nursing school, a program which 

Mossell advocated throughout her lifetime. Mossell showed great tenacity when 

fundraising, soliciting both wealthy industrialists like Henry Phipps and Andrew 
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Carnegie and the local population through rummage sales and bicycle races.102 Her 

support of the hospital indicates a both a sensitivity to the needs of Philadelphia’s 

growing African American community who were denied admittance to the local 

white hospitals and strong support for her husband’s livelihood. 

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century Mossell remained 

active in politics and benevolence through her support of a variety of local 

organizations.  Along with Fanny Jackson Coppin, Mossell was one of the leading 

figures in the growth and development of the women’s club movement. This club 

movement included both African American and white women who responded to the 

pressures of the Progressive era through organizations based on self improvement, 

suffrage, reform, temperance, and benevolence.  The three major women’s 

organizations, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), the National 

American Woman Suffrage Association, and the General Federation of Women’s 

Clubs refused to allow African American women equal membership and 

opportunities for advancement when faced with protests by southern white women. 

Mazie Mossell Griffin, daughter of Gertrude Bustill Mossell later wrote about this 

period in the official newsletter of the National Association of Club Women, 

declaring that African American women, “fought a courageous battle empty-

handed—hindered and hedged by proscribed laws and race prejudice born of a 

previous condition, and opposed at every step by the sharpest competition of their 
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white sisters.  But they forged ahead with sheer fortitude.”103 Building on the strong 

tradition of benevolent and literary societies, women in Chicago, New York, Boston, 

Philadelphia, and Washington, D.C formed local organizations based on reform, 

benevolence, and social uplift to address the needs of the African American 

community. 

By 1896 two national organizations existed, the National Federation of Afro-

American Women and the National League of Colored Women.  The rivalry between 

these two groups was palpable, as both held their national conventions in 

Washington, D.C. during the same month and competed for delegates.  The 

convention of the National League was held at the Fifteenth Street Presbyterian 

Church pastored by Francis Grimke, husband of former Philadelphian Charlotte 

Forten Grimke.104   Realizing that the rivalry between the two organizations was 

hampering their efforts, the two organizations formed a committee to discuss a 

                                                           
103 Mazie Mossell Griffin, “Early History of Afro-American Women,” 

National Notes, (March-April 1947): 7. 
 
104Many prominent women from Philadelphia spoke on a variety of topics, 

including Florence A. Lewis on journalism as a career, Dr. Rebecca J. Cole a 
graduate of the Women’s Medical College of Pennsylvania on “general race issues” 
and Julia F. Jones, descendent of Absalom Jones and instructor at the Institute of 
Colored Youth, spoke on establishing day nurseries.  Fanny Jackson Coppin spoke on 
“The Necessity of Training for the Elevation and Improvement of Domestic Service” 
at the convention of the National Federation of Afro-American Women and Frances 
Ellen Watkins Harper spoke on “The Ideal Home.” “Uniting Their Forces,” 
Washington Post, July 22, 1896. For biographical information on Julia F. Jones see 
Fannie Jackson Coppin, Reminiscences of School Life, and Hints on Teaching 
(Philadelphia, Pa.: A.M.E. Book Concern, 1913), 171-172. 

 



 

58

merger.  Julia F. Jones of Philadelphia was a member of this fourteen person 

committee that created the National Association of Colored Women.105 

Sixty one women braved an epidemic fever outbreak in Nashville, Tennessee 

to attend the first national meeting held in September, 1897.  These delegates faced 

the formidable task of breaking down previous alliances while establishing the 

structure of the new organization. The members elected officers and adopted a 

constitution, including a preamble which emphasized  “the need of united and 

systematic effort, and hoping to furnish evidence of the moral, mental, and material 

progress made by people of color though the efforts of our women.” The first slate of 

officers for the NACW provides a veritable “Who’s Who” among African American 

women in the late nineteenth century. Taking their place with luminaries such as 

Mary Church Terrell, Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, and Victoria Earle Mathews; 

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper and Fanny Jackson Coppin were both elected as vice 

presidents of the organization.  Their election marked the apex of power for 

Philadelphians in club work on the national level, as no woman from Philadelphia 

was elected to national office in the NACW for the next two decades. This gap can be 

explained by a generational shift in leadership.  At the turn of the century both  

                                                           
105 Davis, Lifting as they Climb, 37.  Julia F. Jones was also active in 

supporting the African American community through her work as the President of the 
Women’s Union Day Nursery. The Union Day Nursery had the distinction of being 
the only Day Nursery in Philadelphia for African American children with an all black 
board of directors. Jones presented a paper on “How to Start a Colored Nursery” at 
the NACW general meeting in 1900. Elizabeth Rose, A Mother’s Job: The History of 
Day Care 1890-1960 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 38-39. 
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Frances Ellen Watkins Harper and Fanny Jackson Coppin were nearing the final 

decade of their lives.  Though Gertrude Bustill Mossell is recorded as nominating 

Josephine Silone Yates to be the second president of the NACW; she was never 

elected to a leadership role in the organization.106    

As this first generation of club movement leaders began to exit the national 

stage, a new generation emerged.  In the next two decades, women such as Sarah 

Willie Layten, Mazie Mossell Griffin, Ruth Bennett, and Addie W. Dickerson 

achieved national prominence in part for their efforts with the NACW.   Layten, a 

prominent leader in the National Baptist Convention and secretary of the Philadelphia 

Association for the Protection of Colored Women, led a symposium on “Our 

Working Girls” at the Sixth Biennial of the NACW held in Brooklyn in 1908.  Mazie 

Mossell Griffin was active in the suffrage movement, led the NACW fight for an anti-

lynching bill in Pennsylvania and much like her mother, was an accomplished 

journalist, writing for the Philadelphia Tribune and Chicago Defender. By 1918 

Philadelphia again had two representatives on the national NACW board when Ruth 

Bennett of Chester, who organized the Philadelphia City Federation of Negro 

Women’s Clubs, was elected national organizer of the NACW and Addie W. 

Dickerson was elected auditor.  The torch was passed to the next generation of  

Philadelphia’s African American women as they honed their leadership skills in the  
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local, regional and national branches of the NACW.107  

The nineteenth and early twentieth century was a time of frustratingly slow 

progress for Philadelphia’s African American women.  Initially buoyed by their 

achievements in the abolitionist movement and the hope of greater equality, African 

Americans soon discovered that despite their sacrifices change was not forthcoming. 

Discriminated against by the military, local governments, and civilian relief efforts, 

Philadelphia’s African American community turned inward to time-tested means of 

protest.  Women formed organizations, held fundraisers, utilized the press to gain 

sympathy, and used local courts in an effort to provide for both African American 

soldiers and newly freed slaves and to combat racism within the community.  They 

agitated for the vote but were denied the franchise when the Fifteenth Amendment 

limited suffrage to African American males.   

Despite these setbacks and lacking the franchise, African American women 

persevered and created alternate power bases within the community.  Women realized 

the relative impotence of African American voters in Philadelphia politics during the 

late nineteenth century, so they focused their energies on self-help and reform 

organizations to meet some of the needs of the community. The growth of the club 

movement gave African American women a venue in which to hone their 

organization skills, press for equal rights, focus on uplift, and study economic and 

                                                           
107“Hundreds of Citizens Gather in Shiloh Baptist Church at a Testimonial 

Reception,” Philadelphia Tribune, April 24, 1915; “Asbury’s Equal Rights Bill Gets 
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political issues central to the African American community.  Through leadership in 

institutions such as the Frederick Douglass Memorial Hospital, the Institute for 

Colored Youth, and the Philadelphia Home for Aged and Infirmed Colored People, 

African American women were able to address some of the social service needs of the 

community and future generations more effectively than working through local 

government.  While these organizations and individuals were unable to provide equal 

access to employment, segregation, and full civil rights for the African American 

community, the schools, hospitals, and rest homes they created and supported 

attempted to address the lack of facilities available for African Americans.  

Not content to focus only on the needs of the race in Philadelphia, women 

such as Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, Fanny Jackson Coppin, and Gertrude Bustill 

Mossell sought to interact with leading African American women throughout the 

nation. Mossell and Frances Ellen Watkins Harper effectively used the press and 

popular literature to address a national audience, provide a strong feminist voice, 

encourage self-help and social uplift, and celebrate the achievements of African 

American women.  Through membership in national organizations such as the 

National Association of Colored Women and the Women’s Christian Temperance 

Union, Philadelphia’s women were able to develop leadership skills, forge important 

bonds with activists across the nation, and share strategies of resistance to both racism 

and sexism. These lessons proved invaluable in the early twentieth century as the next 

generation of activists continued to fight for suffrage and formally entered party 

politics.  Heeding the words of Gertrude Bustill Mossell written years before, women 
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like her daughter, Mazie Mossell Griffin sought to “wade boldly, solemnly in” to the 

myriad of challenges facing African American women in the early twentieth 

century.108 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

WOMAN’S SUFFRAGE, THE ELECTION OF 1920 AND THE PHILADELPHIA 
TRIBUNE: FIGHTING FOR A PLACE IN POLITICS BETWEEN 1910 AND 1920 
  

 During the second decade of the twentieth century, African American women 

faced a shifting political landscape as the twin forces of the Great Migration and the 

revitalized woman suffrage movement created both new opportunities and new 

challenges.  During the late 1800’s African American women developed a strong 

organizational network based on gender and race to combat exclusion from white 

women’s organizations, challenge the negative stereotypes of African Americans in 

the white press, and work for the general uplift of the African American community.  

Through organizations such as the NACW and skillful utilization of the growing 

African American press, African American women helped create an alternative public 

sphere that emphasized racial uplift, community consciousness, and a firm 

commitment to greater equality in all areas of life.  An additional hurdle was the flood 

of African Americans into Philadelphia from the South as part of the Great Migration 

created both burdens and opportunities for the African American community.1  

Existing support networks were taxed beyond their meager resources as new migrants 

found greater political and social freedom, but limited economic opportunity.  From a 

political perspective the Great Migration led to a high concentration of African 

                                                           
1 Between 1900 and 1920 the black population swelled from 62,613 to 

134,224, a change of 114.4%  United States Census Reports 1900-1920 cited in V.P. 
Franklin, “‘Voice of the Black Community’: The Philadelphia Tribune, 1912-41,” 
Pennsylvania History 51, no. 4 (October 1984): 265.  
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Americans in a small number of South Philadelphia wards, a situation which lent 

weight to African American demands for increased representation in local and state 

government. 

 This demographic change throughout the North also impacted the renewed 

fight for woman suffrage. Since the inception of the movement, African American 

women fought unsuccessfully for a greater role in the struggle for the franchise.  

Racism and the fear of increased African American voting strength hampered any 

attempt to create solidarity among black and white pro-suffrage forces.  Elite men of 

both races rallied against the suffrage movement, as they feared the potential 

upheaval created by the broadening of the franchise.  Through public appearances and 

the African American press, women fought against the rhetoric that portrayed 

potential African American women voters as unfit for the franchise and a danger to 

gendered notions of women’s proper role in society.   In this tumultuous arena, 

Philadelphia’s African American women debated with African American men to 

justify their own right to the franchise and unsuccessfully pressed white women for 

an even larger role in the woman’s suffrage movement.2  

 Though women won the right to vote in 1920 with the passage of the 

Nineteenth Amendment, African American women realized that the franchise was not 

a panacea for the community’s problems. African American women were active in 

                                                           
2 The activities of African American women such as Ardly Smith, Elizabeth 

Cain, Sarah Willie Layten, and Addie Dickerson and African American men such as 
the editors of the Philadelphia Tribune will be discussed in greater detail in this 
chapter.  
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Philadelphia politics long before women were granted formal suffrage, but their 

potential political power was muted by the strength of the Philadelphia Republican 

political machine.  During the 1920 election African American women realized that 

they would have to fight both sexism and racism as they struggled to gain a voice in 

partisan politics.3  The lessons of the Progressive Era served them well, as African 

                                                           
3 While the historiography of white women and their push for political 

enfranchisement is vast, much less attention has been paid to African American 
women and their actions during the period examined in this chapter.  The most 
important work focusing on African American women in the suffrage movement is 
Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, African American Women in the Struggle for the Vote, 1850-
1920 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988) which is based on her doctoral 
dissertation.  In this path breaking study, Terborg-Penn focuses on the dual fight 
against racism and sexism faced by African American women and the challenges they 
faced in attaining leadership positions. On a broader scale, individual contributors to 
African American Women and the Vote 1837-1965, edited by Ann D. Gordon with 
Bettye Collier Thomas…[et. al.]   (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 
1997) examine the roles of various women and organizations throughout the fight for 
the franchise and in the post suffrage era.   

 
 Rosalyn Terborg-Penn has also published a number of important 

articles on African American women’s political activity during the suffrage 
movement and in the post suffrage era. These articles include “The Politics of the 
Anti-Woman Suffrage Agenda: African Americans Respond to Conservatism,” in 
Dimensions of Black Conservatism: Made in America, eds. Gayle T. Tate and Lewis 
A. Randolph (New York: Palgrave, 2002) and “Discontented Black Feminists: 
Prelude and Postscript to the Passage of the Nineteenth Amendment,” in Decades of 
Discontent: The Women’s Movement, 1920-1940, eds. Lois Scharf and Joan Jensen 
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1983). 

 
 For a view of the suffrage movement in Chicago, see Wanda A. 

Hendricks, Gender Race and Politics in the Midwest: Black Club Women in Illinois 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998); “African American Women as 
Political Constituents in Chicago, 1913-1915,” in We Have Come to Stay: American 
Women and Political Parties, eds. Melanie Gustafson, Kristie Miller and Elisabeth 
Israels Perry (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1999); “Ida B Wells-
Barnett and the Alpha Suffrage Club of Chicago,” in One Woman, One Vote: 
Rediscovering the Woman Suffrage Movement, ed. Marjorie Spruill Wheeler 
(Troutdale, Ore.: New Sage Press, 1995).  
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American women established a tenuous foothold in Philadelphia politics by building 

on pre-existing networks of church and clubwomen.  Though their victories were few, 

African American women successfully established a stronger foothold in Philadelphia 

politics and challenged white women for a greater role in organizational reform.  

 1910 not only signaled the beginning of a new decade, but a renewed effort to 

gain the passage of a woman suffrage amendment in Pennsylvania. Before 1910 there 

were no organizational headquarters and no salaried workers in Pennsylvania, and the 

woman’s suffrage movement focused on educational work that consisted of “holding 

meetings, writing newspaper and magazine articles, and distributing literature.”4 The 

formal suffrage campaign during the state blitz phase in Pennsylvania (1910-1918) 

can be characterized as chaotic and turbulent. Two national suffrage organizations 

fought for the attention of Philadelphia’s male voters and each advocated a different 

strategy. The National American Woman Suffrage Association, led by Anna Howard 

Shaw and Carrie Chapman Catt, focused its energy on securing legislation on a state 

by state basis to gain passage of the federal amendment.  The newly formed 

                                                                                                                                                                      
On the local level, George E. Simpson’s study, “Race Relations and the 

Philadelphia Press,” determined that the attitude of the white press in Philadelphia 
toward African Americans between 1900 and 1930 can best be described as 
indifference. George E. Simpson, “Race Relations and the Philadelphia Press,” The 
Journal of Negro Education 6, no. 4 (October 1937).  The major African American 
newspaper during this period was the Philadelphia Tribune, but the archives of the 
paper from 1884 to 1911 were destroyed in a fire. Unfortunately, the best resource for 
gleaning evidence of women’s activity during this time literally went up in smoke.  

 
4 Jennie Bradley Roessing, “The Equal Suffrage Campaign in Pennsylvania,” 

Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 56 (November, 
1914), 154. 

 



 

67

Congressional Union, led by the more militant Alice Paul, centered its attention 

exclusively on gaining passage of a federal amendment for female suffrage.5  In 

addition to this philosophical split, women in Pennsylvania were also divided by 

geographic regions.  Elite white women in Philadelphia and Pittsburgh spent much of 

their energy vying for control of the Pennsylvania Woman Suffrage Association.6 

Amid this chaotic scene Philadelphia’s African women struggled for a larger role in 

the movement.  The path was not easy as they continually experienced both the 

                                                           
5  For a discussion of the split between NAWSA and the Congressional Union 

see Eleanor Flexner, Century of Struggle: The Woman’s Rights Movement in the 
United States, enlarged edition (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996); 
Aileen S. Kraditor, The Ideas of the Woman Suffrage Movement, 1890-1920 (New 
York: W.W. Norton and Co., 1981); Ellen Carol DuBois, Woman Suffrage and 
Women’s Rights (New York: New York University Press, 1998).  Invaluable to any 
study of the woman suffrage movement is the six volume History of Woman Suffrage 
compiled by members of the movement between 1887 and 1922.  David Morgan, 
Suffragists and Democrats: The Politics of Woman Suffrage in America (Michigan: 
Michigan State University Press, 1972) provides an excellent discussion of the 
suffrage campaign on the congressional level.  For a recent overview of woman 
suffrage historiography see Kathryn Kish Sklar, “Reinventing Woman Suffrage,” 
Reviews in American History 27, no. 2 (June 1999): 243-249. 

 
6 To date there is no published scholarly examination of the woman suffrage 

movement in Pennsylvania.  One brief contemporary article written by the President 
of the Pennsylvania Woman Suffrage Association exists; see Jennie Bradley 
Roessing, “The Equal Suffrage Campaign in Pennsylvania,” Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science, 56, (November, 1914): 153-160. There is 
also one dissertation, see Henrietta Louise Krone, “Dauntless Women: The Story of 
the Woman Suffrage Movement in Pennsylvania 1910-1920” (PhD diss., University 
of Pennsylvania, 1946).  It is also clear that at least one source of evidence for 
African American women’s activity in the suffrage movement between 1880 and 
1810 has been destroyed. The official records of the various suffrage organizations 
yield little information on the role of African American women in the movement.  In 
her national study of African American women in the suffrage movement, Rosalyn 
Terborg-Penn examined the concerted effort to downplay or ignore the role that these 
women played in the official history of the movement.    
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racism of white suffrage leaders and the sexism of more conservative African 

American males. 

 Unfortunately, much of the evidence of African American women’s 

participation in the suffrage movement has been lost.  Copies of the Philadelphia 

Tribune survive from 1912 onward, and this coincides with the rejuvenation of the 

suffrage movement in Pennsylvania. One example of the scant amount of information 

available about African American women in the suffrage movement is a brief article 

found in the Tribune. In March 1912, the front page of the Tribune carries an article 

describing a suffrage meeting held at the Cherry Memorial Baptist Church.   Miss 

Ardly Smith, a prominent African American teacher, opened the meeting with a talk 

on “the progress the colored women have made and how the desire for suffrage had 

interested all educated colored women.”  Miss Mary Winsor, president of the 

Pennsylvania Limited Suffrage Association then addressed the audience though no 

record of her remarks has survived.7 Despite the limited record of this event, the 

meeting at the Cherry Memorial Baptist Church provides a degree of insight into both 

the challenges faced by African American suffragettes and their strategies of 

resistance.  

 Since the colonial period, the African American church provided a strong 

foundation for Philadelphia’s black community.  The church afforded African 

American women a degree of power and status within the black community, as they 

                                                           
7 “Suffrage Meeting in Baptist Church,” Philadelphia Tribune, March 2, 1912.  

The Philadelphia Inquirer did not report on this meeting and there are no extant 
records of the Pennsylvania Limited Suffrage Association. 
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used church based organizations to care for the community and capitalized on their 

position as “mothers of the church” to influence public opinion.8  As a school teacher, 

Smith was part of the emerging middle class in the African American community.  

Her employment afforded her a degree of status and economic stability unavailable to 

many new migrants to Philadelphia.9 In noting that “all educated colored women” 

were interested in the suffrage movement, Smith sought to reemphasize the 

importance of education to the entire African American community and assure white 

voters that African American women were adequately prepared for and able to 

intelligently exercise the franchise.  The public presence and pro-suffrage efforts of 

women such as Ardley Smith provided a powerful counter-argument to the racist 

arguments against women’s suffrage.  

 The challenges faced by black suffragettes are also evidenced in the popular 

culture of the day, specifically the burgeoning motion picture industry.   During the 

1910’s, North Philadelphia was home to Lubin Studios, one of the largest and most 

technologically advanced film studios of the era.  An immigrant from Breslau in 

                                                           
8  For a broader discussion of the role of women in the African American 

church see Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent: The Women’s 
Movement in the Black Baptist Church, 1880-1920 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1993) and  Erica Armstrong Dunbar, A Fragile Freedom: African 
American Women and Emancipation in the Antebellum City (Hartford, Conn.: Yale 
University Press, 2008). 

 
9 According to the 1900 Federal Census, Ardley Smith was born in 

Pennsylvania in 1875 and was employed as a schoolteacher.  She lived on 3rd Street 
near Walnut in a predominately African American section of the city. Smith lived 
with her widowed mother, Mary S. Smith who was born in Pennsylvania in 1854, and 
was employed as a janitress.  1900 United States Federal Census, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, Philadelphia Ward 5, District 95.  
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Germany (now Poland), Siegmund Lubin staged reenactments of Spanish American 

War battles in Fairmount Park and produced a series of films that attempted to 

combat anti-Semitism.  His sense of justice did not apply to all as Lubin found his 

greatest success in exploiting ethnic stereotypes.  Lubin’s split-reel comedies 

included drunken, brawling Irishmen, sneaky and sex-starved Italians and Germans 

who were “beer-bloated dumbkopfs.”10 Most racist of all were the thirty “Colored 

Comedies” distributed by Lubin and produced by Arthur Hotaling.   With titles such 

The Zulu King, Rastas in Zululand and The Tale of a Chicken these racist films 

became a staple of the Lubin empire.11 

 The most tasteless of these racist comedies focuses on the political activity of 

African American women.  Coontown Suffragettes was released February 29, 1914, 

and marked the first cinematic appearance of the mammy stereotype.12  Though the 

                                                           
10 Joseph P. Eckhardt, The King of the Movies: Film Pioneer Siegmund Lubin 

(Cranbury, N.J.: Associated University Presses, 1997), 139 and Richard Alan Nelson, 
“Movie Mecca of the South: Jacksonville, Florida as an Early Rival to Hollywood,” 
Journal of Popular Film and Television 8, no. 3 (Fall 1980): 42. 

 
11 Film historian Donald Bogle notes that African Americans in these racial 

“comedies” were portrayed as “subhuman creatures good for nothing more than 
eating watermelons, stealing chickens, shooting crap, or butchering the English 
language.” Donald Bogle, Tom’s Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies and Bucks: An 
Interpretive History of Blacks in American Films (New York: Ballantine Books, 
1974), 8. 

 
12  The historical construction of the mammy stereotype and its use as an 

advertising tool is discussed in Maurice M. Manning’s Slave in a Box: The Strange 
Career of Aunt Jemima (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1998).  More 
recently, Micki McElya, Clinging to Mammy: The Faithful Slave in Twentieth-
Century America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2007) has built on 
Manning’s study to examine the real women behind the stereotypes. 
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film has not survived, the Philadelphia Public Library Film Collection houses a copy 

of the Lubin Films press release that includes a still shot from the film.   Coontown 

Suffragettes focused on the character of washerwoman Mandy Jackson and closely 

echoes Aristophanes’ Lysistrata.  According to the press release, after attending a 

white suffragette meeting, the washerwoman becomes determined to start a 

movement among African Americans.  Jackson and her recruits target the local gin 

mill and “each suffragette gets her husband and marches him out. The coon police are 

summoned but they are soon subdued.”  The women, described as “militant 

suffragettes” proclaim victory and put their husbands to work.   More egregious than 

the print description is the still photograph which shows women gathered around a 

speaker on a soapbox, holding placards with the slogans, “Make the Men Work,” 

“Votes for Women,” and “No More Work for US.” (Illustration 1)  

African American men are stereotypically portrayed in this short comedy as 

emasculated by the domineering masculinized suffragettes. The film threatened that if 

women persisted in the fight for suffrage, men would suffer and be forced to do the 

work of women.  By implying that African Americans as a race were unfit for 

suffrage, this film supported the Southern anti-suffrage rhetoric that extending the 

franchise to women, especially African American women, was dangerous because it 

might lead to the  re-enfranchisement of black men in the South.  As one anti-suffrage  
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Illustration 1: “Coontown Suffragettes,” The Lubin Bulletin 1, no. 28 (February 
1914). The image appears courtesy of the Philadelphia Free Library Film Collection. 
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woman warned the Georgia state legislature, passage of the woman suffrage meant, 

“Negro domination of the South.” 13 

 While this film provides a grossly exaggerated portrayal of the challenges 

faced by African American women, it does hint at some of the resistance felt by 

African American suffragettes in Philadelphia.14  Though many prominent local and 

national African American men supported the franchise for women, the conservative 

Philadelphia Tribune spouted anti-suffrage sentiments with regularity between 1912 

and 1920.15   

 During peak periods of suffrage activity, the editorial page contained weekly 

diatribes against woman suffrage on the grounds that it was a threat to the perceived 

                                                           
13 Quoted in Kenneth R. Johnson, “White Racial Attitudes as a Factor in the 

Arguments against the Nineteenth Amendment,” Phylon 31, no. 1 (First Quarter 
1970): 36. 

 
14 As a “short” attached to a feature film, there are no critical reviews of 

Coontown Suffragette in either the African American or white press.  As copies of the 
Philadelphia Tribune have not survived for 1914, there is no record of African 
American reaction to this short film.  

 
 15National African American leaders that supported women’s suffrage were 
W.E.B. DuBois, William Pickens, NAACP official and author; and Robert J. Terrell, 
husband of Mary Church Terrell. See “Dr. DuBois Speaks on Suffrage,” Philadelphia 
Tribune, 23 October 1915, p.1, William Pickens, “Votes for Colored Women,” 
Philadelphia Tribune, 14 February 1920, p. 5, and “Judge Terrell Speaks at YMCA,” 
Philadelphia Tribune, 30 October 1915, p. 5. 
 
 Among local men who supported women’s suffrage were Dr. Nathan F. 
Mossell, Reverend R. C. Jackson, Reverend E. W. Moore, and Mayor Rudolph 
Blankenburg (white).  Other men are listed as present at suffrage meetings and 
socials, but I am unable to ascertain their race. See “The Suffrage Parade,” 
Philadelphia Tribune, 8 May 1915, p. 2, “Judge Terrell Speaks at YMCA,” , 30 
October 1915, p. 5, “Editorial Page,” 23 March 1912, p. 4, and 17 May 1913, p. 7. 
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proper role of women as subservient homemakers.  The aforementioned March 1912 

cover story reporting on a suffrage meeting was paired with an editorial that noted 

that men were not being fed on time because “so many wives who attend[ed] the 

suffragist meeting at Cherry Memorial have just discovered they have higher duties 

than that of cooking for man.”16 

 Quick verbal jabs such as this abound on the editorial pages during this period 

as the editors sought to criticize the movement without offering justification for their 

opinions.17 In one instance, the editorial page reports on an address given by 

Philadelphia Mayor Rudolph Blankenburg to the NAWSA in which he supports 

women’s suffrage and calls for women to be elected to City Council.  “With 12 

women Councilmen,” he added, “Philadelphia would be a different looking place 

today.”  The editor then quips that, “Yes, we guess it would look like the Women’s 

Department at Wanamakers.”18   In 1917, the editor took advantage of the Ohio 

legislature’s passage of a suffrage bill to note that the suffragettes and prohibitionists 

                                                           
16 Philadelphia Tribune, March 2, 1912. 
 
17 For examples see the editorial page of the Philadelphia Tribune, February 

24, 1912; March 2, 1912; November 1, 1913; May 29, 1915; April 26, 1919 and 
February 14, 1920.  

 
18“Editorial,” Philadelphia Tribune, March 23, 1912.  Blankenburg’s support 

of women suffrage, like many of his reform impulses can be tied to his wife, 
Lucretia’s influence.  Lucretia Blankenburg was an accomplished suffragette and 
political reformer and her husband was often criticized for the activist role she played 
in his administration.  Drew E. Vandecreek, “Unseen Influence: Lucretia 
Blankenburg and the Rise of Philadelphia Reform Politics in 1911,” in We Have 
Come to Stay: American Women and Political Parties 1880-1960, edited by Melanie 
Gustafson, Kristie Miller, and Elisabeth I. Perry (Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 1999), 33-43. 
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worked together to obtain the victory.  He then concluded his remarks with the 

warning that, “We may wake up some morning in the old commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania and find ourselves on the defensive for men’s rights.” 19  

 The extended attacks against the woman suffrage campaign in the Tribune 

were more disturbing than the brief quips that littered the editorial pages.  These 

attacks were unsigned or written by individuals who used pseudonyms.20 Most often 

these attacks focused on the impact that woman’s suffrage would have on children 

and the family. Arguing that a woman should be the mistress of her household the 

editors wondered how women could care for the home while simultaneously seeking 

political office.  Bluntly stated, the editor believed that, “To have women run the 

affairs of the State and Nation would go down in history as a blot and disgrace to 

mankind.”21 He feared that if women were involved in politics, “the bottom would 

drop out of (the) Afro-American church, society, educational and largely bread 

                                                           
19 Philadelphia Tribune, March 10, 1917.  
 
20 In my study of the Philadelphia Tribune, I did not find one instance where a 

named African American man spoke out against suffrage. It can be assumed that the 
bulk of anti-suffrage editorial comments were most likely written by city editor, G. 
Grant Williams or editor-in-chief Christopher J. Perry. The individual who signed his 
name “Just Gone” was also probably known to his contemporaries. Though these two 
individuals wielded a great deal of power through their writing for the Tribune, many 
more African American men spoke out in favor of woman suffrage. This is consistent 
with the findings of Rosalyn Terborg-Penn who in a study of the eighty-six African 
American men who spoke out about woman suffrage, only three opposed. Rosalyn 
Terborg-Penn, “The Politics of the Anti-Woman Suffrage Agenda: African 
Americans Respond to Conservatism,” in Dimensions of Black Conservatism in the 
United States, ed. Gayle T. Tate and Lewis A. Randolph (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 
81. 

 
21 J.C.B, “Woman Suffrage,” Philadelphia Tribune, November 2, 1912. 
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winning works.”22    Another article explained why Tribune editors refuse to support 

suffrage and contained a warning that suffrage would cause the destruction of 

Christian civilization.  Noting that no “sufficient arguments have been advanced for 

giving the vote to women” editors feared that “When there comes a time when man 

ceases to be the unit and head of the family group then there will be a fatal division of 

unity.”23 In many ways this criticism was not unique to the Tribune, as many white 

newspapers employed the same gendered arguments invoking “women’s proper 

sphere” to fight against suffrage. 24 

                                                           
22Philadelphia Tribune, June 3, 1916. 
 
23 “Woman Suffragists Fail in New Jersey,” Philadelphia Tribune, October 

30, 1915. 
 
24 For a brief discussion of white anti-suffragette’s use of double column  

newspaper ads and the slogan, “Home Heaven and Mother” see Thomas Jablonsky, 
“Female Opposition: The Anti-Suffrage Campaign,” in Votes for Women: The 
Struggle for Suffrage Revisited, ed. Jean H. Baker (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), 118-129; the standard book length work on the anti-suffrage movement 
is Jane Jerome Camhi, Women Against Women: American Anti-Suffragism, 1880-
1920 (Brooklyn, N.Y.: Carlson Publishing, 1994).  Susan E. Marshall’s Splintered 
Sisterhood: Gender and Class in the Campaign against Woman Suffrage (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1997) provides the most nuanced interpretation of the 
anti’s focusing on class and gender. Marshall posits that anti-suffragettes tended to be 
powerful elite white women who sought to limit the power of lower class women.  
For a contemporary white anti-suffrage argument see Helen Kendrick Johnson, 
Woman and the Republic (New York: The Guidon Club Opposed to Woman 
Suffrage, 1913).   

 
Two articles exist examining the relationship between race and the anti-

suffrage arguments. The most useful is Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, “The Politics of the 
Anti-Woman Suffrage Agenda: African Americans Respond to Conservatism,” in 
Dimensions of Black Conservatism in the United States, ed. Gayle T. Tate and Lewis 
A. Randolph (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 69-84. Kenneth R. Johnson, “White Racial 
Attitudes as a Factor in the Arguments against the Nineteenth Amendment,” Phylon 
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 Some of the most virulent attacks on African American participation in the 

suffrage movement came from the individual who signed each weekly column as 

“Just Gone.”25  Throughout his columns, “Just Gone” incorporated many of the 

reasons discussed above while arguing against suffrage.  Between 1912 and the 

passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, the columnist noted that women’s 

participation in politics would lead to a lack of attention to the home and an increase 

in “rude conduct and bad language of school children.”26 Calling African American 

women “poor, deluded souls,” “Just Gone” cited the dearth of female elected officials 

in Colorado and Wyoming, and remarked that even in states where women had the 

vote, they were unable to make a difference in politics.27 In 1918 as the Tribune 

editorial page shifted toward supporting woman suffrage, it appears “Just Gone” 

wrote a guest editorial column under the moniker of “Thinking of You.”28   While 

                                                                                                                                                                      
31, no. 1 (First Quarter, 1970): 31-17, furnishes a brief overview focusing on articles 
published in Southern newspapers.  

 
25 Despite my extensive reading of the Philadelphia Tribune, I have been 

unable to ascertain the identity of “Just Gone.”   In his study of the newspaper, V.P. 
Franklin was also unable to determine the author.  Franklin, “Voice of the Black 
Community,” 280 18n.  

 
26 “Just Gone,” Philadelphia Tribune, July 27, 1912. 
 
27 “Just Gone,” Philadelphia Tribune, May 29, 1915. 
 
28 This conclusion is a result of the striking similarity between the writing 

style and rhetoric of “Just Gone” and “Thinking of You”. Both strive to title and end 
their columns with a sentence that contains their pseudonym. Both attack woman 
suffrage with arguments that defend the sanctity of African American womanhood 
and family and argue that women are intellectually ill-prepared for the ballot. For 
comparison of these similarities see “Just Gone,” Philadelphia Tribune, May 29, 
1915 and “Thinking of You,” Philadelphia Tribune, January 19, 1918.  
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begrudgingly noting the impending passage of a suffrage amendment, “Thinking of 

You” once again registered protest by infantilizing women:  

 
Yet when I think of the delicate line now thrown around 
womanhood, protecting her from enforced acquaintance 
of those not known, or desired in her social circle, and 
when I think that suffrage will make her an associate of 
many undesirables, I shudder from the possible results.  
Women are like children, who do not know what is 
good for them.  Let the dear woman have suffrage and 
bear the brunt of it all…29 
 

Sensing defeat, the author returned to one last defense of his position and provides a 

grim vision of the future should suffragettes get their way. By the next year, faced 

with impending passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, “Just Gone” could only 

muster a feeble “woman is bound to have her way.”30 

 Part of “Just Gone’s” venom against the suffrage movement might be 

attributed to the brief cancellation of his column in 1912 by the Philadelphia Tribune. 

Citing a lack of space, the editor of the Tribune notified “Just Gone” that his column 

would no longer be published after August 1912. In his last column, “Just Gone” 

placed the blame for his cancellation solely on the recent increase in space of the 

“Woman’s Column” from one column of text to two.  In trying to convince the 

publisher to relent, he publicly pleaded that, “He might allow me that space and allow 

woman to look after woman.”31 Though “Just Gone” regained his column space when 

                                                           
29 “Thinking of You,” Philadelphia Tribune, January 19, 1918.  
 
30 “Just Gone,” Philadelphia Tribune, January 14, 1920.  
 
31 “Just Gone,” Philadelphia Tribune, August 31, 1912. 
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the public wrote to the publisher on his behalf, this incident most likely contributed to 

his negative view of women’s movement into circles traditionally dominated by men. 

 Most harmful to the suffragettes were the arguments made by women against 

suffrage.  In her letter to the Tribune, Octavia Gilmore embraced the moral high 

ground and chose not to encourage women suffrage advocates by stating, “We have 

always been before the throne of God, casting our vote there through all the hardships 

and burdens cast upon our race.”  Gilmore continued her religious missive by noting 

that “the Ethiopian woman endured the most because of her meekness of soul, and 

she will produce the most because of her power of prayer… We will need prayer first 

and then the vote.” 32  

 An anti-suffrage article entitled “Will the Lure of Woman into Public Life 

Undermine Her Love for Home?” by Paula D. Richardson invoked the imagery of 

“the Blessed Legitimate Madonna” to argue against suffrage.  Richardson utilized 

well-crafted arguments that exalt the intelligence and resourcefulness of women, yet 

gave precedence to maternal aspirations by reminding women that, “Her brain may be 

single enough, but her heart doesn’t want to stay single.” In her powerfully written 

                                                           
32 Mrs. Octavia W. Gilmore, “Our State House,” Philadelphia Tribune, 

September 14, 1920.   According to the 1920 United States Federal Census, Octavia 
Winland Gilmore, a dressmaker and wife of F. Grant Gilmore, lived on Montrose 
Street in Philadelphia.  Originally born in Georgia, her age is listed as thirty in 1920.  
F. Grant Gilmore’s occupation is listed as “author and playwright.”  He published The 
Problem: A Military Novel in 1915, which focuses on the Spanish-Cuban-American 
Wars. Gilmore’s work is considered the first published black masculinist novel.  
Jennifer C. James, A Freedom Bought with Blood: African American War Literature 
from the Civil War to World War II (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2007), 128. 1920 United States Federal Census, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 
Philadelphia Ward 30, District 978. 
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conclusion, Richardson declared that most women don’t want the ballot, nor do they 

want to rule the world the way men do—they would rather rule by rocking the cradle 

because its. . . the highest honor that can be conferred upon them.”  Published in 1920 

during the critical year of suffrage debate, this article served to reassure “some of the 

men folks who seem to not know and understand women as they really are” and 

remind women of the importance of motherhood.33  Though this argument might have 

been compelling, it ignored the economic reality faced by most African American 

women. In the urban North a high proportion of African American women served as 

the main breadwinner in the household. Though Northern cities such as Philadelphia 

were viewed as preferable to the agricultural South, many African American were 

unable to obtain jobs in the manufacturing, sales, or clerical sectors due to racism.  

Instead most African American women were relegated to jobs as domestic servants, 

laundresses or other low paying occupations.  Faced with these realities, the large 

majority of African American women were forced to balance their roles as mothers 

and laborers.34 

                                                           
33 Paula D. Richardson, “Will the Lure of Woman into Public Life Undermine 

Her Love for Home?,” Philadelphia Tribune, February 14, 1920.  Most likely Paula 
D. Richardson is a mulatto, listed by the 1920 United States Federal Census as living 
as a lodger on South 17th Street in Philadelphia. Born in Tennessee, her age is listed at 
thirty in 1920. Richardson and her husband Eugene Richardson (age forty-two) were 
both employed in local newspaper and printing offices.  Eugene’s occupation is listed 
as a lino- pressman and Paula’s as a linotype operator.  No children are recorded for 
the couple, which is significant due to Richardson’s emphatic defense of motherhood. 
1920 United States Federal Census. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, Philadelphia Ward 
30, District 975.  

 
34 Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow (New York: Basic 

Books, 1985), 152-166. 
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   It is noteworthy that Richardson’s article was surrounded in the newspaper 

by articles focusing mostly on white women that celebrated women’s 

accomplishments in business and the professions.  Adjoining articles proclaimed, 

“Female Physician Restores Woman’s Long Lost Hearing,”  “Women’s Industrial 

Union Announces Wage Increase,” and “Appointed Private Secretary to 

Assemblywoman” related to the plight of black women in the labor market.  

Occasionally there were articles, specifically “Colored School Teachers and the 

Salary Question” that reflected the growing role that women played in the 

workforce.35  

 Complimenting the Madonna imagery was the portrayal of suffragettes as 

hyper-masculine and “male-women” by the editors.  In discussing the 1915 defeat of 

suffrage proposals by referendum in New Jersey, Massachusetts, New York and 

Pennsylvania, the editors applauded the loss by citing historical precedent: 

                                                           
35 “Female Physician Restores Woman’s Long Lost Hearing,” Philadelphia 

Tribune, February 14, 1920; “Women’s Industrial Union Announces Wage Increase,” 
ibid.; “Appointed Private Secretary to Assemblywoman,” ibid.; “Colored School 
Teachers and the Salary Question,” ibid.   

 
While there were no articles in this issue of the Tribune relating to the 

industrial sector, it should be noted that lower class women made some progress in 
the post war years. A 1921 study conducted by the Consumers League of Eastern 
Pennsylvania indicated that African American women retained jobs in twenty-eight 
different industries after the war.   Women generally started in the least skilled 
occupations but often moved up the pay scale to better paying jobs such as typists, 
clerks and bookkeepers.  Women in these positions received lower wages, with fifty-
five percent earning under $12 per week.  The study also pointed to the racism faced 
by African American women as they were often paid less than white workers and 
faced unequal working conditions. “Colored Women in Industry in Philadelphia,” 
Monthly Labor Review, 12, no. 5 (May 1921): 1046-48. 
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The Jews, the Greeks and the Romans were all broken 
on the wheel in the home and the State by yielding to 
women in matters that men only should be entrusted 
with.  A Masculine woman cannot keep a husband and 
home when she succeeds in getting them…and the 
average man does not want much to do with [them]…36 

 
By challenging the femininity of suffragettes, the editors hoped to dissuade others 

from supporting the cause. Editors warned that “the rough and tumble business of 

politics made woman mannish and course (sic) in her speech and actions…and 

weakened her hold upon the affections and high esteem of men.”37  This rhetoric was 

supported by cartoons that portray suffragettes as manly, sporting huge biceps and 

using hammers to hit their husbands over the head to gain support.38  

 Criticism of African American women’s participation in the suffrage 

movement was also based on the racism exhibited by some white suffragettes.  Each 

racist act directed at African American suffragettes was duly cataloged by the 

editorial page of the Tribune to serve as warning and a call for vigilance.   Editorials 

noted the growing role of Southern women in the movement and placed the blame for 

the segregation of the races in the South on “the Southern white woman’s influence 

over her husband, her brothers and sons.” This editorial concluded with the question, 

“…how will our dear women get along when the Southern white women gets the 

                                                           
36 “Woman Suffrage Loses in Four Great States,” Philadelphia Tribune, 

November 13, 1915.  
 
37 “New Viewpoint of Votes for Women by One of Ours,” Philadelphia 

Tribune, June 3, 1916. 
 
38 “A Guardian of the Peace,” Philadelphia Tribune, May 13, 1915. 
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ballot in their hands.” 39 This editorial sends the message that as white Southern 

women were responsible for segregation, extending the franchise to women might 

lead to even greater abuses against the African American population. 

 Despite the cacophony of anti-suffrage sentiment written by some columnists 

and editors, support for suffrage could be found on the pages of the Tribune, most 

notably in the “Women’s Column.” where women sought to counter the arguments of 

the conservative editors and influence the general public.  In 1914 the “Woman’s 

Column” edited by E. Lavigne Garnett, contained a biographical sketch of Elizabeth 

Cain, “the presiding officer of the Suffragettes.”40  The article highlighted Cain’s 

steadfast refusal to submit to the racism of white suffragettes.  Knowing that white 

suffragettes would argue that African American women could not participate until 

they were knowledgeable about politics, Cain “fortified herself with the necessary 

political education” to gain acceptance.41 Less grounded in solid arguments was the 

column written by Lucy Lee Carroll in 1912.  In challenging all African Americans to 

greater action and education, Carroll resorted to name calling, and exclaimed that, “it 

                                                           
39 “Our Women and Suffrage,” Philadelphia Tribune, December 6, 1913.  
 
40  E. Lavigne Garnett moved from Chicago in 1913, when she assumed the 

editorship of the Philadelphia Tribune’s Women’s Department. “The Tribune 
Enlarged,” Philadelphia Tribune, November 29, 1913.   I have been unable to find 
any additional information on Garnett in either biographical dictionaries or census 
records.  

41I am unable to find additional information on Elizabeth Cain. While the 
1910 United States Census contains numerous African Americans named Elizabeth 
Cain, there are none listed whose age match the photograph included in the article.  E. 
Lavigne Garnett, “Woman’s Suffragettes Preparing a Great Pageant,” Philadelphia 
Tribune, January 24, 1914. 

 



 

84

is the pin-headed men who are opposed to woman suffrage and whose wives don’t 

care to express an opinion at home.”42   

 African American suffragettes were also buoyed by the support of a few 

African American men who actively campaigned for woman suffrage. The most 

prominent African American male who supported the movement was W.E.B. DuBois 

who gave pro-suffrage speeches on at least two occasions in Philadelphia and 

published extensive pro-suffrage articles in the pages of Crisis, the official national 

publication of the NAACP. As part of the 1912 National American Woman Suffrage 

Association Convention in Philadelphia, DuBois spoke on “The Democracy of Sex 

and Color” to 5,000 people at the Metropolitan Opera House in Philadelphia in 

November 1912. According to the Philadelphia Inquirer, DuBois’ presented himself 

as a pronounced advocate of women’s suffrage, though his speech struck a 

“discordant note” when he protested against the use of pro-suffrage arguments that 

stated that women were as entitled to the franchise as former slaves. After reminding 

the women that Frederick Douglass and other African American men supported 

woman suffrage in the early days of the movement DuBois warned that “there can be 

no partial triumph of democracy; either government must be based on the consent of 

all governed or it is tyranny.” DuBois went on to counsel against belittling other 

groups in their quest for the franchise by arguing that “appeals to race prejudices are 

unworthy of so great a cause as this.”  The Tribune published a much shorter article 

                                                           
42 Lucy Lee Carroll, “Woman’s Column,” Philadelphia Tribune, September 

14, 1912.  I have been unable to find any additional information on Carroll in the 
Philadelphia Tribune, census records, or biographical dictionaries.  



 

85

that lauded his speech for its clear delivery, logical reasoning, and how his lecture 

provided one of the best arguments against segregation. In this article, the paper 

stopped short in advocating woman suffrage, however.43  

 DuBois also played an important role in suffrage agitation during 1915, the 

year that Pennsylvania held a referendum to vote on a proposed amendment to the 

state constitution allowing woman suffrage.  Speaking under the auspices of the 

Pennsylvania Men’s League for Woman’s Suffrage, DuBois shared the stage with key 

leaders of Philadelphia’s African American community, that included Reverend 

Charles Tindley of the Calvary Methodist Episcopal Church; Mrs. S. Willie Layten 

the nationally-known leader of Baptist women; and Addie Whiteman Dickerson 

clubwoman and international activist. During his remarks, DuBois stressed the 

importance of woman suffrage as a vital step to bettering race relations.44 As one of 

                                                           
43 “Woman Suffrage Arguments Heard by Mighty Throng: 10,000 Listen to 

Suffragists’ Demands,” Philadelphia Inquirer, November 25, 1912; “A Man’s 
Advantage,” Philadelphia Tribune, November 30, 1912 and “Women Suffrage 
Delegates Welcome Dr. W. E. B. DuBois,” Philadelphia Tribune, November 30, 
1912.  The estimate of 10,000 attendees printed by the Philadelphia Inquirer includes 
those who participated in a series of ten concurrent meetings held in the 
neighborhood of the Opera House.  Recognizing the large numbers attending the 
convention and the small space afforded by the Opera House, various speakers were 
dispatched to handle the overflow.  Of the speakers listed at these overflow meetings, 
none appear to be African American. For a more detailed discussion of DuBois’ 
position on woman suffrage see Garth E. Pauley, “W.E.B. DuBois on Woman 
Suffrage: A Critical Analysis of His Crisis Writings,” Journal of Black Studies 30, 
no. 3 (January 2000): 383-410. 

 
44 “Dr. DuBois Speaks on Suffrage,” Philadelphia Tribune, September 23, 

1915.   Addie Whiteman Dickerson was born in September 1878 to Jonathan H. and 
Hester Whiteman of Wilmington, North Carolina.  Whiteman attended Gregory 
Institute and Scotia Seminary.  After 1900, Addie Whiteman moved to Philadelphia 
and married G. Edward Dickerson, a prominent attorney. One son, Edmund 
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the most respected African Americans in the United States, DuBois’ presence lent 

credibility to the pro-suffrage cause. 

 The support for African American suffragettes espoused by DuBois and the 

“Woman’s Column” was ably backed up by the deeds of the suffragettes themselves.  

After Mary R. Williams, African American president of the 30th Ward branch of the 

Pennsylvania Woman Suffrage Association (PWSA) perceived a snub by the 

organization’s executive committee, one hundred and fifty African American women 

packed a local meeting and demanded an explanation for the unfair treatment. 

Though Lida Stokes Adams, vice-president of the PWSA, assured the crowd that “no 

one intended to snub her” the language of the article provides telling insight into the 

relationship between African American and white suffragettes. Paired with their 

denial of the snub, the leadership of the PWSA declared that they would “gladly 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Whiteman Dickerson died shortly after birth in 1914. Addie Dickerson was a 
successful real estate broker and notary public. Active in club work and local politics, 
Dickerson was cofounder of the Philadelphia Young Woman’s Christian Association 
and the national Association of Colored Women of which she was elected auditor and 
statistician during the 1920’s and 1930’s. She was one of the founding members of 
the national Council of Negro Women and elected president of the International 
Council of Women of the Darker Races in 1928 until her death in 1940. Her political 
activities will be discussed in greater detail in Chapters four and five. 1880 United 
States Federal Census, North Carolina, New Hanover, Wilmington, District 144.  The 
most complete biography of Addie Whiteman Dickerson is Jennifer Reed Fry, “Addie 
Whiteman Dickerson,” in African American National Biography  Volume 2, ed. 
Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2008).  An older biography of Dickerson is Arlene Clift-Pellow, 
“Addie Whiteman Dickerson,” Notable Black American Women, Book II, ed. Jessie 
Carney Smith (New York: Thompson Gale, 1996), 2:182-183. For an examination of 
Dickerson’s work in the international peace movement see Michelle Rief, “Thinking 
Locally, Acting Globally: The International Agenda of African American 
Clubwomen, 1880-1940,” Journal of African American History 89, no. 3 (Summer, 
2004): 203-222. 
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receive the cooperation of colored women.” 45 In spite of their best efforts, African 

American women were not able to break into leadership positions in the white 

dominated Pennsylvania suffrage movement.   

 Despite their position on the periphery of the movement, African American 

women participated in a variety of high profile activities during the suffrage 

campaign.  In public meetings African American speakers decried the poor legislative 

choices made by congressmen and argued that since women paid the same taxes as 

men, they should be entitled to the franchise.46  In addition to meetings, socials, and 

dinners, some African American women employed more creative methods to engage 

the public.  In early 1912, African American women held a “Suffragette Mock 

Convention” for the presidency of the United States as a benefit for the Douglass 

Hospital Bazaar.   Women voted for the female candidate of their choice by paying 

five cents and using the ballot provided by the Tribune. Prominent women were 

nominated for election and categorized as supporters of one of the three presidential 

                                                           
45“Colored Women Want to Vote: Declare They Are Not Welcomed by White 

Suffragists” Philadelphia Tribune, April 19, 1913.  Neither the Philadelphia Inquirer 
nor the Philadelphia Evening Post reported on these events. A search of the 1920 
United States Federal Census yields eight African American women named Mary 
Williams. Unfortunately, there is no extant archival collection for the Pennsylvania 
Woman Suffrage Association. Scattered throughout the country are handbills, pieces 
of ephemera, and posters. The largest repository of material relating to woman 
suffrage in Pennsylvania is the Jennie Bradley Roessing Papers housed by the 
University of Pittsburgh archives. Roessing was active in the Pennsylvania woman 
suffrage movement but the bulk of her work was either on the national level or 
focused in the Pittsburgh area.  

 
46 “Enthusiastic Suffrage Meeting Held in Berwyn,” Philadelphia Tribune, 

July 3, 1915. 
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candidates- Theodore Roosevelt, William Howard Taft, or Woodrow Wilson, 

according to the “principles for which they stand.”47  These ballots were also used by 

the Douglass Hospital committee, headed by Gertrude Bustill Mossell, to advance 

pro-suffrage positions and argue their fitness for the franchise. Printed in the Tribune, 

these ballots alerted both male and female African American readers to pro-suffrage 

arguments.  Though denied the vote in the real presidential election, the committee 

noted the keen interest of the women in the race and that they were, “showing 

themselves equal, if not superior to the male sex in their enthusiastic support of the 

various candidates of their choice.”  In addition to their belief that the “Suffragette 

Movement is becoming the ‘Real Thing’” women argued the positive impact they 

would have on politics.   “When the good women of the land shall become aroused to 

all of their interests, which are the interests of mankind, a better day will dawn upon 

the world.”48 By harnessing their organizational contacts and linking the suffrage 

movement with benevolent endeavors, African American women sought to counteract 

the negative rhetoric of the editors of the Tribune.  

 African American women also turned to theatrical performance and poetry to 

articulate their support of the suffrage movement.  In 1913 the Tribune printed on the 

first page a poem written by Jessie Palmer of Steelton, Pennsylvania, entitled “Should 

Women Vote”:           

Why should not we women vote 
Are we not all caused to pay 

                                                           
47 “Suffragette Mock Convention,” Philadelphia Tribune, April 13, 1912. 
 
48 “Suffragette Mock Convention,” Philadelphia Tribune, April 20, 1912. 
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The same high tariffs as men who [illegible] 
The ballot of the day? 
 
Do we not often stand in cars 
While men may keep their seats? 
Of course I do not mind this, 
For I’m a fine athlete 
 
Think of the poor tired women, 
Who work hard day by day, 
To pay their taxes and their rents 
And then they have no say. 
 
Is woman not man’s equal? 
Has she not power enough 
To take the laws into her hands, 
And stand the Nation’s cuffs? 

 
Now this I say to women, 
‘Tis just a parting word— 
That we should strive with all our mights 
‘Till men shall recognize our rights!49 
 

Palmer’s poem clearly communicates the suffragette argument of taxation without 

representation.  Jessie Palmer remained active throughout the suffrage fight as an 

author and orator and continued in politics in the next decade.  In 1921, Jessie Palmer 

Yarborough was applauded for her political savvy in the Tribune’s “Politics and 

Politicians” column.50 

                                                           
49The only extant copy of Philadelphia Tribune from this date is torn on the 

edge at the location of the poem obscuring one word. Jessie A. Palmer, “Should 
Women Vote?,” Philadelphia Tribune, December 23, 1916.    

 
50 “Politics and Politicians,” Philadelphia Tribune, April 16, 1921.  Jessie 

Palmer Yarborough was born in Pennsylvania in 1898. According to the 1930 United 
States Federal Census, she lived with her mother, Mary J. Palmer in Philadelphia.  
Her occupation is listed as schoolteacher. Her husband, John Yarborough, is listed as 
age 35, and as the owner of his own undertaker business. 1930 United States Federal 
Census, Philadelphia, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Enumeration District: 246. 
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 In the same year that Palmer’s poem appeared, Geneva M. Morgan, dubbed 

by the Tribune as having “the reputation of being one of the brightest young women 

in this line of work we have in the race” wrote and staged a musical comedy, “The 

Militant Suffragettes.”  The production, staged to support the Boy’s Band of the Zion 

Baptist Church, played to a packed house at Clayton’s Academy on 9th and Girard 

Avenue in Philadelphia.   The cast of forty put on a show that attendees deemed “the 

best amateur entertainment given this season.” While no detailed account of the play 

survives, the use of woman’s suffrage for the plot indicates the prevalence of these 

themes in the African American community.51 

 The most visible expression of African American support for the suffrage 

movement was their participation in the Philadelphia suffrage parade that was held on 

May 1, 1915.  As a joint effort by all the suffrage organizations in Philadelphia, 

including almost thirty-five hundred marchers proceeded on Market Street from 

Washington Square to City Hall.  At the head of the parade was national suffrage 

leader Dr. Anna Howard Shaw who marched in cap and gown, and she was followed 

by delegations that were meant to show a cross section of the various groups who 

supported women’s suffrage.52  On April 27, 1915, an article in the Philadelphia 

                                                           
51 “Woman’s Column,” Philadelphia Tribune, May 17, 1913 and “Woman’s 

Column,” Philadelphia Tribune, June 14, 1913. There is no available information on 
Geneva M. Morgan.  

 
52 The Philadelphia Inquirer carried a very detailed account of the parade, 

including the official tabulation of marchers as counted by two anti-suffragists, 
Florence Hall and Mrs. George P. White. 3,468 people were in the parade including 
2,743 women, 603 men and 122 children. 1,115 were in automobiles, 29 rode on 
horseback and 2,234 walked. Despite these detailed statistics, there are no statistics 
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Ledger emphasized that African American women would not be discriminated against 

in the parade. The article stated that:  

It was agreed that all colored women supporting the 
suffrage cause would be invited to march with the 
representatives of such occupations as they themselves 
followed, or with the companies from their legislative 
districts.  In no way will there be any segregation of the 
colored women. 53 
 

 The organizers held true to their word as almost a dozen women are listed by 

name as participating in the parade with “many others of our race observed.”  Long-

time suffragette Gertrude Bustill Mossell and her husband Dr. Nathan Mossell rode in 

a car with Agnes Still Lewis and Mrs. James T. Howard, two members of the 

Sojourner Truth League.   The medical professions were represented by Dr. Grace 

Kimbrough who marched with the professional section and Elsie Brown, head nurse 

of the Frederick Douglass Memorial Hospital, who marched with the nurses. Gertrude 

Bustill Mossell’s daughter, Mazie Mossell Griffin served as one of the captains of the 

parade and marched with the social service workers.  Two African American male 

ministers, Reverend R. C. Jackson and Reverend Elbert W. Moore marched in the 

parade. A letter to the editor published in the Philadelphia Inquirer applauded their 

presence near the front of the parade and commented that “there is inspiration in 

                                                                                                                                                                      
available for the number of African American women in the parade. “Equal Suffrage 
Champions in Parade Emphasize Demand for Votes for Women in Pennsylvania: 
Suffragist Army in Battle Array Demands Ballots,” Philadelphia Inquirer, May 2, 
1915.  

 
53 Philadelphia Public Ledger, April 27, 1915.  
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seeing men of a liberated race helping to break the shackles of women.” 54In the black 

press, the Tribune carried a picture taken on the day of the parade of three unnamed 

African American suffragettes, two of whom are wearing sashes. As stated by Carrie 

Brice, editor of the Woman’s Column, “This parade has shown as nothing else could, 

with what determination woman is fighting for the ballot.”55   

 This parade stands in sharp contrast to the 1913 woman suffrage parade held 

in Washington D.C..  Not wishing to offend Southern delegates, the leadership of the 

1913 suffrage parade relegated African American women to segregated units in the 

rear.  Ida B. Wells had been unwilling to accept this segregated policy and began 

marching with the Illinois delegation during the parade, forcibly integrating the all-

white delegation.56  Eyeing the potential importance of the African American vote in 

the coming referendum on suffrage, Pennsylvania suffrage leaders were more willing 

to integrate Philadelphia’s smaller, regional parade.  

 Two days after the Philadelphia parade, the topic of woman suffrage was once 

again of key concern to Philadelphia’s African American community as the 

conference held by the Philadelphia Association for the Protection of Colored 

Women featured Dr. Anna Howard Shaw as the keynote speaker.  Shaw spoke to an 

                                                           
54 Samuel Milliken, “Men in the Suffrage Parade (Letter to the Editor),” 

Philadelphia Inquirer, May 3, 1915. 
 
55 “The Suffrage Parade,” Philadelphia Tribune, May 8, 1915. 
 
56 Wanda Hendricks, “Ida B Wells-Barnett and the Alpha Suffrage Club of 

Chicago,” in One Woman, One Vote: Rediscovering the Woman Suffrage Movement, 
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overflow audience for more than thirty minutes and noted that the suffrage movement 

owed a “debt of gratitude to the Negro” because of the efforts of Frederick Douglass 

and Robert Purvis on behalf of woman suffrage.  Shaw went on to plead for, “Not 

suffrage for the black woman; not suffrage for the white woman, but suffrage for 

woman.” The Tribune remarked that the prominent suffragette “held the immense 

audience spellbound” but also noted that “The doctor had some erroneous ideas, 

however, concerning conditions among our people.”  A member of the audience 

Verona Elsey, “set her right” and provided a discussion for the audience about the 

problems faced by African American children in the public schools. 57 By including 

Shaw as part of the conference held by the Philadelphia Association for the Protection 

of Colored Women, African American suffragettes such as S. Willie Layten, Mazie 

Mossell Griffin, and Gertrude Bustill Mossell linked the suffrage cause to one of the 

most influential organizations in the city and tied women’s rights to the overall 

welfare of the community.58 

                                                           
57 “Women Hold Conference,” Philadelphia Tribune, May 8, 1915. 
 
58 Mrs. S(arah) Willie (Phillips) Layten was born in 1863 in Granada, 

Mississippi to William H. Phillips and an unnamed mother. Educated in local schools, 
she graduated from LeMoyne College in Memphis, Tennessee. She married Issac H. 
Layten in 1883 and by 1888 she was living in Los Angeles where she was employed 
as a music teacher. She had one daughter, Madeline and moved to Philadelphia in 
1894, following her parents who moved there when her father became pastor of the 
Shiloh Baptist Church. Philadelphia became her home and in addition to being a 
single parent to her daughter, she became an active participant in women’s clubs, 
both secular and church related. She was elected president of the Woman’s 
Convention, the auxiliary to the National Baptist Convention in 1900 a post she held 
until she retired in 1948. Among her many activities, Layten founded the Philadelphia 
branch of the National League for the Protection of Colored Women, responsible for 
the creation of the Mary S. Tribbett Home for Girls,  founding member of the 
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Unfortunately, the suffrage parade, intervention of NAWSA leadership, and 

the efforts of the African American women on behalf of the suffrage movement did 

not have the desired results. The proposed amendment to the Pennsylvania 

constitution was defeated in 1915 by a vote of 441,034 to 385,348 with a winning 

margin of 55,686.  Of that margin, Philadelphia contributed 45,272 anti-suffrage 

votes. 59    

 To explain the defeat of suffrage referendums not only in Pennsylvania but 

also in New Jersey, New York, and Massachusetts, white newspapers and some 

suffragettes attempted to place the blame on African Americans. The Tribune 

editorial page discredited these arguments by noting that “we do not believe any 

larger portion of Afro-Americans voted against the amendment than Anglo-

Americans and their hyphenations.” They refuted as absurd the charges that in 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Southwest- Belmont YWCA, the only female field secretary the National Urban 
League, and a staunch supporter of the National Association of Colored Women. A 
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59 Information taken from a map developed by the Pennsylvania Men’s 

League for Woman Suffrage reproduced in Krone, “Dauntless Women,” 114. 
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Atlantic City, New Jersey, white men voted against the amendment due to the 

presence of African American women as poll watchers.  At the same time the Tribune 

editors continued to support their anti-suffrage stance by declaring that “woman 

suffragists and their friends are doing their cause no good, but much injury by striving 

to lay their defeats to Afro-American voters.”60    

Though the Tribune reveled in the defeat of the suffrage referendum in 

Pennsylvania, the women were in fact buoyed by the relatively close referendums 

throughout the Northeast.  Immediately after the vote in Pennsylvania, suffrage forces 

held a rally at the Academy of Music that was attended by two thousand five hundred 

supporters.  Dr. Anna Howard Shaw addressed the roaring crowd. She conceded the 

battle but declared that the fight for suffrage was far from over, “In this first battle we 

have won some trenches.  We do not measure our progress by inches, but by miles.   

We are infinitely nearer to victory than we were two years ago.”61  Though there 

appeared to be little tension between African American and white suffragettes during 

this phase of the campaign, the combined forces of Republican Party bosses and anti-

suffrage advocates had proved to be too strong an obstacle.  

 Over the next four years the focus of the suffrage movement shifted away 

from changing state constitutions to the passage of an amendment to the United States 

                                                           
60 “Did Afro-American Votes Defeat Woman Suffrage?,” Philadelphia 

Tribune, November 6, 1915.   A search of the New York Times, Philadelphia Inquirer 
and other white newspapers yielded no news reports referring to the incident 
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61 Public Ledger, November 4, 1915. 
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Constitution.  Correspondingly, the focus of activity shifted away from the local level 

to Washington, D. C. and to Harrisburg, the state capital of Pennsylvania.  During 

these years the coverage of the suffrage movement by the Tribune declined 

exponentially.  The greatest change was the softening of the Tribune’s editorial stance 

on suffrage. The first shift occurred in 1916 when the editor proffered an argument 

advanced by an unnamed “intelligent and public spirited Afro-American woman.”  

The discussion centered on the relationship of woman’s rights to World War I, and 

noted the shift by women into occupations that were formerly held by men.  This 

shift, more so than the deeds of radical suffragettes, helped break down the arguments 

that women were unable to physically or mentally handle the strain of citizenship. 

The unnamed woman then tied the “salvation of the race” to African American 

women gaining the ballot, as “they would have the intelligence and courage to use it 

for the best interest of the race, as the men had used it for the worst interest of the 

race.” The editor neither supported nor discredited this argument, but offered it as a 

“vital question worthy of serious consideration.”62    Given the prominence of women 

in reform, benevolent and religious circles, women’s actions provided a solid 

argument for the suffrage movement. 

 As the United States entered World War I, Philadelphia’s African American 

women turned their attention away from suffrage to supporting the war effort, and 

through their actions provided a strong argument for suffrage.  The front page of the 
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Tribune noted the reaction of a regiment of black soldiers from New York when they 

passed through Philadelphia.  The troops let out a cheer that “could be heard squares 

away” when they realized that the African American Red Cross Auxiliary was 

meeting them at the train station in Philadelphia with sandwiches and care packages. 

The soldiers commended the city, saying that it was the first time they had contact 

with African American Red Cross workers.”63   The Division Manager of Red Cross 

services also tried to counteract rumors of racism within the organization by 

publishing a letter in the Tribune that explained “There has never been any restriction 

applying to the enrollment of colored women in classes” and he called for continued 

enrollment of colored nurses.64  African American women also seized the economic 

opportunity brought about by the increased need for factory workers.  Headlines in 

the Tribune proclaimed, “Uncle Sam Calls for Women” and “Four Thousand Loyal 

Women Workers” were needed to staff uniform factories throughout the city.  

Offering wages from twelve to twenty-five dollars per week, these factories offered 

African American women the opportunity to combine patriotism with economic 

advancement.65 
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64 “Colored Red Cross Nurses are Needed and Desired,” Philadelphia 

Tribune, November 24, 1917. 
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 African American women formed committees to provide various forms of 

support for black troops, including Thanksgiving packages for those soldiers at Camp 

Meade and Camp Dix in New Jersey, and a fundraising drive that raised five hundred 

dollars to buy sheet music for soldiers at Camp Meade.66  African American women 

also excelled at supporting the Liberty Loan drives, as evidenced by the $219,350.00 

raised for the Fourth Liberty Loan by the Colored Women’s Committee. Truly a city-

wide effort, district chairwomen were chosen to canvas the city and special 

committees were formed to focus on professional groups.67 Prominent clubwoman 

Addie Dickerson traveled throughout her birth state of North Carolina on behalf of 

the Fourth Liberty Loan in an effort made by the NACW to appeal to African 

American women in the South. 68 

 African American women in Philadelphia also spearheaded the creation of 

Soldiers Clubs for African American troops.  These efforts were necessary as the Red 

Cross operated segregated “Hostess Houses,” facilities that provided dormitories, 

cafeterias and game rooms for white soldiers on leave or passing through the city. 

African American women created Hostess Houses in the basement of St. Thomas’s 

Church, on the grounds of the Berean Church, and at Camp Dix, New Jersey.  It 
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67 “Women Raise $219,350 in 4th Liberty Loan Campaign,” Philadelphia 

Tribune, November 16, 1918. 
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9, 1918. 
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should be noted that while African American soldiers were not welcomed in white 

clubs, the Berean Army and Navy Section of the War Camp welcomed both white 

and African American soldiers.69  In addition to staffing these clubs, women cooked 

meals, called for contributions of furnishings, and held dances and tournaments for 

the entertainment of servicemen. During the summer of 1918, prominent suffragette 

Mazie Mossell Griffin donated the use of her home as a service club for soldiers and 

sailors.  The Dunbar Service Club, affiliated with the Northeastern Federation of 

Women’s Clubs, staffed the house while Griffin spent the summer in Denver, 

Colorado.70  As individuals and through organizations, African American women 
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70 “Pennsylvania,” The Chicago Defender, May 11, 1918.  Mary (Mazie) 

Campbell Mossell Griffin was born on October 10, 1885 to Dr. Nathan F Mossell and 
Gertrude E. H. (Bustill).  Born into one of the elite families of Philadelphia, Mazie 
attended the F. F. Jones Private School for Girls and after graduation taught 
kindergarten briefly in Darby, Pennsylvania.  She married Dr. Joshua R. Griffin Jr. 
and had one child Francis Raleigh. Employed as a writer, Griffin was published by 
the Philadelphia Tribune, Philadelphia Courant, Washington Sun and Chicago 
Defender. She also published one book Afro-American Men and Women Who Count 
(Philadelphia: 1915). Griffin was active in the women’s club movement and served as 
chairman of the suffrage department of the Northeastern Federation of Woman’s 
Clubs and actively raised money for the Douglass Hospital and a children’s summer 
camp, the Elizabeth C. Carter Outing Association.  Griffin’s considerable political 
activities will be discussed in chapters three and four of this dissertation. For more 
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continued their tradition of combining social service work with the fight for racial 

equality throughout World War I, comforting soldiers and combating the segregated 

policies of the American Red Cross.  

 During 1918 the editorial page of the Tribune celebrated the contributions 

made by women and remarked that, “The women of the United States are nobly, 

unselfishly, manfully, one may say, bearing their share of the burdens of war.”71 

Their expanding role in the workforce, impressive fundraising drives, and extensive 

work with African American soldiers presented impressive evidence that supported 

their fitness for the political arena.  These factors, when combined with the growing 

sentiment that woman suffrage might break the southern domination of Congress, led 

the Tribune’s editors to declare for the first time that they were in favor of woman 

suffrage. Key to the argument was the view that southern politicians were “scared 

over the amendment” and woman suffrage may wake “Northern forces…up from 

their ‘Rip Van Winkle’ dream.” The editors acknowledged that “we can give no legal 

reason why women should not be permitted to vote” and they implored men to honor 

women “as citizens and voters of your own, your native land for you have done more 

to make it what it is than any man.” Despite the editor’s view that “sentimentally it 

(suffrage) does not appeal to us” they determined that “sentiment cannot govern 
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right.”72 By winning over the editors of the influential Philadelphia Tribune, African 

American women gained an important voice in their efforts to play a greater role in 

the political landscape of Philadelphia.  

 Though the Pennsylvania General Assembly voted to ratify the Nineteenth 

Amendment on June 24, 1919, suffrage was not formally granted in Pennsylvania 

until after Tennessee became the thirty sixth state to ratify on August 18, 1920.  In the 

months leading up to the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, numerous 

organizations such as the West Philadelphia Civic League of Women, the Republican 

Women’s Committee of Philadelphia County, and the Colored Women’s Committee 

of Philadelphia aided Philadelphia’s African American women in preparing for the 

franchise. The platform of the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs in 

1920 included a statement that urged African American women to, “give their close 

attention to the study of civics, to the laws of parliamentary usage, and to current 

political questions, both local and national, in order to fit themselves for the exercise 

of the franchise.”73 This sentiment was echoed in the white press, as the Philadelphia 
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Inquirer printed two articles discussing the efforts to educate both black and white 

women in the proper method of voting.74  Announcements of citizenship forums 

appeared often in the pages of the Philadelphia Tribune which praised the progress 

made by those in attendance and emphasized the importance of women gaining the 

franchise. 

  The West Philadelphia Civic League of Women proclaimed that “each 

colored woman owes it to all women to join this organization for the betterment of 

race conditions” and announced a course of weekly lectures on citizenship that were 

held every Tuesday night.75   Through the work of volunteer instructors such as the 

City Statistician Edward Catell and Mazie Mossell Griffin, African American women 

gained important knowledge of topics such as the historical background of voting, 

understanding legislation and voting procedures.76  Organizations offered classes free 

of charge and generally scheduled them in the evenings in an effort to reach as many 

working women as possible.   

For those who were not able to attend citizenship classes or lectures on voting 

procedure, the African American press, on both the local and national levels, once 
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again served as an important educational tool for the female population of 

Philadelphia.  As early as March 1919, the Crisis, the monthly magazine of the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, advocated that women 

prepare themselves to be able to vote.  Articles counseled readers on the need to learn 

the structure of local and state government, understand qualification laws, and the 

need to register and pay the required poll taxes.77  Closer to the election, facsimile 

ballots for the election appeared in the Crisis, which included instructions on the 

proper way to mark the ballot and an example of how to vote a straight Republican 

ticket that supported Republicans Warren G. Harding and Calvin Coolidge for 

president and vice-president respectively.78 

More subtle, though no less important were the numerous articles published in 

the Philadelphia Tribune on various topics that related to the final battles over 

women’s suffrage and the importance of voting.  Editorials focused on varied 

subjects, such as the links between womanhood and suffrage, and voting rights and 

religion. Editorial cartoons highlighted the influence women would have within the 

major parties. One cartoon, entitled “They Are All Wooing Her Now” portrayed 
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suffrage as a white woman sitting on a park bench while two men signifying the 

Republican and Democratic parties offered flowers and compliments.79    

Northern women were constantly reminded of the plight of their southern 

sisters as articles detailed the swift disenfranchisement of southern African American 

women.80 Front-page headlines served as a warning to women as they told the story 

of an attempted lynching of an African American male who organized women to vote 

in Jacksonville, Florida.81  Reports such as these emphasized the importance of every 

vote and the responsibility African American women had to the entire race to exercise 

their franchise. Articles chronicled the progress of women around the nation in 

preparing for the vote and focused on the accomplishments of gifted female speakers.  

Women were warned that there would be little time to organize and gain instruction 

and that the time to prepare had arrived.82 
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After the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment by Tennessee on August 18, 

1920, women had less than three months to develop organizations to test their hard-

fought victory.  African American women in Philadelphia developed new political 

organizations built upon existing club and religious networks.  Centered on regional, 

political and associational ties, these organizations facilitated the smooth transition 

between the fight for suffrage and the voting process and provided support and 

guidance in this new endeavor.83   

In her path-breaking article, “In Politics to Stay: Black Women Leaders and 

Party Politics in the 1920’s” historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham argues that while 

African American women had been utilized before the election of 1924, it was not 

until that year that women emerged in “more extensive, visible and official ways.”  
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135. From a historiographic perspective, the most important published work on 
African American women in politics during the 1920’s remains Evelyn Brooks 
Higginbotham’s “In Politics to Stay: Black Women Leaders and Party Politics in the 
1920’s” in Women, Politics, and Change, ed. Louise A. Tilly and Patricia Gurin (New 
York: NY: Russell Sage Foundation, 1990).  While there are many articles and books 
focusing on the political activity African American women’s political activities in 
certain regions of the United States, there has yet to be published a comparable work 
on African American women in Philadelphia. 

  
Published book length works on the post suffrage era tend to focus on African 

American women on the national level. Floris Loretta Barnett Cash’s African 
American Women and Social Action:  The Clubwomen and Volunteerism from Jim 
Crow to the New Deal, 1896-1936 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2001) and Nikki 
Brown’s Private Politics and Public Voices: Black Women’s Activism from World 
War I to the New Deal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006) utilizes an 
expanded definition of political activity which includes to the role of clubwomen in 
politics and the impact of World War I volunteerism in fostering the growth of 
African American women’s political consciousness.   
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As evidence of this transition, Higginbotham points to the existence of Coolidge-

Dawes clubs and various other meetings.84  While this generalization may be true in 

some areas of the United States, Philadelphia’s African American women provide a 

very different perspective, showing little hesitation to make a decisive impact on 

partisan politics immediately upon gaining of the franchise.   

In Philadelphia it took African American women less than three weeks after 

Tennessee’s ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment to announce the formation of 

the Negro Women’s Harding-Coolidge Club of Philadelphia.  A meeting of 

approximately one hundred women was held at the Ward A.M.E. Church to discuss 

the future of women and the franchise. This number does not denote the full strength 

of the organization as an additional one hundred women pledged their support but 

were not in attendance.  Evelyn Robinson, who later in the evening was elected 

president of the organization, gave a rousing speech that supported the Republican 

Party, endorsed Warren G. Harding for President, condemned lynching, and 

demanded places for African Americans on the Woman’s Republican committees.  

One week later, Robinson traveled to Marion, Ohio, with a delegation of men from 

Philadelphia to visit candidate Harding and pledge their support.85 

The Republican Women’s Committee of Philadelphia County tapped another 

prominent church woman, S. Willie Layten to be the African American representative 

                                                           
84 Higginbotham, “In Politics to Stay,” 255.   
 
85 “Negro Women’s Harding-Coolidge Club of Phila.,” Philadelphia Tribune, 

September 4, 1920. 
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to the organization.   Latyen was an excellent choice for this committee as her 

organizational ties linked her to many of Philadelphia’s most prominent women’s 

organizations.  As president of the Woman’s Convention Auxiliary to the National 

Baptist Convention, president of the City Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs and 

secretary of the Philadelphia Association for the Protection of Colored Women, she 

had the attention of thousands of African American women.  During the suffrage 

movement Layten, an ardent supporter of women’s rights, was often chosen to speak 

to groups due to her oratorical prowess. A strong advocate for African American 

womanhood, Layten proclaimed that African American women were eager to vote 

“because as a body they have been self supporting and economically independent so 

much longer than white women… the vote will mean even more to them than white 

women.”86  In light of statements like this, the African American community knew 

that Layten would not accept the racism of white political women and would be a 

strong advocate for greater inclusion of African American women in the leadership of 

the Republican Party.  

The strong presence of the church in Philadelphia's African American 

community provided another avenue for the leaders to reach large numbers of 

women.  Speakers at a meeting held at Union A.M.E. Church on October 27, 1920 

included Blanche M. Williams, Mrs. John Wanamaker, S. Willie Layten, Lena Trent 

                                                           
86  “Prominent Woman to be Asked to Serve on Republican Women’s 

Committee of Phila.,” Philadelphia Tribune, March 27, 1920.  
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Gordon, and Reverend Robert R. Wright. 87  Mass meetings held during the evening 

at various Baptist and AME churches provided the speakers with captive audiences 

and led to lively discussions regarding the role of women in politics.  Those attending 

gained important instruction as to the importance of each individual vote and the need 

for solidarity among African American voters. 

 On election day, the enthusiasm of African American women voters was 

evidenced by strong voter turnout.  The Philadelphia Tribune reported that Mrs. 

Samuel Hart led an anxious gathering of women vying for the distinction of being the 

first African American woman to vote in Philadelphia.  Mrs. Hart arrived at the 

polling place by 6:30 in the morning to ensure that she would be the first in line.  The 

Tribune noted that Mrs. Hart voted a straight Republican ticket amidst applause by 

those present.88   Women from local communities reported with pride their success in 

mobilizing the ballot including a report that in one town, “Every race woman 

excepting Mrs. Mary Austin, who is sick, voted Tuesday.”89 

 In a letter to the Philadelphia Tribune, S. Willie Layten, Chairman of the 

Colored Women of Philadelphia County, recounted the many accomplishments made 

by African American women since gaining the franchise less than three months 

earlier.  Layten publicly commended the efforts of all women, and singled out the 

                                                           
87 “Women Voters of Fifteenth Ward Hold Mass Meeting,” Philadelphia 

Tribune, October 30, 1920. 
 
88 “Colored Woman First of Her Sex to Vote in Phila.,” Philadelphia Tribune,  
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eight female ward leaders for special recognition.  She noted that almost 250 

meetings were held by African American women and “all the colored women 

registered, ninety six percent cast their ballots for the Republican Party.  Reports 

coming from every ward show the keenest interest for permanent organization.”90  In 

spite of the relatively brief amount of time between ratification of the Nineteenth 

Amendment and election day, African American women in Philadelphia made 

impressive strides in 1920 toward organizing effective political organizations and 

gaining a voice in the politics of the city.   

 Between 1910 and 1920 African American women in Philadelphia made 

important progress toward securing a voice in politics.  The suffrage battle was fought 

and won, despite a lukewarm response by white suffragettes and little support from 

the conservative Philadelphia Tribune.  While African American women did not play 

a leading role in the fight for suffrage, they persistently challenged white women for a 

greater role in the movement and attacked the preconceived notions held by African 

American men about their proper role in society.  Given the relatively brief period of 

time between the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment and the election of 1920, 

African American women successfully met their deadline and were able to educate, 

register, and organize scores of African American women before the vote. Though 

African American women now held the right to vote, they quickly realized that as 

difficult as the suffrage fight had been, an even more imposing task lay before them.   

                                                           
90 S(arah) Willie Layten, “Colored Women of Philadelphia Support Their 

Chairman,” Philadelphia Tribune, November 6, 1920. 
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In the next decade African American women would have to challenge white women, 

African American men and Philadelphia’s Republican machine if they wanted to play 

a larger role in party politics.   
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CHAPTER THREE: 

“THERE WILL BE NO BED FELLOWS IN POLITICS  
NOW THAT LADIES ARE IN THE GAME”1:  

FIGHTING FOR POLITICAL POWER IN THE EARLY 1920s 
 

Though African American women were active in party politics during the 

1920s, partisan concerns were only one facet of their agenda.  Enfranchisement did 

not immediately translate into political power and African American women’s efforts 

to achieve their goals were often frustrated by racial tension with white women and 

gender divisions within the African American community. Most importantly, the 

dominating presence of Philadelphia’s Republican machine effectively stripped 

African American women of political power.   While these women fought for 

leadership positions in the Republican Party, they were consistently defeated by men 

of both races.  During the early twentieth century, the political machine rewarded 

only a handful of African American men, and these men were unwilling to share their 

hard fought political power and corresponding patronage jobs with African American 

women.   

When men and organizations proved to be unreceptive to the social, 

educational, health, and political reform demands of African American women, the 

women resorted to church and organizational ties to achieve their goals.  By relying 

on their traditional non-partisan bases of power, African American women 

counteracted their muted voices in party politics and were able to launch initiatives to 

bring about positive change in the African American community.  Philadelphia’s 
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African American women cultivated alliances and extended their political efforts 

beyond the local to the national and international levels through organizations such as 

the National Association of Colored Women, the Women’s International League for 

Peace and Freedom, and the International Council of Women of the Darker Races.  

Philadelphia organizations such as the Young Women’s Christian Association and the 

Association for the Protection of Colored Women supplied alternative bases of power 

on which the African American community could rely.  Through this skillful 

combination of partisan maneuvering and organizational strength, African American 

women were able to address the needs of the African American community and 

demand a greater voice in party politics during the 1920s.  

1921 was an important year for African American women in Philadelphia 

politics.  Flush from the victory in the woman’s suffrage movement and fresh off 

their first official foray into party politics in the election of 1920, African American 

women set their sights on higher goals. Their success in mobilizing support among 

women during the 1920 presidential campaign had brought increased expectations 

and demands upon those active in political arenas.   

During the suffrage fight, African American women pledged to become a 

powerful force in Philadelphia politics and find political success in areas where 

African American men had failed.  An unidentified woman challenged the editor of 

the Tribune with the position that African American women needed the vote because 

men had used it for personal gain and not the best interests of the race.  The editor 
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then wondered aloud if “Afro-American women only can recover with the ballot what 

our men have lost with the ballot.”2 On the eve of the suffrage victory, Jessie Palmer 

Yarborough went one step further by detailing events during the election of 1919, 

when “women traversed the streets of Philadelphia, trying to direct the more ignorant 

masses of our men to properly cast their vote” and pleaded with men who accepted 

money for their vote not to “sell off their birthright.”  She concluded with the plea 

“all we ask is a chance to try to do that which our men so far, have failed in doing.”3 

This sentiment was also echoed by prominent African American leaders.  William 

Pickens, in a pro-suffrage column published by the Philadelphia Tribune, noted that 

women would have a head start in politics due to the “great capacity and ability for 

organizations” they exhibited on the local, state, and national levels.4  Confident in 

their organizational prowess honed in the club movement and through religious work, 

African American women set out to, in the words of Paula Baker, bring about a 

“Domestication of Politics.”5   

                                                           
2 “New Viewpoint of Votes for Women by One of Ours,” Philadelphia 

Tribune, June 3, 1916.  The woman who the article refers to is never named, only 
described as “an intelligent and public spirited Afro-American woman…” 

 
3 Jessie Palmer Yarborough, “The Lounge Lizard,” Philadelphia Tribune, 

January 31, 1920.  
 
4 “Votes for Women,” Philadelphia Tribune, February 14, 1920.  
 
5 Paula Baker, “The Domestication of Politics: Women and American 

Political Society, 1780-1920,” American Historical Review 89, no, 3 (June 1984): 
620-47. 
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 While African American men did strike back against these challenges, their 

retorts had greatly weakened in both strength and frequency since the suffrage days.  

One columnist remarked during the 1921 campaign that as women accumulated an 

increasing number of titles and honors, such as “women city chairmen of numerous 

groups and senatorial leaders, the ward chieftains and the division mistresses” one 

title “of a good housekeeper is rapidly disappearing.”6 Another columnist claimed 

that since women now “hold a full hand in politics and their inclination is naturally 

toward handsome men” that certain candidates will have an edge in the coming 

elections.7 Each critique, while still brimming with sarcasm, also recognized the great 

strides African American women made in a relatively short time.  

 In addition to the Tribune’s consistent support of their political activities, 

during the 1920’s Philadelphia’s African American women underwent another major 

demographic change. During the nineteenth century, community leadership was 

generally a product of socially elite “Old Philadelphians”8 such as the Forten, Purvis, 

and Bustill families.  African American women experienced an important shift in 

leadership as new generations of women rose through the ranks and gained the 

respect of the community. With the exception of Mazie Mossell Griffin and Sadie 

Tanner Mossell Alexander, the new leaders of Philadelphia’s African American 

                                                           
6 “Politics and Politicians,” Philadelphia Tribune, September 10, 1921.  
 
7 “Politics and Politicians,” Philadelphia Tribune, July 9, 1921. 
 
8 Willard B. Gatewood, Aristocrats of Color: The Black Elite, 1880-1920 

(Fayetteville, Ark.: University of Arkansas Press, 2000), 102. 
 



 

115

women were born outside of Pennsylvania and migrated to the state during the early 

1900s.  Lena Trent Gordon was a native of Virginia, S. Willie Layten was born in 

Mississippi, and Addie Dickerson and Maude Morrissett were products of North 

Carolina.  As outsiders, these women had to work harder to carve out places for 

themselves in Philadelphia society. In addition to their birth outside of Philadelphia, 

each woman was born into an economically stable family that enabled a degree of 

financial security. All were married, widowed or separated, and had either no 

surviving children or very small families. Each woman also obtained a college degree 

and went on to work in a social service profession. 9   

These shared characteristics placed these women in a favorable position 

within the community.  Family support, advantageous marriages, and small families, 

allowed these women the economic security and necessary leisure time to become 

activists for a variety of causes.  Spending their formative years in the South, they 

were keenly aware of the challenges experienced by new migrants and set about to 

join existing social service organizations to address the needs of the community, and 

in some cases, create new ones.  Their oratorical and organizational skills, willingness 

to work with women of all backgrounds, and compassion for the less fortunate 

endeared them to the community and enabled their rise to power.  Though they were 
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class conscious, their interaction with the community was more extensive than that of 

the “Old Philadelphians” fostering the support and loyalty of new migrants to 

Philadelphia and the community at large.10  

As a result of southern migration to Philadelphia and woman suffrage, the 

African American community emerged as a potentially powerful voting bloc in many 

Philadelphia wards. This newfound strength combined with the election of two 

African Americans, John C. Asbury and Andrew Stevens Jr., to the Pennsylvania 

legislature from Philadelphia in 1920 brought a renewed sense of optimism in the 

African American community toward politics.11   The Philadelphia Tribune 

responded to this shift by creating the weekly “Politics and Politicians” column in 

April 1921 to recognize the many organizations and individual African American 

men and women active in local politics.    Individuals and groups were either 

celebrated for their accomplishments or publicly chastised for poor decisions or 

inactivity.  The coverage devoted to African American women in this column is 

significant and overwhelmingly positive, and offers an insider’s view of politics in 

Philadelphia.12  

                                                           
10 Ibid. 
 
11 Eric Ledell Smith, “‘Asking for Justice and Fair Play’: African American 
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During the spring of 1921, African American women leaders focused their 

attention on providing a groundswell of support for the Civil Rights Bill that was 

being debated in Harrisburg, the state capitol.  Known as the Asbury Civil Rights 

Bill, the bill was named for its sponsor John C. Asbury, African American State 

House member from Philadelphia.13  The bill called for a statute that would guarantee 

the rights of African American citizens in Pennsylvania and was modeled after bills 

that had been passed in New York and New Jersey.14  The text of the bill included 

demands for protection of “all persons in their equal rights regardless of race, color, 

or creed in places of public accommodations, entertainment or amusement and 

providing for the violation of the same.”15 As the bill’s sponsor encountered 

determined white resistance to the passage of such a measure, a large contingent of 

African Americans from Philadelphia journeyed to Harrisburg in the spring of 1921 

to make their presence and their community’s support of Asbury's legislation known 

to all members of the legislature. The Philadelphia Tribune paid special attention to 
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the presence of a “large delegation” of women who traveled to the state capital and 

who provided vocal support for the bill during the debates.16   

S. Willie Layten, one of the most outspoken women in Philadelphia politics, 

played a pivotal role in building the case for passage of Asbury’s measure. Layten 

was characterized by the Tribune as, “an oratorical Joan of Arc, proudly leading her 

race in an assault against wrongs perpetrated by the great state of their birth or 

adoption.”17  The extent of Layten’s participation during the debates in Harrisburg 

was so significant that the editors of the Philadelphia Tribune questioned the 

discretion and judgment of those in charge of choosing speakers.  Using a baseball 

analogy, the editors questioned whether the effectiveness of Layten’s impressive 

oratorical skills was lessened due to her constant use as star hurler, substitute, and 

pinch hitter.  Noting the presence of many gifted orators among those in attendance, 

including Lena Trent Gordon, the editors worried that Layten’s effectiveness might 

wane.  The Tribune expressed its hope that in the future debates Layten’s skills would 

be conserved so that her “full force and energy . . . is reserved for the final test.”18   

Though the Asbury Bill met defeat at the hands of the State House of 

Representatives, African American women gained valuable experience in state 
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politics and demonstrated to the nation, the state, and the City of Philadelphia that 

they were a force that could not be ignored.  

By 1921, S. Willie Layten emerged as the leader of Philadelphia’s African 

American women. Even before female suffrage was officially granted in 

Pennsylvania, Layten was named as the lone African American woman on the board 

of the Republican Women’s Committee of Philadelphia County. In addition to her 

post as President of the Women’s Convention of the National Baptist Convention, 

during the 1920s Layten was also a member of the Central Board of the Philadelphia 

League of Women Citizens, President of the City Federation of Colored Women’s 

Clubs, and Secretary of the Philadelphia Association of Protection of Colored 

Women.  The scope of her involvement in such a wide variety of organizations, 

coupled with her position as an elected officer, provided Layten with a unique 

platform from which to address a large percentage of Philadelphia’s African 

American population. Layten appeared often as a keynote speaker on women’s issues 

at meetings of both men’s and women’s political organizations. Her participation in 

the debates surrounding the Asbury Civil Rights Bill and her ability to marshal the 

political strength of thousands of African American women placed Layten firmly in 

the limelight and established her as a political force that could not be ignored.  

Although the Asbury Bill was defeated by the Pennsylvania General 

Assembly, the Philadelphia Tribune’s coverage of the episode signaled a victory for 

African American women in the court of public opinion.  The newspaper singled out 

women such as S. Willie Layten and Lena Trent Gordon for their impressive 
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oratorical abilities and stated that Layten’s words were “in the minds of many of 

those present . . . the most impressive speech of the meeting.”19 This coverage was far 

different from the Tribune’s characterization of women during the suffrage movement 

as infantile housewives who were incapable of handling the responsibilities of the 

franchise. Throughout the 1920 and 1921 campaign seasons, the newspaper praised 

women for their organizational skills, networking abilities, and the leadership 

qualities exhibited by prominent individuals.  Rather than bringing about the 

“destruction of the home and the state”20 as had been predicted by the editors during 

the suffrage campaign, by 1921 the newspaper began describing women in headlines 

as having “shown great generalship by uniting men and women in defense of our 

rights” and posing a “challenge to weak leaders.”21  Women backed up their 

pronouncements with action, and the Philadelphia Tribune consistently applauded 

their accomplishments.  

While the drive for passage of the Asbury Civil Rights Bill gained the 

majority of headlines in the spring of 1921, the Tribune’s “Politics and Politicians” 

column indicated that women were already hard at work preparing for the fall 
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elections.22  Women organized in a variety of ways, including the formation of ladies 

auxiliaries to male political organizations and the establishment their own unique 

political clubs.  These organizations provided, but were not limited to, educational 

opportunities for women regarding the franchise.  One example of clubs formed by 

women is the Colored Women's Progressive Political Club.  In addition to addressing 

political concerns, the Tribune reported that the club made a donation of twenty-one 

dollars to the Philadelphia Association for the Protection of Colored Women.23  This 

donation was even more significant considering the group had been in existence for 

only three months and was relatively small in size.  The Colored Women's 

Progressive club had an enrollment of twenty-seven members, about eleven of whom 

played an active role. Smaller clubs were the organizational backbone for 

Philadelphia’s African American women. Small in size but many in number, these 

division level organizations allowed local leadership to emerge and monitor the 

situation in each neighborhood.  Ward and city-wide leaders such as S. Willie Layten, 

Addie Dickerson, Lena Trent Gordon, and Mazie Mossell Griffin attended these 

meetings as guest speakers and facilitated the installation of new officers.24  

Organized and efficient, this web of small clubs enabled rapid communication 

between leadership and the grass-roots level and provided female leadership with an 
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accurate sense of the voting strength at their disposal.  By maintaining close ties to 

neighborhood political clubs, city wide leaders strengthened their position as 

spokeswomen for Philadelphia’s African American community. 

On a larger scale, many organizations gained guidance from the State 

Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs. During the annual state meeting women 

networked, exchanged ideas, and provided each other with valuable information 

regarding strategy, success, and failure during their first experience with the 

franchise.    On Tuesday, August 16, 1921, a special train left the Reading Terminal 

Station in Philadelphia and carried more than eighty delegates to the state convention 

that was being held in Reading, Pennsylvania.  Prominent among the state hierarchy 

were numerous women from Philadelphia, holding offices such as president, 

corresponding secretary, financial secretary and chaplain.  Papers entitled, "Women 

Enfranchised" challenged women to organize politically, as sentiments such as “A 

race is as strong as the spirit and courage of its women.  Our slogan is ‘remember the 

Asbury Civil Rights Bill.’  The enfranchisement of Negro Women's Clubs can put the 

‘gro’ in Negro” were expressed by the group.  Discussion groups tackled issues such 

as “Negro Women in Politics,” “Negro Women in Civic Life,” and “What We Did in 

the Republican Campaign Last Fall.”25 

In one session Daisy Lampkin of Pittsburgh provided members of the 

Federation with sound political advice as she recounted how she dealt with the 
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decision made by white suffragettes to exclude African Americans from a pre-

election luncheon. Lampkin provided the white women of Pittsburgh with an 

ultimatum, “If colored women do not lunch tomorrow, they will not cast a vote the 

day after.”  Pittsburgh women were victorious in this battle, as the women lunched 

together.26  At yearly meetings such as this, club members exchanged ideas, set goals 

for the future and discussed a variety of experiences, including strategies for dealing 

with the racism often found in white women's political organizations.  During these 

yearly meetings, Philadelphia’s African American women had the opportunity to 

interact with fellow club members from around the state and nation and through these 

gatherings furthered their political education.   

As Philadelphians prepared for the upcoming campaign season, African 

American men and women focused their energies on the election of Amos M. Scott, 

an African American, to the position of City Magistrate.  An article in the Tribune 

about the Twentieth Ward Progressive Club summarized the position of many 

women:  

Let us get together or we can't do anything for the race.  
No matter from whence come thou or where thou go 
you are the very same and certainly you must learn to 
read between the lines and come to the conclusion that 
organization is the only true road to success.27   
 

Female public school teachers, a group whose endorsement was highly 

influential in the African American community, went on record with their support of 
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Amos Scott for magistrate.  Female leaders quickly recognized the need for solidarity 

within the African American community, and they used every opportunity to unify 

voters behind their chosen candidate. The organizational skill and dexterity in public 

relations exhibited by many women in power continually gained the praise of both 

their male counterparts and the Philadelphia Tribune.28   

One example of organizational activity by Philadelphia’s African American 

women is the work of Lena Trent Gordon in the Seventh Senatorial District.  

According to the Tribune, under Gordon’s leadership the women of the district 

created a plan to secure every vote for candidate Scott.  From massive church rallies 

to door to door canvases, African American women sought to put their organizational 

skills into action in support of their candidate.29  Gordon warned the men of her 

district that women would not “follow in beaten paths of ‘do nothing’.”30 Far from 

resting on their laurels, African American women left no stone unturned as they 

sought to mobilize the voters in each district.  The Philadelphia Tribune observed 

that, “The Girl Scouts are not in politics but just the same they helped the Scott 

boosters do a lot of campaign work in Bill Leonard’s division of the 7th ward.”31  
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While it was not reported whether the Girl Scouts earned merit badges for their 

efforts, these young girls no doubt gained valuable political experience and a sense of 

pride from their participation in the campaign.  This method of organizing was not 

unique, as other ward captains developed systematic plans to both register and secure 

the votes of the entire female population of their districts.   

This level of organization stood in sharp contrast to the political associations 

developed and maintained by African American men in Philadelphia.  The most 

prominent male organization was the Citizen’s Republican Club which served more 

as an elite men’s club than as a functioning political organization. The club was 

founded in 1884 by Andrew F. Stevens Sr. and boasted a highly selective 

membership drawn from the social and financial elite of Philadelphia’s African 

American community.  Their clubhouse at 15th and Lombard boasted an auditorium, 

library, and private lounge for members.32  Under the leadership of President Edward 

Henry, the club initiated a “Speaker’s Forum” during the early 1920s to provide free 

educational lectures to the local community.33  While the Citizen’s Club’s weekly 

reports in the Tribune chronicled candidate endorsements and committee meetings, 

the results of billiard and pinochle tournaments and discussions of the club’s yearly 
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“Soap Box Minstrel” review were much more prevalent.34  Though members of the 

Citizen’s Club traveled to Harrisburg to speak in support of the Asbury Civil Rights 

Bill, they were widely criticized in the press for their lampooning of the bill’s defeat 

during their blackface “Soap Box Minstrel” show in May.  The skit, the “Killing of 

the Civil Rights Bill,” also received a lukewarm reception from the audience.35 One 

article in the Tribune from August 1921 reported that a large number of Citizen’s 

Club’s members marked the beginning of the campaign season by “residing at the 

present time in Atlantic City.” 36 While the Citizen’s Republican Club tried to mix 

frivolity with politics, the men were often criticized for their reluctance to engage in 

the labor intensive, grass-roots organizing necessary to combat machine politicians.37  
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This lack of intense organizational activity by the Citizen’s Club and the 

inefficiency of political organizations run by African American men led The 

Philadelphia Tribune to use the success of African American political women as a 

weapon to chide male politicians for their ineffectiveness.  Front-page articles began 

with comments such as, “With a determination seldom shown on the part of the men 

of the race.”38  Other articles proclaimed that “colored women show better 

generalship than our men,” 39 and women will keep “out of some of the (political) ruts 

into which men of the past have fallen.”40  Political columnists used the women as an 

example to African American men by noting:  

The uncertainty that hovers over the efforts of colored 
men in politics finds no place in the political activity of 
colored women.  Once the women make up their minds 
what they believe is right and just, they go after it with 
a vim and determination that is bound to bring results 
one way or the other.  No child’s play with them.41  
 

The editor of the “Politics and Politicians” column warned, “Be generous in helping 

the ladies along in politics.  If you don’t they’ll help themselves.”42  While this 
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comment was undoubtedly patronizing toward the female organizations, it also 

clearly acknowledged the growing strength of women in Philadelphia politics.  

 As the political power and influence of Philadelphia’s African American 

women increased, there was a corresponding increase in their demands to reap the 

benefits of working within the partisan political system.  By the election of 1921, 

many African American women were unwilling to remain as apprentices to either 

African American male political leaders or white women in positions of power.  

Enabled by their successful organization and high voter turnout in the 1920 election, 

female leaders demanded representation. Supported by the thousands of female 

African American voters allied behind them, it was difficult for white women’s 

organizations to ignore these African American women’s desire for leadership 

positions. In the spring of 1921, The Philadelphia Tribune carried this warning for 

segregated women’s organizations:  

The women folk will surprise somebody at the coming 
election. White women in some of the Philadelphia 
districts are inclined to have a lily-white organization 
and the colored girls say not while we have a vote.  Ah 
boy, our girls can match ’em every time.”43   

 
These statements were neither casual observations nor idle threats by leading female 

African American politicians as they marshaled sufficient political power to demand 

a role in Republican organizations.   

With the support of white Councilman Charles B. Hall, African American 

women won the fight for structural change within city organizations.  In August, 1921 
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the rules of the Republican City Committee were amended to allow African American 

women the opportunity for fair representation on the committee.  The new plan 

allowed for the election of two women from each of the city’s eight senatorial 

districts.  The hope was that African American women would gain one position in 

each district where there was a proportionally large African American vote.  

In response to a rumor that there would be no African American women 

elected to the Republican City Campaign Committee regardless of the change in 

rules, the author of the “Politics and Politicians” column warned that unless African 

American women were given representation, they would bolt the ranks of the 

Republican Party and join the Democrats.44  The Tribune backed Mazie Mossell 

Griffin for the position and noted that she had the intelligence and support to make, 

“Mrs. Bessie Dobson Altemus’ anti-Negro women’s auxiliary look like a political 

orphan in her district.”45 The Republican City Campaign Committee Auxiliary took 

heed of the warning and appointed Mazie Mossell Griffin to the committee within the 

week and made her Vice-President of the committee.46   While African American 

women gained only one position, Griffin’s appointment and election as Vice-

President indicated that African American women had gained sufficient political 

strength to force greater representation in white organizations.   
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 African American men were also compelled to give women a greater voice in 

ward and district politics.  In a highly publicized and somewhat rough campaign, 

Maude Morrissett ran for the assessorship of the seventh senatorial district.  The 

Philadelphia Tribune noted that Ms. Morrissett, “cleaned up her fight for the 

assessorship . . . Some real fighting blood here.”47 Though women did not make 

significant gains in securing leadership roles in party politics during the 1921 

election, they quickly gained experience and influence within the party.  Male leaders 

increasingly saw the wisdom of supporting issues advocated by the women in their 

district.  More than one politician realized that if he was to keep tight control over his 

district, he needed to secure the backing of the African American women. 

From an economic standpoint, African American women sought to reap 

economic gains for their solid support of the Republican Party after the election.  

Long before women gained the franchise, white women gained patronage jobs at City 

Hall.  The Philadelphia Tribune noted that “Now that they have the vote, colored 

politicians are redoubling their efforts to land capable colored girls in clerkships in 

some of the county offices.”48 Though agitation for more African American clerks 

may seem like a minor issue today, by 1921 the political clout held by African 

American women in Philadelphia had developed to the point that they expected the 

rewards of political patronage.   
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In an effort to move their political power to the next level, women ran for 

elected office within the City of Philadelphia during the 1921 election.  The 

Philadelphia Tribune and a variety of local organizations supported women for the 

position of school visitor and as representatives on the Board of Education.  The 

Colored Welfare League of the Fourth Ward endorsed Iva Burr for school visitor.49  

Some observers asserted that the “colored women candidates are all bright, intelligent 

women, and in many cases above the average white women elected for like 

positions.”50   Republican leaders approached Addie W. Dickerson, one of the most 

prominent female African American politicians, to run for a seat on the Board of 

Education in 1921, a position some politicians speculated that she would win with 

ease.  Dickerson declined, citing a conflict of interest because her husband, Attorney 

G. Edward Dickerson, was running for the office of Judge of the Municipal Court of 

the County of Philadelphia. 51 

In the wake of the primary elections, the hard work and determination of 

African American women was evident to the entire city.   Amos M. Scott’s election 

victory was credited to the women who seemingly placed advancement of the race 

before personal gains.  Lena Trent Gordon was commended for her organizational 

prowess and her oratorical skills that effectively mobilized voters in the Northwest 

sections of the city.  Evelyn Robinson of the Germantown section of the city was 
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celebrated as, “a woman who rules with love and tenderness.”  Though not a great 

orator, Robinson’s quiet dignity and skill in cementing ties within her district 

contributed greatly to her success.  Mazie Mossell Griffin gained distinction for her 

determination to secure equal representation for African American women in 

previously “lily-white organizations.” 52 

Throughout the city, women organized the most significant political mass 

meetings during the campaign.  The grassroots work of African American women 

during the election of 1921 set a new standard for political campaigns in Philadelphia.  

Men were warned that they would need to play a different, more active role if they 

wished to retain control of African American voters.53  Somewhat stereotypical, male 

descriptions of election night heralded a changing of the guard in Philadelphia 

politics.  For example, one observer commented on the appearance of “powder puffs, 

smelling salts and stimulants” at polling spots throughout the city as female division 

officers were forced to stay at the pools until 3 a.m.54  Much more than a snide 

comment, this statement foreshadowed the shift that was occurring in American 

politics.  Women continued their fight for a greater voice in partisan politics but were 

often placed on the margins of leadership.  Low level party and local political offices 

were more likely to be held by women as they sought to gain experience in their 
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effort to claw their way up the party ladder.  As political machines began to lose their 

grip on voters, the role of advertising and educational campaign strategies increased.  

Women embraced each of these strategies and adapted them to their own needs.    

Finally, as the federal government shifted toward a new definition of liberalism in the 

early twentieth century, women stood at the forefront of efforts to make government 

more efficient and responsive to the needs of individuals. African American women 

learned these lessons well during the Progressive era and sought to use these skills to 

bring the African American community together as a powerful voting bloc.55 

From the early days of the 1921 campaign, to the tabulation of the last ballot, 

African American women made it known that they were developing into a political 

force that could not be ignored.  Individuals such as S. Willie Layten, Addie 

Dickerson, Lena Trent Gordon, Mazie Mossell Griffin, and Maude Morrissett moved 

quickly to the forefront of politics in Philadelphia where they demanded recognition 

and respect from both African American and white political organizations. Faced with 

sexist attitudes and racism, these leaders and their organizations persevered by 

closing their ranks behind their chosen candidates and advocating issues important 

both to their race and gender.  
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Unfortunately, the efforts of these women produced few tangible results and 

were virtually ignored by those outside of the African American community. Since 

the Civil War, Philadelphia had been essentially a one party town that was dominated 

by a Republican machine that controlled elections and the distribution of patronage 

jobs.  Between 1910 and 1930 two Republican bosses, United States Senator Boies 

Penrose and United States Congressman William S. Vare, vied for control of 

Philadelphia politics.  Penrose, born into a prominent Philadelphia family, graduated 

from Harvard Law, and rose through the ranks of Pennsylvania politics as a follower 

of Republican boss Matthew Quay. A study in contrasts, Vare was one of three 

brothers who rose to power in South Philadelphia on the strength of their multi-

million dollar acquisition of Philadelphia City contracts.56   

Of the two Republican bosses, the Vare machine was a strong supporter of 

equal rights for African Americans as evidenced by the fight over the Asbury Civil 

Rights Bill.  During the debates surrounding the bill’s passage, Edwin Vare, state 

senator from Philadelphia and brother to William, spoke in favor of the legislation in 

front of the Judiciary General Committee thus ensuring the support of his 

constituents. During his speech, Vare motioned to the African American men and 

women from his district in the gallery and recounted their loyal allegiance to the 

Republican Party.  Given their continued loyalty to the party, Vare recounted their 
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request “for simple justice of us who have profited by their votes.”57 As pragmatic 

power brokers, the Vare family realized that their political strength in the districts 

below South Street in Philadelphia was directly tied to the support of the African 

American community.    

Unlike the Vare machine, United States Senator Boies Penrose only paid 

occasional attention to African American voters, opposed woman’s suffrage, and 

rarely scattered patronage crumbs to the African American community.58   Even 

though Penrose was not a member of the Pennsylvania General Assembly, when 

interviewed about the Asbury Bill, he initially supported it and remarked to the New 

York Times that, “I see no reason why the colored man and colored woman should . . . 

not be able to go to hotels, cafes, restaurants or other public places frequented by 

white persons.”59  This initial support was withdrawn when word of an article entitled 

“Penrose for Negroes’ Bill,” reached Southern Democratic Congressmen in 

Washington, D.C.  Sensing the displeasure of his Southern colleagues and given the 

opportunity to attack the rival Vare machine, Penrose withdrew his support and 

ordered the death of the bill in committee.  As a final insult to both the Vare machine 

and the African American community, Penrose attacked them in his newspaper, The 

Philadelphia Sunday Item.  Penrose asserted that while he might gain some support 

                                                           
57 “Senator Edwin Vare Enters Fight for Equal Rights Bill,” Philadelphia 

Tribune, March 19, 1921. 
 
58 Paul B. Beers, Pennsylvania Politics Today and Yesterday: The Tolerable 

Accommodation (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1980), 50. 
 
59 “Penrose for Negroes’ Bill,” New York Times, April 3, 1921.  



 

136

from the African American community, Vare’s support of the Asbury Bill would lead 

to his elimination from politics.  Finally, Penrose insulted African American voters by 

stating that “most of them have to be bought at very election, and equal rights or no 

equal rights, they are going to have to be paid in the future just the same.”60  

Discounting the power of African American voters and unwilling to risk losing the 

support of Democratic colleagues in the United States Senate, Penrose turned his 

back on African Americans and orchestrated the defeat of the Asbury Civil Rights 

Bill.  

 The Penrose and Vare machines were able to completely ignore or only 

superficially support the African American community because of the lack of a viable 

alternative for voters.   The Republican Party dominated the Philadelphia political 

landscape with only occasional interference from other parties.  Reform parties posed 

the most successful challenge to the Republican machine, but these victories were 

rare. The 1911 election of Rudolph Blankenburg, the Democratic Party candidate for 

mayor, was more the result of a split between the Penrose and Vare factions than an 

overwhelming desire for reform.61  The Democratic Party remained an impotent voice 
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in Philadelphia politics throughout the 1920s.  John O’Donnell, Chairman of the 

Philadelphia Democratic City Committee, was a personal friend of William Vare who 

actively supported O’Donnell’s political endeavors.  Vare and O’Donnell had a close 

working relationship; so close that when O’Donnell was encouraged to break free of 

Vare’s political grasp, he declined stating that he could not do that to the man “who 

has kept me on his payroll for so many years. Vare has been paying the rent on 

Democratic headquarters.  I can’t bite the hand that’s fed me.”62  Vare even went so 

far as to implore a small number of Republicans in his districts to register and vote 
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Democrat. With this smattering of support purchased by Vare, O’Donnell gave the 

appearance of legitimacy that allowed him to keep his position as head of the 

Philadelphia Democratic Party.63  With the Republican Party effectively keeping the 

Democrats under machine control, African Americans had no other alternative than to 

work within the Republican Party.  Loyal to “the Party of Lincoln” and faced with 

few other political options, African Americans remained Republican throughout the 

1920s and received little reward for their substantial support of the party.  

 During the presidential election of 1924, African American women remained 

hopeful that their considerable political efforts on behalf of the Republican Party 

would be rewarded with their election to political offices or patronage jobs. These 

women looked forward to the opportunity provided by a presidential election and 

actively started their preparations for the campaign.  On the local front, the 

Republican machine weakened slightly with the death of Boies Penrose on New 

Year’s Eve 1921.64  This void was filled by the last living Vare brother, William, who 

quickly settled into the position as the undisputed Republican boss of Philadelphia. 

This was a mixed blessing for Philadelphia’s African American community, as Vare’s 

support of African Americans hinged on their continued loyal defense of the 

Republican machine and their willingness to toe the party line.   

 This obedience to the Republican Party was underscored by the announcement 

that Representatives John C. Asbury and Andrew Stevens would not seek reelection 
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to the General Assembly in 1924.  Traditionally, the Republican machine allowed 

African American legislators two terms in office before they were replaced with 

white legislators. When queried by the Tribune about their refusal to run for a second 

term, both men supplied vague answers, and this led the paper to theorize that their 

support of the equal rights bill led to their political demise. 65  Though William Vare 

authorized a slate of two African Americans, William Fuller and Samuel Hart, to 

replace Asbury and Stevens, this election sent the clear message to Republicans that 

party loyalty superseded racial solidarity. As the editors of the “Politics and 

Politicians” column of the Philadelphia Tribune chronicled Asbury and Stevens’ 

resignations, they also offered an observation that buoyed the hopes of African 

American women by suggesting that a woman should have been one of the nominees.  

Intrigue is also alluded to, as the editors stated, “There is a suspicion- and some 

evidence- that political jealousy and intriguing by a certain envious person in that 

district prevented that desirable recognition of a most deserving group.”66 This 
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thwarted nomination during the 1924 election indicates that African American 

women were climbing the political ladder relatively quickly and challenging African 

American men for power. Unfortunately, it also shows that the community was not 

immune to petty jealousies between those who sought power.   

 Despite these shifting political alliances, less than one month earlier African 

American women had scored an impressive patronage victory. Lena Trent Gordon 

was appointed as supervisor in the Department of Welfare at a salary of $2,400 a 

year.67 A popular speaker and activist, Gordon’s appointment to the Department of 

Welfare’s Legal Aid Division had important repercussions for the entire African 

American community. Born in Virginia and named valedictorian of Virginia 

Theological Seminary and College, Gordon had moved to Philadelphia during the 

early 1900s.  She had been active in partisan politics before women won the right to 

vote and traveled around the nation in 1919 as a speaker for the Republican Party.68   

 As a powerful voice in the African American community, Gordon was 

rewarded for her considerable efforts on behalf of the Republican Party.  The entire 

community benefited from this highly unusual appointment.  Traditionally, African 

Americans received low level patronage jobs as secretaries, postal workers, or other 
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strictly manual labor positions within city government.  While these jobs offered 

much higher salaries than private sector positions, they afforded these individuals 

little chance to directly influence local government or politics. While there were 

many benefits for an individual lucky enough to secure a patronage job, the chances 

to affect real change on behalf of the African American community were few. 

 Gordon’s placement in the Department of Welfare, combined with her 

professional training as a social worker, placed her in a position to be an advocate for 

Philadelphia’s African American community.69  Gordon later wrote an article for the 

Philadelphia Tribune detailing her position with the Legal Aid Bureau and 

celebrating her achievement while also informing the African American community 

of the many opportunities for assistance provided by the Department of Welfare. The 

article described the work of the newly-established Arbitration Court which provided 

low income clients an opportunity to settle disputes with binding arbitration at no cost 

to them and minimal cost to city government.  Working as an advocate for the 

community, Gordon described the efforts of the Bureau to secure adequate housing 

and fair wages for migrants from the South.  In her article she boasted about the 

activities of the Department’s “Desk of Matrimonial Differences” and stated that 

despite their differences, couples “invariably leave hand in hand.”  Though Gordon 

painted an overly optimistic view of her office and life in Philadelphia, she 
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undoubtedly had the best interests of the community in mind when she encouraged 

individuals to contact her “during or outside of the regular business hours.” 70 

 The African American community appreciated Lena Trent Gordon’s efforts 

on their behalf, and it celebrated her accomplishments in grand fashion.  In April 

1924, the Women’s Active Workers Association held a banquet in honor of Gordon at 

Traymore Hall in Philadelphia. The lavish banquet provoked a comparison between 

the sexes as Gordon’s banquet was compared to a similar event sponsored by the 

men.  The editors remarked that the men had paid $1.50 more per person, while the 

women rented an orchestra and a band.  The women also had more notable guests, 

including “His Honor, the Mayor [J. Hampton Moore]…. Representative William S. 

Vare, Director Grakelow, President of councils Charles B. Hall, Chief Hassrick of the 

Legal Aid Bureau…Nannie Burroughs… and Messrs Hart and Fuller who will sit in 

the next legislature.71  

 At Gordon’s celebration, Philadelphia’s white political leadership seized the 

opportunity to court African American voters and publicly voice their commitment to 

the African American community.  Republican W. Freeland Kendrick, the mayor 

responsible for Gordon’s appointment, lauded her efforts on behalf of the 

administration and called for greater patronage for the African American community.  

He proclaimed. “We are all American and should have equal opportunity.  More of 
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your group should be given an opportunity.”  Councilman Charles B. Hall struck a 

different tone with the audience, reminding them that nearby Maryland was a Jim 

Crow state and crosses were still being burned in New Jersey.  He advocated 

organization and warned, “You need some one on guard all the time to protect your 

interest.  You have such a person in Mrs. Gordon.” 72 Cognizant of the upcoming 

elections and wanting to make a good impression, white politicians astutely attended 

Gordon’s banquet and celebrated what her appointment meant to the African 

American community. 

 African American women also played an important role in the banquet and 

honored the accomplishments of one of their own.  Gordon remarked that she owed 

allegiance to her friends, “the priceless women of the Active Women Workers 

Association,” and she praised the women of the community for the lack of “strife 

between colored women.”   In addition to national luminaries such as Nannie 

Burroughs, local political leaders like Maude Morrissett and Addie Dickerson took 

the stage in support of Gordon. Morrissett, President of the Women’s Active 

Workers, acted as Mistress of Ceremonies for the evening while Dickerson gave a 

speech that applauded Gordon’s work and challenged the African American 

community to achieve even higher goals. 73 Gordon’s banquet was truly the social 

event of the season. More than just a party, the banquet highlighted the growing 
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presence of African American women in politics and showcased the considerable 

achievements of Lena Trent Gordon for the entire African American community.  

 Though this transition to city government worker temporarily moved Gordon 

out of the political spotlight, a host of African American women stepped forward to 

take her place.  Maude Morrissett, president of the Active Workers Association, gave 

speeches throughout the city in support of the G.O.P. and traveled in June to the 

Republican National Convention in Cleveland, Ohio as part of the Pennsylvania 

delegation. 74 Through the efforts of white City Councilman Charles B. Hall, 

Morrissett attended the convention as an alternate, taking the place of a delegate that 

could not attend.75 In addition to her work with the Republican Party, Morrissett was 

also president of the School Workers Club of Wesley A. M. E. Zion Church and spent 

much of the busy September campaign season as one of the captains of the Seventh 

Ward illiteracy campaign.76   

 Like Morrissett, the fiery and opinionated Addie Dickerson combined her 

partisan activities in 1924 with a broader perspective on race relations.  In 

Philadelphia circles, Dickerson was a prominent supporter of social reform initiatives 

such as the Association for the Protection of Colored Women and the Philadelphia 
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Young Woman’s Christian Association (YWCA) of which she was a founding 

member.   She was married to G. Edward Dickerson, a prominent attorney.  His 

income, when combined with her career as a successful real estate broker and her 

appointment as the first female African American notary public in Pennsylvania, 

provided the Dickersons with the financial resources necessary to be active in 

national and international organizations.77  On the national level, Dickerson was 

known for her efforts on behalf of the American Interracial Peace committee and the 

National Association of Colored Women, an organization that elected her auditor and 

statistician of the group during the 1920s.  Dickerson was also a member of the 

Women’s International League of Peace and Freedom (WILPF) and the International 

Council of Women of the Darker Races (ICWDR).78 Along with Margaret Murray 

Washington, she was a founding member of the ICWDR, a worldwide organization of 

women of color that focused on three main goals: education, political affairs, and 

social uplift.  According to the organization’s constitution, as chair of the ICWDR’s 

Committee on International Relations, Dickerson was charged with the task of 

keeping its members “informed on all questions relating to the status of foreign 

countries in matters affecting one another.”79 Later in the 1920s Dickerson was 
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elected president of the ICWDR.  In that capacity, she traveled to Prague, 

Czechoslovakia where along with prominent clubwoman Addie Hunton, she served 

as a delegate to the Congress of the Women’s International League of Peace and 

Freedom. In addition to these impressive international credentials, Dickerson was 

well respected in political circles both locally and nationally and was remembered by 

a colleague as, “one of the most vigorous campaigners and fighters, and accepted 

whatever defeat of purpose only after a bitter battle.”80 

 Another prominent African American political leader, S. W. Layten, 

complimented her support for the G.O.P with impressive efforts to uplift African 

American womanhood throughout the city.  Keenly aware of the many needs of 

Southern migrants, especially those of single African American women looking for 

work, Layten was a founding member of the Philadelphia Association for the 

Protection of Colored Women.81 The organization met young girls at transportation 

centers and provided them with a safe place to sleep, occupational training 

opportunities, and other general social services.   In June, Layten joyfully spoke at the 

dedication of the newly remodeled auditorium at the Mary S. Tribbet Home for 

Girls.82  Like many other African American women active in politics, Morrissett, 
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Dickerson, and Layten spent much of the campaign season splitting their time 

between the Republican Party and other organizational commitments.   

 The greatest excitement during the 1924 campaign season occurred in June 

when the first African American Democratic Club was formed in Philadelphia.  

Under the headline, “Yes, We Have a Democratic Club in Phila(delphia),” the 

Tribune noted that the club was composed of “some of the most representative young 

people in town” who were making a “sincere wholehearted effort . . . to free their race 

from the slavery of the Republican Party.” Attorney Robert Nix was elected 

president, and he provided the press with a manifesto that clearly outlined their 

grievances against the Republican Party. His list included Republican support of the 

Ku Klux Klan, segregation in Washington D.C., and the lack of Republican support 

for anti-lynching legislation in Congress. Noting the considerable patronage secured 

by African American Democrats in New York and Chicago, Nix reasoned that a 

switch to the Democratic Party would not hurt African Americans, rather, “the 

chances of benefit to our race is very possible.”83 Though their chances of victory 

were slim, this new organization hoped that African Americans would break free of 

Philadelphia’s Republican machine.  Once free to choose between two parties, 

Philadelphia’s African American voters could use their numerical advantage as 

leverage to force greater concessions from local and state government officials.  
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 Despite these ambitious goals, the Republican machine paid little attention to 

the efforts of these young Democrats. In November, Republican candidates won by 

impressive majorities in the city’s African American wards.  The two African 

Americans in the race had the support of the City Council President Charles Hall and 

the Vare machine, and both won easily.  Samuel B. Hart replaced Andrew Stevens in 

the 7th ward.  He received an astonishing 7,892 votes out of a possible 8,295 and, in a 

slightly closer race, African American William Fuller replaced John Asbury in the 

30th ward which he won with approximately eighty percent of the vote.  The 

Philadelphia Tribune attributed the relatively high Democratic presence in the 30th 

ward to the efforts of the new Democratic organization. Republican presidential 

candidate Calvin Coolidge received twenty-three percent of his total support in 

Philadelphia from these two African American wards.   As it had in previous 

elections, the Tribune gave African American women significant credit for the 

victory, applauding them for their fine organizational efforts throughout African 

American wards and singling out Maude Morrissett for her capable leadership.84 As 

the 1924 election solidified Philadelphia’s single party reputation, African Americans 

could do little more than become cogs in William Vare’s Republican machine.  

 Loyalty to the Republican Party did produce occasional benefits for select 

members of the African American community.  The Republicans continued their 

trend of rewarding African American women with patronage jobs.  In April 1926, just 
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before the start of the campaign season, Maude Morrissett, President of the Women’s 

Active Workers Association, was appointed as a supervisor in the social service 

department of the Municipal Court at a salary of $2,000 per year plus bonus. The 

Tribune called Morrissett “an unusual type of leader” and noted that for the past three 

years she had refused any political appointment.  Morrissett was “contented to make 

strenuous efforts to secure recognition for others she accepted this position after 

certain politicians insisted she do so.”85  As a Republican newspaper, the 

Philadelphia Tribune reinforced the idea that political activity equaled advancement 

and consistently published the salaries for patronage positions.  Though the Tribune 

strongly advocated more political jobs for the African American community, by 

portraying Morrissett as a selfless political worker, the newspaper reinforced the 

idealistic view that the African Americans should rise above factionalism and work 

for the greater good of the community by eschewing personal gain.  

 Patronage and respect for African American voters remained a constant theme 

throughout the 1926 primary season. In 1926, William Vare gave up his seat in the 

United States House of Representatives in order to launch his campaign for the 

United States Senate.  Vare, along with Pennsylvania Governor Gifford Pinchot, 

entered into a three-way race with incumbent Senator George Wharton Pepper of 

Philadelphia.  Eager to follow in the footsteps of his predecessor Boies Penrose, Vare 

viewed a seat in the Senate as the next logical jewel in his political crown.  Vare did  
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not count on a groundswell of resistance from his constituents. African American 

voters, tired of tokenistic gestures and empty promises proffered by Republican 

politicians, sought greater responsiveness from their elected officials.86 

  Through a series of articles written by Edgar W. Roster, the Philadelphia 

Tribune attempted to create a greater sense of racial solidarity within the African 

American community.  Each week Roster skewered the Vare machine and described 

in at times excessive detail the ways that the machine exploited African American 

voters.  Citing simple arithmetic, Roster reasoned that if African Americans voted as 

a bloc, they could win any election in the state.87 Invoking the Biblical story of David 

and Goliath, Roster proclaimed, “This is not only a contest for a seat in the United 

States Senate, it is an opportunity for a down-trodden people to strike a blow for their 

friends and defeat their enemies.” He decried Philadelphia’s segregated school 

system, called for the enforcement of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, and 

most importantly, demanded more political patronage.88 The newspaper’s campaign 

showed promise as voter registration rolls swelled throughout the city.  Samuel Scott, 

President of the Board of Registration, commented in the Tribune that, “The colored 

people have shown finer civic spirit, in proportion to their numbers, than any other 
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group. “  Unfortunately, this spike in registration was also criticized by election 

officials for the amount of bribery and fraud they had witnessed.89 

 Patronage became the major focus of the campaign when, just before the 

primary election, Senator Wharton Pepper appointed Tribune editor E. Washington 

Rhodes to the position of Assistant United States District Attorney.90  This 

appointment was a brilliant move given the African American community’s ongoing 

battle with the Vare machine over the need for an African American Assistant District 

Attorney in Philadelphia. The appointment of his boss as United States Assistant 

District Attorney only served to inflame Roster more however, and he attacked the 

menial, “cuspidor” jobs meted out by the Vare campaign. 91 Citing the dearth of 

African Americans in the police force above the rank of corporal, he countered the 

argument that African Americans were unable to pass the examination for promotion.  

“Any practical politician . . . knows that the ‘cop’ could get the promotion if he were 

dumb as Balaam’s Ass and the ‘powers that be’ wanted him to get it.” 92 Through 

fiery rhetoric and religious analogies Roster sought to clearly illustrate the evils of the 

Vare “Organization” and mobilize African American voters.  
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 Once again, the best efforts of the African American community were 

thwarted by the Republican machine. William Vare won the Republican primary in 

May and the general election in November 1926.  Vare’s Democratic opponent, 

former United States Secretary of Labor William B. Wilson, challenged the election.  

Pennsylvania Governor Gifford Pinchot, Vare’s primary challenger, refused to certify 

the election results and instead sent a letter to the United States Senate declaring that 

the Vare had “partly bought and partly stolen the election.”  Pinochet publicly stated, 

“When men in other states now think of Pennsylvania, they first think of one man – 

Vare – and one thing – corruption of the ballot box.”93 Faced with such obvious 

corruption, Congress refused to accept William Vare’s credentials and established a 

committee to investigate the matter.  During its investigation, the committee was 

shocked by the level of fraud perpetrated by the Vare machine, especially in 

Philadelphia.  It was estimated that there were at least 14,000 fraudulent registration 

in the city, and the committee concluded that a voter in Philadelphia had a less than 

one-in-eight chance of his vote being counted correctly.94  Vare was denied the seat 

on December 6, 1929 by a vote of fifty-eight to twenty-two. Pushed to the edge by the 

committee investigation, Vare suffered a stroke in 1928.  In the end, Vare lost the 

election, his health, and his control of Philadelphia.95 
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 Though African Americans were unable to mobilize and defeat Philadelphia’s 

Republican machine, a number of short term gains were realized as a result of the 

1926 protest against Vare.  For the first time, African Americans were elected 

chairmen of committees in Philadelphia’s Seventh and Thirtieth wards.96 African 

American women were once again lauded in the press for canvassing on behalf of the 

Republican Party and were rewarded with increased representation on the ward and 

division level.  The Tribune applauded the efforts of African American women and 

“predict[ed] a time when politics will have become completely purged of chicanery 

and crookedness through the instrumentality of the women.” Women returned to the 

Vare camp after the primaries amid threats made by machine leaders. Those who 

registered as Democrats for the election were warned against “slink[ing] back into the 

folds of the old party next year.” Given the option of committing political suicide by 

backing the Democrats or supporting the Republican Party, African Americans chose 

to work within the system and hoped that their calls for reform would be heard.97   

 Between 1921 and 1928 African American women in Philadelphia fit the 

model of “discontented black feminists,” described by historian Rosalyn Terborg- 

Penn but for different reasons.98 In addition to the racism of white politicians and the 
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sexism of men, African American women were forced to acquire a political education 

during this period. Remaining true to their organizational roots, they worked through 

groups such as the NACW, Association for the Protection of Colored Women, 

Women’s International League of Peace and Freedom, and they used their 

organizational skills and contacts to systematically canvass precincts and to produce 

impressive results at the polls.  Despite these achievements, heavy constraints placed 

on them by the Republican machine became another source of discontent for African 

American women in Philadelphia politics.  While women received political 

appointments and gained leadership positions within the Republican Party, their 

ability to demand more of elected officials was muted by the lack of a true two-party 

system in Philadelphia.  

The political landscape began to change in the late 1920s following Vare's 

stroke which severely limited his power in Philadelphia, the first gasps of an 

independent Democratic Party during Al Smith’s 1928 presidential campaign, and the 

Great Depression.  In the wake of these three events, the Republican monolith began 

to crumble.  African American women took advantage of the opportunities brought 

about by this chain of events.  Over the next decade, Lena Trent Gordon secured a 

patronage position for Sadie Tanner Mossell Alexander and then quit her civil service 

job in order to return to the political fray.  Addie Dickerson launched a bid for the 
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Pennsylvania General Assembly, but Maude Morrissett was accused of bribing voters 

and was driven from politics. These women, along with a new generation of activists, 

demanded greater patronage, an increased voice in ward and city politics, and the 

election of one of their own to the Pennsylvania General Assembly.   Faced with the 

breakdown of Philadelphia’s one party system and the rise of the Democratic Party, 

African American women faced a critical decision: should they remain loyal to the 

party of Lincoln or embrace new opportunities by following FDR? 99 
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Don’t listen to silly talk about the treatment that was 
given us by the Democratic Party during slavery.  All of 
them are dead!  Don’t let anyone tell you that the 
Republican Party did so much for our forefathers, they 
are all dead! We are living in the present and that is 
what counts today.1 

 

 Between 1932 and 1936, African Americans overwhelmingly shifted their 

allegiances from the Republican Party to the Democratic Party.  Historians have 

explained this shift on the national level in two related but distinct interpretations 

which focus on the impact of the presidency of Franklin Delano Roosevelt.2   An 

examination of Philadelphia provides an alternative thesis that focuses on the growing 

                                                           
1 Adele Guy, “Roosevelt Her Choice! (Letter to the Editor),” Philadelphia 

Tribune, October 15, 1936.  
 

2  Harvard Sitkoff concludes that it was Roosevelt’s positive record on race 
that was responsible for drawing African Americans away from the Republican Party 
while Nancy J. Weiss focuses on the impact of Roosevelt’s economic policies on the 
African American community during the Great Depression.  Raymond Wolters’ 
study, Negroes and the Great Depression: The Problem of Economic Recovery, 
concludes that the New Deal offered only limited relief to the African American 
community.  Wolters traces the shift in priorities away from influencing individual 
governmental programs toward self help and the creation of a united African 
American interest group that could press the government for change. More recently, 
Patricia Sullivan’s Days of Hope: Race and Democracy in the New Deal Era 
examines the civil rights efforts of a group of interracial liberal Democrats in the 
South during the 1930s and 1940s.  Sullivan concludes that the challenges faced 
during this era were an important precursor to success in the post World War II civil 
rights movement.  Harvard Sitkoff, A New Deal for Blacks: The Emergence of Civil 
Rights as a National Issue (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978);  Nancy J. 
Weiss, Farewell to the Party of Lincoln: Black Politics in the Age of FDR (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1983); Raymond Wolters, Negroes and the Great 
Depression: The Problem of Economic Recovery (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood 
Publishing Corporation, 1970) and Patricia Sullivan, Days of Hope: Race and 
Democracy in the New Deal Era (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina 
Press, 1996). 

 



 

157

political consciousness of Philadelphia’s African American community and the 

emergence of a true two party system in Philadelphia. While African Americans were 

influenced by the opportunities provided by the New Deal and the personal efforts of 

Franklin Delano and Anna Eleanor Roosevelt, of greater importance was the 

splintering of the Republican machine that had dominated Philadelphia politics since 

the Civil War.   Beginning in the late 1920s, a new generation of African Americans 

became weary of unreceptive machine politicians and they spearheaded the move 

away from the Republican Party.  They did so, not out of economic reasons or as a 

result of Democratic overtures, but because of the poor record of the Republican 

Party on racial issues and the Philadelphia machine’s unwillingness to offer the 

African American community a substantial voice in politics.  While some historians 

claim that a palpable independent political consciousness by Philadelphia’s African 

American community existed only after World War II, a detailed study of the late 

1920s early 1930s indicates that organizations and leaders were well established by 

the 1936 presidential election.3   
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 During the 1920s the Philadelphia Republican machine fostered a form of 

neo-clientage politics.  Under this system, African American leaders formed an 

institutionalized relationship between themselves and the machine to ensure mutual 

success.  As heads of social, benevolent, or religious organizations, African American 

leaders capitalized on their influence within the black community to gain influence 

within white political circles. In turn, this acceptance by white politicians validated 

their position of leadership within the African American community as they became 

conduits to white political officials and patronage. Despite the desire of these leaders 

to affect political change, their ultimate job was to ensure the loyalty of the African 

American voter on election day.  To accomplish this goal, these African American 

leaders formed a network of political clubs and interest groups.  These organizations 
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and leaders were limited in their ability to affect real change within the community 

during the William Vare years.  Ultimately though, this system of neo-clientage 

politics provided an impetus for success after Pennsylvania developed a true 

Democratic Party.  Free from the bonds of the Republican machine, African 

American political leaders utilized both their accumulated political capital within the 

Philadelphia community and the voting power of these interest groups to demand a 

greater voice in party politics. 4 

 For African American women, the 1930s proved to be an era of 

unprecedented opportunity and success in Philadelphia politics.  Though the Great 

Depression brought severe economic challenges to the residents of Philadelphia, the 

community was able to experience some degree of relief through preexisting 

organizational support networks and newly created “New Deal” agencies. Women 

such as Arbertha White and Jennie Morris utilized unconventional strategies to 

address the economic and social injustices faced by the community.   Recognizing the 

inadequacy of the Philadelphia relief system, Arbertha White initiated the creation of 

a soup kitchen in her back yard.  Jennie Morris, a prominent mortician, reacted to 

segregation at the New Jersey shore by purchasing property in Egg Harbor Township 

where she founded the community of Morris Beach.  Employing various strategies of 

resistance, Philadelphia’s African American women addressed the many social and 

economic inequities faced by the community.  
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Politically active African American women faced the critical choice of 

whether to remain with the Republican Party or join the ranks of the Democrats. 

Some women were reluctant to give up their status and remained committed to the 

Republican Party.  Addie Dickerson, Maude Morrissett, Rosa Satterwhite, and Lena 

Trent Gordon were part of this group.  Other Republican stalwarts such as Helen 

Duckett and Sommerville Fauntleroy chose to leave the G.O.P. fold and embrace the 

opportunities offered by the Democratic Party. Finally, Crystal Bird Fauset, Florence 

Summers, Leila Lawrence, and Madeline Rainey, newcomers to Philadelphia politics, 

rose quickly through the ranks of the Democratic Party to create a new generation of 

leaders for the African American community. This rise to power was not easy 

because African American women experienced both the racism and sexism of their 

peers. Despite these challenges, African American women reached new political 

heights during the 1930s as women received patronage positions; influenced local, 

state, and national politics; and were elected to public office. 

 As the 1928 campaign season began, Philadelphia’s African American 

community was immediately confronted with the Vare machine’s unwillingness to 

address their concerns.  In late January, a delegation of twelve African American 

Republicans that included Addie Dickerson, Ida Wright, and Alberta Norwood, met 

with one of William Vare’s close advisors, Recorder of Deeds James Hazlett.  The 

delegation hoped the Vare machine would support the appointment of Dr. John P. 

Turner, an African American, to the Board of Education. Philadelphia’s segregated 

school system was a source of embarrassment for the African American community 
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as it symbolized both the strength of racism in the Quaker City and the inability of 

African American politicians to mobilize for change.5 Despite these conditions, the 

delegation’s demand was not only rejected but Hazlett warned them not to get, “too 

many irons in the fire. . . . I don’t think that the other people of this city are quite 

willing to see a Negro on the Board of Education.  The time isn’t right yet.”6   Hazlett 

supported his rejection by reminding the African American delegates of their 

wavering support for machine boss William Vare during the fight for his Senate seat.7  

The delegation denied this charge and noted that Italian and Jewish constituencies had 

little problem “securing positions commensurate with the political support they give 

the organization.”  Though Hazlett offered promises of appointments in the City 

Solicitor’s office, the main issue of challenging the Philadelphia’s segregated school 

system was quickly tabled.  Decades of Republican support produced little political 

capital when African Americans lacked a viable option to the Republican machine.  
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In this climate African American leadership became loyal vassals to the machine but 

remained unable to affect real change within the community.  

 As the filing date for the 1928 campaign season approached, the Philadelphia 

Tribune noted a growing sense of discontentment with the Republican machine.  

They predicted a possible “split” by African American voters as a group of rebellious 

leaders declared their intention to challenge to Vare machine.  Columnist Edgar W. 

Roster of the Tribune warned, “The stalwarts will keep their jobs and the heads of the 

rebels are being chopped off.  Stay in line or get out is the slogan.”8  Patronage and 

possible candidates for elected office were Roster’s theme as he detailed the potential 

gains and losses for African American candidates.  Brenda Dennis of the Thirtieth 

Ward lost her place on the state Republican Committee to a white candidate. 

Prominent African American Maude Morrissett was slated to replace Charles B. Hall 

who chose not to run for the State Committee.  Women such as Morrissett were 

rewarded for their loyalty to the machine and slowly gained the respect of the 

Republican Party hierarchy. At the city level, these African American women were 

poised to take advantage of the growing numbers of African American voters in West 

Philadelphia.  The influx of African Americans from the South during the 1920s led 

many African American elites to move into West Philadelphia, specifically the 

Seventeenth Legislative District.  Prominent Republican workers Helen Duckett and 

John Black both vied for the open seat in the district.  Roster perceptively observed 
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that “if the Negroes get anywhere in politics the Negroes of West Philadelphia are 

going to be a big factor in getting them there.”9  

 On the filing date, Helen Duckett submitted her paperwork that included a 

petition signed by over five hundred African American and white members of her 

district.10 A lifelong Republican, Duckett was well known within political circles and 

was recognized as a leader in Philadelphia’s Thirty-Fourth Ward.  In addition to her 

political résumé, the Women’s Federation of Clubs and the West Philadelphia Civic 

League of Women, of which Duckett was vice-president, sponsored Duckett.  As one 

of Philadelphia’s most visible and influential civic organizations, the West 

Philadelphia Civic League’s endorsement carried considerable political capital.  The 

League had been formed during the suffrage fight to educate women about the 

franchise.  During the 1920s, the organization focused on a combination of events 

that provided a social outlet for West Philadelphians, an arena for political debate, a 

source of benevolence for the underprivileged, and a venue to express racial pride 

through their annual Douglass Day celebration.11  Despite this groundswell of support 

for Duckett by the African American community, another African American 

candidate emerged to challenge her candidacy.  Attorney Herbert Millen’s bid for 

office was unexpected and in the words of Millen’s supporters, he had not consulted 
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the “would be leaders” in West Philadelphia.12 While both individuals were 

committed to the betterment of Philadelphia’s African American community, 

personal ambition precluded the slating of a single African American candidate from 

the Seventeenth Legislative District. 

 This lack of unity within the African American community led to disastrous 

results for all involved.  By the April election, three African American candidates 

placed their name on the ballot in the Seventeenth District.  Rather than consolidating 

their support behind one candidate, the potential African American voting bloc was 

split between the three.  In the end, a white candidate was chosen to run for the 

legislature.  The Tribune rebuked their community leaders for their self-interest and 

their unwillingness to support Helen Duckett throughout the primary:   

If those who desire to be elected have the best interest 
of the race at heart they would agree among themselves 
as to which one should stay in the field.  The others 
should get out and use their influence to have the 
candidate elected.13 
 

In the end, the editors of the Tribune hoped that by squandering this opportunity, 

African Americans had learned an important lesson.  Instead of electing the first 

African American woman to the Pennsylvania General Assembly, they found 

themselves choosing between two white candidates during the general election. The 

                                                           
12 “Large Number File Papers for Office,” Philadelphia Tribune ̧March 8, 

1928. 
 
13 “An Object Lesson,” Philadelphia Tribune, May 3, 1928. 
 



 

165

ill-fated campaign of Helen Duckett proved that split tickets muted the potential 

voting power of the African Americans.   

 Some women were successful in their bids for political office during the 1928 

primary season: Maude Morrissett was elected to the Republican State Committee 

and Daisy Lampkin of Pittsburgh was elected as a delegate-at-large to the Republican 

National Convention. 14  The greatest political plum gained by an African American 

woman from Philadelphia was the appointment of Sadie Tanner Mossell Alexander as 

Assistant City Solicitor. Of the fifteen assistant city solicitors appointed, Alexander 

was the only woman and was one of three African Americans selected along with 

John Sparks, the President of the Citizens Republican Club, and G. Edward 

Dickerson, leader of the Thirtieth Ward.  Alexander’s appointment was the most 

surprising due to her lack of experience as an attorney and her relatively low level of 

partisan political activity. While Alexander was clearly the most educated of the 

appointees, having earned both a Ph.D. in Economics and her J.D. from the 

University of Pennsylvania, she had only been a practicing attorney for approximately 

six months.  The Philadelphia Evening Bulletin quoted City Solicitor Augustus Aston 

as saying that many of the appointments were based on merit and not political 

influence.  “However, this must not be construed as reflecting on the ability of those 

appointed at the request of the ward leaders.”15  Given her relative lack of legal 
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experience, Sadie Tanner Mossell Alexander no doubt benefited from the 

considerable political influence of Republican politicians, her husband, and her 

friends.16  

 Edgar W. Roster of the Philadelphia Tribune gave the credit for Alexander’s 

appointment to another prominent political woman, Lena Trent Gordon.  Noting that 

“colored women have always shown more courage than men anyhow,” Roster 

applauded Gordon for being “the direct cause for another woman getting a job bigger 

than her own.  That has never been done so far as I know by a man.  That is the spirit 

that will get us somewhere in politics.  If the most of us were not so anxious about 

ourselves we could do much more than we are doing.”17 During the 1920s Gordon 

became one of the most powerful political women in Philadelphia.  Her considerable 

efforts on behalf of the Republican Party led to her appointment as a supervisor in the 

Philadelphia Department of Labor in 1924.   Gordon became a favorite of 

Philadelphia Mayor Harry Mackey in 1928 and she used this influence to help secure 
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the appointment of Alexander.  Mackey was keenly aware of the importance of the 

African American vote and later stressed the importance of providing a “practical 

demonstration of my friendship and interest in the Negro race by seeking the 

cooperation of your men and women in dealing with all the problems which affect our 

citizenry at large.”18  Alexander’s appointment as assistant city solicitor rewarded 

African American women for their loyalty to the Republican Party and provides 

evidence of Lena Trent Gordon’s increasing political power.   

 Sadie Alexander acknowledged the role Gordon played in securing her new 

position by throwing her an “elaborate dinner party.”   The dinner was held at the 

Alexander residence and the Tribune reported on the event in detail.  The guest list 

read like a veritable “Who’s Who” of Philadelphia African American women and 

included Mary Mossell, mother of Sadie Alexander; Eugenia Neal, Daughter Ruler of 

the Keystone Temple of Elks; Alberta Norwood, Chairman of the Child Welfare 

Committee; Evelyn Reynolds, Industrial Secretary of the Armstrong Association;  

Charlotte Smith, President of the City Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs; Maude 

Morrissett, President Women’s Republican Active Workers; Bertha Perry Rhodes, 

Managing Editor of the Philadelphia Tribune, and Dr. Virginia Alexander, sister-in-

law of Sadie Alexander. Each woman rose in turn to give a short speech that praised 
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Lena Trent Gordon and the evening culminated with the presentation of a hand 

carved crystal necklace to Gordon from Sadie Alexander. 19  

 Notably absent from the event were Mazie Mossell Griffin and Addie 

Whiteman Dickerson, two prominent African American political leaders.  It is unclear 

why Griffin, a cousin of Alexander, was not in attendance.  The absence of Dickerson 

is more easily explained as Alexander and Dickerson were political rivals in 

Philadelphia society. Both G. Edward Dickerson and Addie Dickerson were migrants 

to Philadelphia from the South and were often criticized for their aggressive, often 

radical, political views. Addie Dickerson was both lauded and chided for her blunt, 

forceful style.  Upon her death one Tribune columnist remarked, “She [Addie] was 

known for her frankness.  At interracial meetings, where there is always the tendency 

to “cushion” disturbing facts, Mrs. Dickerson could always be counted upon to tell 

the truth as she saw it.”20  While the Dickersons represented “the modern trend of 

Negro thought” the Alexanders were more grounded in “Old Philadelphian” society.21   

In 1931, the rivalry between the two women turned violent when Addie Dickerson 

and Sadie Alexander exchanged blows in a corridor of City Hall after a court case.22  
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These events indicate that while African American women fought for the common 

goal of racial justice, their personalities and approaches often clashed. 

 The remainder of the 1928 campaign season was relatively quiet despite the 

presidential contest between Republican Herbert Hoover and Democrat Al Smith.  

The biggest political news of the year occurred on August 1, 1928 when Republican 

boss William S. Vare suffered a stroke.  For almost two years Vare had suffered the 

daily strain of the Senate’s inquiry into his 1926 election to the Senate. An additional 

blow was levied in 1928 when a Grand Jury began an investigation into racketeering 

in Philadelphia. Vare’s illness created a vacuum of power within the city, as four of 

his subordinates jockeyed for control of the machine.  Unable to spend more than two 

hours at a time in his Philadelphia office, he spent the remainder of his life at his 

home in Atlantic City, New Jersey. 23  Vare’s position as an absentee leader 

weakened his hold on the city because Philadelphia’s Republican machine was built 

on personal service and attention to the masses.   

 Fortunately for the Vare machine, the Democratic Party still lacked a viable 

leader in Philadelphia during the 1928 campaign.  John O’Donnell, Chairman of the 

Philadelphia Democratic City Committee, remained a public supporter of the Vare 

machine.  Despite the lack of a true alternative to the Republican Party, Eustace Gay, 

in his column in the Tribune, noted that the African American community would no 

longer blindly follow the Republican Party.  Gay remarked that in the past, “all a 
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speaker had to do to make colored folks applaud was mention the name of Abraham 

Lincoln.” Yet Gay faced the reality of the situation and reluctantly conceded the 

election to Hoover.  He also expressed his fear that “we will be just where we were 

under Taft, Harding and Coolidge.”24  As the month of September came to a close, 

African American voters rallied around the Republican machine in earnest and 

formed new groups such as the Pennsylvania First Voters Committee that focused on 

educating young voters.  Led by E. Washington Rhodes, editor of the Tribune, and 

vice presidents Alberta Norwood and John Francis Williams, the committee sought to 

inform young voters about the perils of the Democratic Party.   In focusing on the 

purge of African Americans from the government payroll during the Wilson 

administration and the threat of Al Smith being controlled by the “Solid South,” the 

committee attempted to keep the “progressive, trained and outstanding young 

Negroes of the Nation” from straying from the Republican Party.  Meanwhile, the 

Tribune reported that established groups such as the United Active Republican 
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Workers began “making a whirlwind crusade” to inform African American voters “in 

every section of the city through [use of] well informed speakers of both sexes.” 25  

By the election of 1928 African American women had established themselves 

as much more than a political novelty; instead they had become a vital part of the 

Republican machine.  Maude Morrissett, Eugenia Neal, and Addie Dickerson 

crisscrossed the city and spoke in front of large mass meetings and intimate ward 

gatherings.  Daisy Lampkin of Pittsburgh was the Director of Women’s Activities, 

Colored Voters Division for the Eastern region and she applauded the organizational 

work that African American women were doing throughout the state.  Armed with 

fifty-thousand copies of a pamphlet prepared by the Speaker’s Bureau, party loyalists 

descended upon Philadelphia neighborhoods in an effort to educate African American 

women about the merits of the Hoover-Curtis ticket.26  On the local level, the Tribune 

published an article by Constance L. Wroten that detailed the considerable efforts of 

women in Philadelphia on behalf of the Republican slate.  Wroten described how 

women were “jamming” the electorate by sending large numbers of speakers out to 

women’s groups. Some speakers, Wroten noted, spoke multiple times in different 

venues in an attempt to reach the largest number of voters.  Rather than blindly 

support the Republican Party, these speakers addressed the failings of the G.O.P. but 

mainly emphasized that the Democrats would offer little more to African American 
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voters.  In a call for unity, Wroten closed her article by stating “The problems that are 

pressing upon us must somehow be solved by the Republican Party, but this is not the 

time.” 27 Wroten’s article yields valuable insight into the views of working class 

members of Philadelphia’s African American community.  Written in plain language 

and focused on many needs of poorer Philadelphians, the article indicates a growing 

discontentment with the Republican Party.  Caught between two parties that were 

unresponsive to the African American community, Wroten chose to support the 

Republican Party as the lesser of two evils.  

Other women were more virulent in their attacks of the Democratic Party.   

Nannie Burroughs offered a scathing critique of the Democratic Party that was filled 

with what was characterized as “bitter, sarcastic humor.”  While Burroughs also 

admitted that the “Republicans have not lived up to all their principles, all their 

promises” she was sure that the Democrats would be much worse.  While the 

Republicans did segregate, Burroughs counseled that “No indeed, there will be no 

segregation in Washington if the Democrats should happen to win…Negroes will be 
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automatically removed while segregation is being removed.”  Burrough’s venom-

filled attack on “disgruntled, itching palmed Negroes” who left the Republican Party 

indicates the high level of concern over these defections by the party elite.28  The 

Republican Tribune did its part to sway voters by printing sub-headlines that stated 

“Were it Not for Democratic Hostility Toward the Negro Throughout its History the 

Colored Vote Would Go for Smith.”29    

Despite the attempts of the Tribune to reassure voters, Republican speakers 

often faced sullen, unenthusiastic audiences.  At a Hoover-Curtis luncheon held by 

the West Philadelphia Civic League, Lena Trent Gordon confronted the “tremendous 

inroads the Democrats have made into our ranks” and counseled that women had to 

work harder to increase the registration in their districts to offset these gains.30  On 

one occasion, a group of young African Americans booed when a Republican 

Congressman invoked the name of Abraham Lincoln.  Much to the chagrin of the 

audience, they later stormed out during the speech.31  Rumors also circulated that the 
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Republican Party was underpaying poll watchers throughout the city.32 According to 

the Tribune while the Democrats were “spending money wildly among Negroes” the 

Republican Party had cut back and “expected them [African Americans] to work from 

a sense of loyalty. . . That is a fine spirit!” 33Articles and events such as these yield 

tangible evidence of the growing discontentment of the African American community 

with the Republican Party.   

 As the votes were tallied, it became clear that this discontentment led to 

tangible gains by the Democratic Party within Philadelphia’s African American 

community.  Overall, Al Smith lost Philadelphia by 70,000 votes which was the best 

showing by a Democratic Presidential candidate in Philadelphia since 

Reconstruction.34 A number of precincts were won in the previously Republican 
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Thirty-Fourth Ward by Al Smith and that roughly twenty percent of African 

American voters supported the Democratic Party.35   

Orrin C. Evans, a political reporter for the Tribune, expressed his opinion that 

the Democratic Party’s failure to make greater gains within the Philadelphia African 

American community was a result of the “niggardly attitude of local Democratic 

chieftains in the disbursement of money to carry on the work of organization among 

Negro voters.”  African American Republican poll watchers earned between ten and 

fifteen dollars on Election Day while their Democratic counterparts only earned five 

dollars.36  This contradicted earlier reports that the Democrats were outspending the 

Republican Party in Philadelphia.  This second report is most likely true as the 

Democratic Party refused to commit resources or patronage positions to gain the 

support of African American voters in 1928.37 Lacking an alternative, African 
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Americans were left with little choice but to return to the Republican Party and renew 

their pleas for proportional patronage and recognition.  

 African Americans quickly surmised that President Herbert Hoover was not a 

supporter of civil rights.  National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People Secretary Walter White referred to Hoover as “the man in the lily White 

House” in reference to Hover’s reluctance to extend patronage to African 

Americans.38 In addition to this political slight, African Americans rejected Hoover’s 

overly rosy view of the Great Depression.  Philadelphia’s African American 

community was hit especially hard by the Great Depression because unemployed 

white Americans clamored for jobs that had been held traditionally by African 

Americans. 39  The unemployment rate for African Americans in Philadelphia reached 

fifty-six percent and the few jobs that did remain paid low wages.40 Despite the weak 

job market in Philadelphia, African Americans continued to stream into the city in 

search of work.    
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As the African American population of the Thirtieth and Seventeenth Wards 

grew, political leaders set their sights on gaining greater representation in the 

Pennsylvania General Assembly.  During the 1930 election season, the African 

American community attempted to take advantage of their numerical strength in these 

two wards. Unfortunately, the lessons of the 1928 election were ignored.  In each 

ward, multiple African American candidates challenged each other for the Republican 

nomination. African Americans Rosa J. Satterwhite and Robert C. Nix attempted to 

unseat white incumbents Martha M. Pennock, James G. Clark, and James J. 

Hefferman in the Seventeenth Ward while Addie Dickerson challenged three-time 

African American Representative William Fuller for the seat from the Thirtieth 

Ward.41 The editors of the Philadelphia Tribune once again blasted the lack of racial 

unity displayed by these candidates.  “Of course we understand that both have the 

legal right to run.  But as a matter of common sense the weaker should get out and 

give the stronger an open field.”42   

  Rosa Satterwhite was well known by the residents of the Philadelphia’s 

Seventeenth Ward.  As a lifelong supporter of the Republican Party, she had played 

an active role in political campaigns during the 1920s.43  In 1930, her commitment to 
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welfare work led to her appointment as the sole Philadelphia candidate to the yearly 

convention of the Pennsylvania Council of Republican Women.  The Tribune 

commented favorably on the significance of Satterwhite’s selection given the 

predominantly white membership of the Council.44  Within the African American 

community, she gained considerable admiration for her work with the incarcerated.  

In 1929 Satterwhite was instrumental in helping obtain a pardon for Robert Lawson 

who had been convicted of murdering his wife.  According to State Representative 

Samuel B. Hart, “The credit for the work belongs to Mrs. Rosa J. Satterwhite . . . who 

after doing all the pioneer work in the case, solicited my assistance to prepare and 

argue the case.”45  Unfortunately for Satterwhite, her African American opponent was 

a business partner of E. Washington Rhodes, editor of the Philadelphia Tribune.46  

The Tribune described Attorney Robert Nix in glowing terms, even in defeat.  While 

both Satterwhite and Nix lost in the primary, Orrin Evans emphasized that Nix was 

“fresh out of the paddock and running for the first time.”47  Despite her qualifications 

and the support of African American women in her district, Satterwhite lacked two 
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important components necessary for victory: the backing of the Vare machine and the 

support of the Philadelphia Tribune. 

 Addie Dickerson, the other African American woman who ran for the General 

Assembly during the 1930 campaign, faced an even stronger challenge from the Vare 

machine when she announced her candidacy for the State Legislature from the 

predominately African American Thirtieth Ward. In an obvious attempt to drive 

Dickerson from the election, three individuals from the Thirtieth Ward sent a petition 

to the Board of Elections that protested Dickerson’s candidacy on the grounds that 

she lived outside the legislative district. The Tribune reported that the three men 

“testified at the hearing that they didn’t know where the Dickersons lived but signed 

the protest upon the insistence of Charles McIntyre who is a committeeman in the 

30th Ward.”48  Even though the petition was denied and Addie Dickerson remained on 

the ballot, she continued to remain suspicious that the incumbent, African American 

William Fuller, was behind the incident.  

 Though Dickerson quickly gained the support of many women’s groups, 

Fuller was backed by the Vare machine.  In an effort to combat the incumbent, 

Dickerson issued a statement which outlined the legislation she would champion:  

If elected to the General Assembly I pledge my 
constituents to work for the following legislation. 
 

1. Old age pensions. (Support for old people at 
home). 
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2. Compulsory automobile accident insurance.  
(Every one injured should be compensated). 

3. Equal chance for every child for an education. 
4. Board of Education elective not appointed. 
5. Equal pay for equal work regardless of sex or 

race. 
6. Job for every man (State free labor exchange). 
7. Proportionate representation for all groups. 
8. Prevent discrimination and segregation of 

Negroes (Civil Rights Bill). 
9. Prevent discrimination against Negroes in State 

supported institutions. 
10. Larger appropriations for our established 

institutions. 
11. Equal political recognition for Negro women. 
12. Negro leaders to be selected by Negroes 

themselves.49 
 

Printed in its entirety by the Philadelphia Tribune, Dickerson’s platform provides one 

of the most complete articulations of an African American candidate’s political 

position from this era. While Dickerson’s platform does highlight feminist issues and 

the needs of the African American community, it does not focus solely on these 

topics.   Instead, Addie Dickerson sought to create an inclusive platform that reflected 

her desire to aid all Philadelphians regardless of race, class, age, or gender.   

As an African American woman running for public office, Addie Dickerson 

propelled African American women to the next level of political activism—that of 

candidate.  While Dickerson was not the first African American woman to run for 

office in Philadelphia, she was the first truly viable candidate who understood the 

importance of harnessing organizational contacts and utilizing the press.  Dickerson’s 
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organizational skill was honed through years of activity in the women’s club 

movement, her activities as a suffragette, her interracial efforts with the Women’s 

International League of Peace and Freedom, and her election as president of the 

International Council of Women of the Darker Races. Her adept utilization of the 

press enabled widespread dissemination of her views and indicated her high level of 

political maturity. 50 

Dickerson’s activities during the election of 1930 place her within a long 

tradition of activism by African American women in Philadelphia. By advocating a 

broad, multifaceted agenda that included equal rights for African Americans and 

women and a commitment to the less fortunate, Dickerson echoed the goals of 

women like Hattie Purvis, Sarah Mapps Douglass, Gertrude Bustill Mossell, Fanny 

Jackson Coppin, and Frances Ellen Watkins Harper.  Limited by their inability to vote 

or run for public office, these nineteenth-century African American women agitated 

for change through organizations, the press, public meetings, and the support of 

partisan politics. Throughout her campaign Dickerson utilized all these components 
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in an effort to become the first African American woman elected to the State 

Legislature.   

 Despite her impressive resume, the support of the Tribune, and her 

considerable political acumen, Dickerson still faced a machine-backed incumbent.  

Addie Dickerson lost to incumbent William H. Fuller 3,456 to 1,058 in the primary 

election.  After the election Dickerson told Tribune reporters that she blamed her 

defeat on Magistrate Edward Henry’s last minute support of machine candidates.  

While Henry denied Dickerson’s charges, he did admit that he had backed the 

organization candidates in other races. In addition to Henry’s defection, Dickerson 

was surprised by the lack of support given to her campaign by African American 

women in her district.  Dickerson did not mince words in a statement to the 

Philadelphia Tribune: 

I noted with disgust that many of the Negro women of 
the 30th Ward donned their badges, pulled doorbells and 
canvassed all day and were loud in their denunciation 
of colored leadership and louder in their praise and 
appreciation for white leadership, but the white leader’s 
wife did not so much as dignify the occasion by pulling 
a single doorbell or taking any part whatsoever, but 
spent the day comfortably at home.  I hope the day will 
come when colored women will think.”51 
 

Though African American women made impressive political strides in the decade 

following the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, the strength of the Republican 

machine in Philadelphia hindered their attempts to win elections. 
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 During the 1930 general election the slate that gained the most attention in the 

African American community was the gubernatorial contest. The race between 

former Governor Gifford Pinchot and Democratic challenger John Hemphill 

polarized Philadelphia’s African American community and helped loosen the bonds 

of the Republican machine.  Vare candidate Francis Shunk Brown was defeated in the 

primary by Gifford Pinchot, Vare’s long time nemesis within the Republican Party.  

Vare placed much of the blame for the defeat on Pinchot’s shoulders and, out of spite, 

he ordered the Philadelphia Republican machine to back Hemphill, the Democratic 

candidate.  E. Washington Rhodes, editor of the Tribune, challenged African 

Americans to take advantage of this split within the Republican ranks.  He declared 

that “We must improve our political game before we will obtain our civil rights.”52 

Rhodes, an ardent supporter of Pinchot, feared that despite Pinchot’s favorable record 

on patronage, African Americans would reject his candidacy because he was not 

backed by the machine.    

 Throughout the fall campaign, a number of “independent” African American 

Republicans organized into two groups: the Pinchot Republican Committee (Colored 

Division) led by E. Washington Rhodes and the Pinchot for Governor Citizens 

Campaign Committee led by Edward Henry.  While both groups supported Pinchot, 

the split developed because of Robert Vann’s role in the campaign.   Given 

Philadelphia’s past loyalty to machine candidates, Robert L. Vann, publisher of the 
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Pittsburgh Courier, saw the opportunity to gain a greater voice in state Republican 

circles.53 While Vann dominated the western half of the state, Edward Henry of 

Philadelphia worked with Vann to secure the east.  This arrangement did not sit well 

with Tribune editor E. Washington Rhodes and others who resented Vann’s 

interference in Philadelphia politics and formed a rival organization. 54   

 The two Pro-Pinchot groups canvassed the predominately African American 

wards in Philadelphia in the hopes of breaking free of the Vare machine.   Dozens of 

Pinchot rallies were held throughout the city, including one engineered by Robert 

Vann that featured an appearance by Congressman Oscar DePriest of Illinois.  Addie 

Dickerson introduced DePriest, who electrified the estimated two-thousand African 

Americans who packed the Tindley Temple and the surrounding streets.   The 

audience was so large that amplifiers had to be set up for those listening from the 

street and the police were forced to detour all traffic in the area.55 DePriest bitterly 

attacked the machine politicians for their callous disregard of African American 

voters and called upon the community to support Pinchot.   
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 On Election Day, Democrat John Hemphill garnered seventy-six percent of 

the votes and won Philadelphia County by a margin of 245,518 votes.56  While these 

numbers indicate very little rebellion on behalf of machine voters citywide, dissent 

was much greater in predominately African American wards.  Most notable was the 

revolt made by voters in the Thirtieth Ward, an area that was both the heart of 

Philadelphia’s African American community and a Vare machine stronghold.  While 

Hemphill won the Thirtieth Ward, his majority was a mere two hundred and ten 

votes.  In a ward where the Vare machine demanded and often received the obedience 

of the voting population, African Americans chose to send a message that they would 

no longer blindly support the machine.  The Tribune trumpeted the headlines “‘Gang-

Ruled’ 30th Gives Pinchot Big Vote” and “Unprecedented Negro Bolt from 

‘Organization’ in 30th Ward” in an effort to emphasize the growing independence of 

the African American community and the important role that their vote played in 

Pinchot’s victory. As the campaign ended, E. Washington Rhodes applauded in bold 

language the “corps of Spartans” that fought for Pinchot and hoped that “The Negro 

will have in Gifford Pinchot a genuine friend at Harrisburg.”57  Given the role the 

African American community played in reducing the impact of the Vare machine in 

Philadelphia, African Americans looked to Pinchot for their reward. 
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 Yet even in victory, Pinchot supporters remained divided.  Through his 

newspaper Vann publicly emphasized the solidarity of the Pittsburgh African 

American community while chastising Philadelphians for their mediocre support in 

the general election.  In an effort to support his personal campaign for political 

patronage, Vann sought to minimize the contributions of Philadelphia’s African 

American community.  On the eve of the election, Robert Vann printed an article in 

the Pittsburgh Courier that stated that the only African American in Philadelphia 

“who served notice on the bosses that he was going to stand by the party nominee…. 

was Edward Henry, a police Magistrate in the City of Philadelphia: Other Negroes 

who have striven to be political and social leaders [in Philadelphia] simply wilted and 

surrendered their independence, if they ever had any, and surely every vestige of 

manhood.” 58 While Tribune editor Rhodes effectively refuted these charges by listing 

the considerable number of men and women who supported Pinchot’s campaign in 

Philadelphia, this incident highlights the level of fragmentation found within 

Pennsylvania’s African American community.  Divisions based on class, gender, and 

now geography continually hampered the African American community’s efforts to 

work as a unified force for change.   

 Though Robert Vann and others were adamant in their belief that African 

American votes in Philadelphia and Pittsburgh were responsible for Pinchot’s victory, 
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the Republican administration did little to reward African American voters for their 

loyalty.   Remaining wary of African American support, Pinchot made very few high 

profile appointments of African Americans to state positions during his four years in 

Harrisburg.  On the state level, by 1932, African Americans held only sixty-three of 

the over twenty-two thousand patronage jobs available.  In Philadelphia African 

Americans did only slightly better and gained eight hundred out of twenty-five 

thousand city jobs. 59   In 1930, machine boss William Vare attempted to placate 

African American voters in the Thirtieth Ward by appointing John Carey, an African 

American, as leader of the ward.  While Carey did sit on the City Committee, Vare 

limited Carey’s power by refusing him the right to make appointments within the 

ward.60 Though Vare realized the importance of placating rebellious African 

American voters, he remained unwilling to give African American voters any real 

power on the ward level. Denied or given only token patronage appointments on the 

state, city, and ward levels, African American political leaders grew increasingly 

unwilling to pledge their loyalty to the Republican machine.  

For most members of the African American community the hardships brought 

about by the Great Depression were of greater importance than patronage 

appointments.  The impact of the depression was especially severe in Pennsylvania.  

By 1930, approximately 41,000 Philadelphians were out of work.  No group suffered 
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more acutely than African Americans who disproportionally lost their jobs. One study 

completed by the University of Pennsylvania indicated that fifty-six percent of 

Philadelphia’s African American population was unemployed.61  In addition to the 

lack of employment, Pennsylvania’s relief system relied on local Poor Boards, an 

antiquated and inefficient system that was unable to meet the growing needs of the 

community.  As the depression worsened, African Americans increasingly looked to 

the government and private organizations for assistance. 

Philadelphia’s African American women attempted to address the needs of the 

community in a variety of ways.  One of the most successful examples is the work of 

Arbertha White and the North Philadelphia Welfare League.  The League was created 

in 1924, after a meeting of like minded individuals at the home of White, who was 

elected president of the organization.   Arbertha White spearheaded the creation of a 

soup kitchen to serve the unemployed in the neighborhood.  In 1928, the organization 

obtained a lease from the City of Philadelphia for an abandoned building.  Relying 

heavily on a two-thousand dollar contribution by White, this building was converted 

into a soup kitchen and community center.  Though the soup kitchen was forced to 

close in 1931 due to a lack of funds and supplies, the league estimated that it served 

over ten-thousand meals during the early years of the Depression.62  
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In 1932, Arbertha White became the first African American woman to run for 

the State Legislature as a Democratic candidate. During her brief campaign, White 

received considerable support from her own organization, the North Philadelphia 

Welfare League, and the Philadelphia Citizen’s League.   In endorsing White’s 

candidacy, the Citizen’s League noted that White enjoyed the warm support of 

housewives in the Twenty-First Legislative District. White was also praised for her 

opposition to a bill proposed by the legislature that would require beauticians to own 

at least three-thousand dollars worth of equipment to operate a business.  Though she 

was soundly defeated in the general election, White’s candidacy foreshadows the 
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growing support for the Democratic Party and the movement of new organizations 

and constituencies into partisan politics.63  

  On the national level, Pennsylvania’s African American community faced a 

difficult choice in the presidential election of 1932.  Elite African American 

politicians decried the Republican Party’s unwillingness to support Civil Rights 

legislation, give African Americans proportional patronage appointments, and allow 

them a meaningful voice in local political decisions. On a broader scale, 

Philadelphians lamented the Republican Party’s inactivity in the face of the Great 

Depression.  As part of his Christmas message, Tribune columnist Joe Rainey 

reprinted a parody from the monthly magazine Lightning which summarized the 

viewpoint of many African Americans: 

Hoover is my shepherd, and I am sure in want.  He 
maketh me to lie down on park benches.  He leadeth me 
beside soup kitchens, he restoreth my doubt in the 
Republican party.  He leadeth me in the paths of 
unemployment for his party’s sake. 
 
Yea, though I walk through the valley of desolation, I 
will fear greater evil for the gang is against me.  The 
politicians and profiteers they harass me… 
 
Surely distress and disfranchisement shall follow me all 
the days of this administration and I shall dwell in a 
flop house forever.  Selah.64 
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Denied political patronage and suffering from the effects of the Great Depression, the 

African American community grew increasingly cynical.  

 By 1932 Robert Vann of the Pittsburgh Courier decided that he could no 

longer support the Republican Party.  Governor Gifford Pinchot offered only 

patronage crumbs to Vann even though he helped organize Philadelphia’s African 

American community against the Vare machine. Embittered by Pinchot’s lack of 

support, Vann sought out Democratic Party leaders. Vann sent a message via a 

manicurist to Emma Guffey Miller who in turn contacted her brother, Democratic 

leader and future Senator Joseph Guffey.65 Despite this entreaty, Guffey was skeptical 

of Vann’s ability to sway African American voters away from the Republican fold.   

Emma Guffey Miller convinced her brother of the potential benefits of securing the 

280,000 strong African American voting bloc in Pennsylvania and a meeting was 

scheduled between the two leaders.66   The two men hammered out an agreement that 

was later dubbed the “Guffey Policy” which promised African Americans ten percent 

of all patronage positions.67 

 By September 1932, Robert Vann embraced the Democratic standard and 

launched himself into the campaign.  Through public appearances and skillful use of 

the Pittsburgh Courier, Vann sought to undermine the philosophical arguments 
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African Americans used to justify their support of the Republican Party.  To most 

African Americans the Republican Party was the party of Lincoln and the Democratic 

Party was responsible for racism, segregation, and lynching throughout the nation.   

In early September, Vann gave a speech entitled “The Patriot and the Partisan” at St. 

James A. M. E. Church in Cleveland, Ohio.  Vann chronicled the Republican Party’s 

“Seven Big Sins of Commission” which included the dissolution of African American 

units by the United States Armed Forces, the segregation of the Gold Star Mothers, 

and the unwillingness of the Republican Administration to provide relief during the 

Great Depression.68  In bold language, Vann challenged the African American 

community to action.   

Vann noted that community was determined to act for change, but unfortunately were 

“monotonously partisan.”  He vividly described his vision of the African American 

community “casting down the idols of empty promises and moving into the sunlight 

of independence.”  In a final rhetorical flourish Vann rejected the mantle of 

Republicanism as he declared “I see millions of Negroes turning the picture of 

Abraham Lincoln to the wall.” Vann went on to challenge the “horde of Negro men 

and women between the ages of twenty-one and forty five” who were the future of 
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the African American community.  This group of “fearless, courageous, patriotic 

Negroes…know the difference between partisanism and patriotism.” 69  By directly 

challenging the younger generation of African Americans to action, Vann hoped to 

inspire a widespread revolt from the Republican machine.  

 Key to Vann’s strategy was the creation of a strong Democratic organization 

within the Philadelphia African American community. To achieve this goal, Vann 

turned to former schoolmates J. Max Barber and Samuel Brown.  Barber was Vann’s 

classmate at Virginia Union and was the editor of the recently created Philadelphia 

Independent.70 These two men supervised the creation of Allied Roosevelt Clubs in 

Philadelphia.  By late September the organization opened an office in the heart of the 

African American community, renting a building on the southeast corner of 

Seventeenth and Lombard Streets. Swathed in banners that screamed Roosevelt for 

President, the establishment of Democratic headquarters sent a clear sign to 

Philadelphia’s African American community that the Democratic Party was now a 

viable alternative to the Republican machine.71  

 While the Republican slant of the Philadelphia Tribune precluded the 

newspaper from reporting in detail on the rise of the Democratic Party in 
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Philadelphia, the Pittsburgh Courier lauded the considerable efforts of African 

American women on behalf of the Democrats.  The Courier lauded the establishment 

of Allied Roosevelt Clubs throughout the city and singled out Helen Duckett and 

Sommerville Fauntleroy for their defection from the Republican Party.  As president 

of the West Philadelphia Civic League, the Courier estimated that, “The influence of 

Mrs. Duckett and her group will sway many thousands of West Philly votes AWAY 

from the Organization in November.”  Democratic sentiment was not limited to West 

Philadelphia as Sommerville Fauntleroy, Republican stalwart from the influential 

Thirtieth Ward, became an active worker for the Democratic Party.  Fauntleroy 

declared that “I am in sympathy with the thing which is being done here by the Allied 

Roosevelt Club and I am now a part of it.  From now until the ballots are cast, I am in 

the fight heart and soul.”72  By gaining the support of these two outspoken politicians, 

the Democratic Party hoped to benefit from their considerable network of 

organizational contacts. 73 
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 In addition to the more experienced African American women that defected to 

the Democrats, a younger generation of African American women embraced the 

Democratic Party.  Twenty-nine year old Bernice Dutrieuille Shelton, a young 

reporter for the Philadelphia Tribune, Pittsburgh Courier and other African 

American newspapers, was elected secretary of Philadelphia’s Allied Roosevelt Club.  

In her “Bits by Bernice” column published by the Pittsburgh Courier, Shelton 

provided a detailed list of over fifteen African American women participating in the 

Democratic campaign at the Allied Roosevelt Club headquarters.  As the campaign 

progressed Shelton expressed the feeling that those who supported the Democrats 

during this election would have an advantage. “This time we were fortunate enough 

to have been worked in on the ground floor.  We’re starting on the lowest round of 

the ladder…Those among our intelligent younger group who shun politics don’t 

realize how much of their education they are neglecting.”74 
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 As secretary of Philadelphia’s Allied Roosevelt Club, Bernice Dutrieuille 

Shelton gained quite an education during the 1932 campaign. Dutrieuille was privy to 

important correspondence between Samuel Reading, J. Max Barber, Robert Vann and 

others and retained copies of correspondence to and from the partisan club.  

Democratic leaders discussed the lack of funds available for use in the Philadelphia 

campaign, appealed to women to join the campaign, and engaged in private 

negotiations with female political leaders.  The most interesting letter is a reply from 

J. Max Barber, Chairman of the Philadelphia Allied Roosevelt Club to Addie 

Dickerson of Philadelphia. 

      10/3/1932 
My dear Mrs. Dickerson: 
Mr. Vann arrived in town the other night just in time to 
rush directly to the meeting, and was forced to leave 
immediately thereafter for the train back to Pittsburgh.  
I talked with him on the way to train.  He asked me to 
say to you that he could only request you to use your 
own best judgment.  He wishes and I wish your 
cooperation, but the funds available are slender, and, if 
you cannot gamble with him on Roosevelt’s chances of 
winning, and his recommendations later, he is very 
much afraid he cannot hold you up.  You will 
understand, of course, that I am working under 
instructions.   Barber75 
 

By 1932, Addie Dickerson apparently questioned remaining with the Republican 

Party. Despite her considerable activities in support of the G.O.P. over the past 

decade, the Vare machine refused to support her candidacy for the General Assembly.  
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As a well known and influential speaker Dickerson was a valuable asset during any 

campaign.  Keenly aware of her value, Dickerson offered her services as a public 

speaker to the Democratic Party, but was unwilling to risk losing her place with the 

Republicans without the promise of compensation. 

 Instead, Dickerson returned to the Republican fold.  Though not listed on the 

September roster of the Republican Eastern Negro Division, Dickerson later joined 

Maude Morrissett and S. Willie Layton in their efforts to reelect Hoover.76 In early 

November Dickerson appealed to African American women around the country when 

she spoke as part of a national broadcast discussing the Republican platform.77 In the 

days leading up to the election, the Republican Party focused its attacks on the 

influence of southerners in the Democratic Party and FDR’s ties to the South, 

including his part-time residence at Warm Springs ,Georgia and his choice of Texan 

John Nance Garner as running-mate. 78 

 On Election Day, the Vare machine managed to win Philadelphia County for 

Hoover.  The Vare machine did not provide an overwhelming margin of victory for 

the Republican candidate as they had in the past, but instead held on to win only fifty-

six percent of the total votes. Pennsylvania was one of the five states won by Hoover 
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that year.  But in Philadelphia County, the end of an era arrived.  No Republican 

presidential candidate had secured a majority in Philadelphia County since the 1932 

election.  In Philadelphia, it is estimated that in wards that contained a large number 

of African American voters, Democrats received twenty-seven to thirty percent of the 

vote.79  More important than the statistics was the psychological effect the election 

had on the African American community.  The Tribune reported that “Rock-ribbed 

Republican Philadelphia showed a distinct streak of Democratic color, and held its 

position on the G.O.P slate with the smallest plurality margin ever recorded.” 80  

Invoking memories of the last Democratic president, Woodrow Wilson, the 

Republican Tribune decried the return of the southern-controlled Democratic Party. 

The editors, much like the rest of the African American community, wondered if 

“Democratic leaders may now show that they are more interested in the forward 

march of America than in keeping the Negro in his place.”81 

 During the next four years the Republican Party’s grasp on Philadelphia 

slowly weakened.  The Tribune published front page stories with headlines such as 

“Political Crisis Nearing as Democratic Voters Increase.”  The article noted the large 

gains made in registration in the heart of the Vare districts and applauded the strength 

of character and racial consciousness displayed by Democratic leaders.  The story of 
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Florence Summers, south Philadelphia Democratic leader, was recounted by the 

Tribune to serve as an example to the community.  When asked to sign a candidacy 

petition for a local white judge, she returned the document unsigned with the 

following note: 

I must be frank and tell you that I personally cannot 
subscribe to this movement. . . I believe that the 
219,000 Negroes in this city should have representation 
on the Municipal court bench the same as other racial 
groups. Moreover, it is my intention to work for that 
objective in the coming campaign.  Thus, the signing or 
circulation of this petition would be inconsistent with 
our program of trying at this time, to elect one of our 
own. 

  

Joseph Baker, author of the Tribune article, built upon Summers’ statement and 

supported the need for greater racial unity.  “Democrats and Republicans, machines 

and cliques should not matter a tinker’s dam when that [the election of an African 

American candidate] is at stake—they can only win if you are a Negro first, and after 

that whatever you choose.  It all depends on you.”  Emboldened by the rise of the 

Democratic Party and the weakness of the Vare machine, the Tribune urged 

Philadelphia’s African American community to seize the opportunity created by this 

vacuum of power.82   

 Another factor leading to the decrease of strength within the Republican Party 

during this period is death of key party leaders. By 1932 Republican boss William 

Vare’s health was declining.  Though he made a number of public appearances during 
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the 1932 campaign, his health was clearly failing.  Vare died on August 7, 1934, two 

months after his candidate for chairmanship of the Republican City Committee was 

defeated. Vare’s death, coupled with the emergence of a true Democratic Party, 

brought an end to the one-party system that plagued Philadelphia throughout the early 

Twentieth Century.83 

 The African American community also lost a number of key political leaders 

to illness during this period.  By the end of the decade, Maude Morrissett, outspoken 

member of the Republican State Committee, became ill and retired from politics.  

During her final years, Morrissett continually challenged the Republican machine and 

ran for the state legislature without their approval.  She was criticized in the press for 

her vocal denunciations of other African American women and her bold challenges to 

the Republican machine.  The Tribune reported that “on several occasions in public, 

Morrissett is said to have remarked that the reason the colored men support Mrs. S. 

Willie Layten in politics instead of her is because Mrs. Layten is yellow and she is 

dark.”84  The final blow to Morrissett’s political ambition occurred when she was 

arrested and accused of paying three men to register to vote.  Though Morrissett 

denied the accusations and the charge was later dropped, this incident led to what the 

Tribune termed a “nervous breakdown” causing her to withdraw from public life.  

Most likely this charge was fabricated in an effort to limit Maude Morrissett’s power 
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and influence. Outspoken and brash and uncontrolled by machine politicians, 

Morrissett’s career was effectively ruined by this fictitious charge.85  

 The most devastating loss for Philadelphia’s African American community 

was the death of Lena Trent Gordon in 1935.   Once a leader of Philadelphia’s 

African American women, by 1933 she was too ill to campaign for the Republican 

Party.  At her funeral former Mayor Harry Mackey paid tribute to Gordon’s 

accomplishments on behalf of the entire Philadelphia community. Gordon stated, 

“Mrs. Gordon belonged to Philadelphia and not to any particular group. She served 

Philadelphia.”86 Gordon’s death signaled the beginning of a generational shift.  One 

by one the activists that were veterans of the suffrage movement were being replaced 

by a new group of African American women. More independent and breaking free of 

the Republican machine, these women challenged parties to be more responsive to the 

African American community. 

 With the breakdown of the Republican stranglehold complete by 1935, 

Democratic officials in Pennsylvania recognized the importance of gaining the 

African American vote.  As African Americans switched their allegiance to the 

Democratic Party, the Democrats, unlike their Republican predecessors, rewarded the 

African American community for its support.  In 1935 alone, the Democratic 
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controlled General Assembly passed an Equal Rights Bill, approved legislation that 

created African American National Guard units, and passed a measure that for the 

first time provided state money for the Lincoln University.   Governor George 

Howard Earle III supported the “Guffey policy” instituted in 1932 by state 

Democratic leader Joseph Guffey and pledged to provide African Americans with ten 

percent of state’s patronage jobs.  Most important, Democrats also showed a 

willingness to support the bids of African-American candidates for elected office, an 

issue that had been strictly limited by the Penrose and Vare machines.87 

 These changes on the state and local level, when coupled with the relief and 

patronage provided by Roosevelt’s New Deal, brought about new opportunities for 

African Americans statewide.  The Democratic Party did more for the Philadelphia 

African American community in four years than the Republican Party had done 

during its seventy-five year reign.  By 1936, the Republican Party could no longer 

take African American votes for granted as they were being actively courted by both 

Republicans and Democrats alike.  The New York Times heralded this new political 

reality, noting that the African American vote was now “either a possession to be 

retained or a prize to be sought in every election.”88  While this political shift did not 

                                                           
87 Andrew Buni, Robert L. Vann of the Pittsburgh Courier: Politics and Black 

Journalism (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1974), 291; Bernard Sternsher 
ed., The Negro in Depression and War: Prelude to Revolution (Chicago: Quadrangle 
Books, 1969), 225.  

 
88 John Temple Graves, “South Discusses a Two-Party Plan,” New York 

Times, November 8, 1936. 



 

203

bring about radical change in the arena of civil rights, minor victories during the 

1930s provided the impetus for future gains by the African American community.  

 By the start of the 1936 presidential campaign, Philadelphia’s political 

landscape was experiencing a dramatic change.  For the first time since the Civil War, 

Philadelphia was truly a two-party city and the Vare machine lay in ruins.  Embittered 

by years of empty Republican promises, African Americans flirted with supporting 

the Democratic Party. Through the efforts of Robert Vann and Joseph Guffey, 

African Americans received an unprecedented level of patronage from the 

Democratic Party. The New Deal assuaged the impact of the Great Depression and 

provided much needed relief for destitute Philadelphians. In this environment a new 

generation of African American leaders emerged, one that benefited from the 

destruction of the Republican machine, a growing racial consciousness, and the hard 

lessons learned by those active in politics during the 1920s.  As a sign of their 

growing strength in Pennsylvania, the Democratic Party held the 1936 Democratic 

National Convention in Philadelphia.  This convention announced to the nation the 

growing strength of African Americans in the Democratic Party and began the 

meteoric rise of Crystal Bird Fauset through the party ranks.  No longer willing to 

remain vassals to the Republican machine, Philadelphia’s African American 

community shifted their allegiance to the Democratic Party and leaders like Crystal 

Bird Fauset. By 1936 many African Americans heeded Robert Vann’s advice and 

dramatically chose to turn Abraham Lincoln’s portrait to the wall. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

EXPANDING PARTISAN POLITICS  
AND ELECTORAL VICTORIES: 

THE CAREER OF CRYSTAL BIRD FAUSET 
 

For Philadelphia’s African American women 1938 proved to be a benchmark 

year.  Though the Great Depression still frustrated the economic dreams of many 

citizens, and the storm clouds of war echoed over Europe, the election of Crystal Bird 

Fauset to the Pennsylvania House of Representatives was a ray of hope for African 

American women.  Crystal Bird Fauset’s participation in non-governmental relief 

organizations, strong ties to the Democratic Party as Director of Negro Women’s 

Activities for the Democratic National Committee, and her position as assistant 

personnel director in the Philadelphia office of the Works Progress Administration 

(WPA) provided the political capital needed for election to a high public 

office. Though the Great Depression brought about severe economic challenges for 

residents of the city, the African American community found relief through 

preexisting organizational support networks and New Deal agencies.  Fauset’s highly 

visible work with the WPA and her utilization of female organizational networks paid 

political dividends when the Democratic Party drafted Fauset to run for the 

Pennsylvania House of Representatives in 1938.  Despite the challenges of running in 
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the “Anti-New Deal” mid-term election and being slated in a district where two-third 

of the voters were white, Fauset won handily.1   

After her election to the Pennsylvania House of Representatives, Crystal Bird 

Fauset faced the harsh realities of being a freshman Democratic representative in a 

Republican legislature.  Sensing the limitations of her power, Fauset resigned her seat 

in the House to accept a federal appointment as assistant state director of the 

education and recreation program of the Works Project Administration. In their 

position, Fauset also served as a consultant to the WPA on all racial issues and 

problems.  While some members of the press criticized Fauset’s move as self serving, 

she defended herself as acting in the best interest of African Americans in 

Pennsylvania.2   

By 1944 Fauset was frustrated with the Democratic Party’s reluctance to offer 

her a paid position within Roosevelt’s campaign for a fourth term.  This patronage 

snub, combined with her growing disillusionment with the Roosevelt administration’s 

commitment to civil rights, led to her defection to the Republican Party.  In a span of 

roughly ten years, Fauset rose through the political ranks of the Democratic Party, 

moved to Washington in order to influence national civil rights policies, and lost 

political influence after an ill-timed split with the Democratic Party.  Built upon a 
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strong foundation of activism by Philadelphia’s African American women, an 

examination of the career of Crystal Bird Fauset provides important new insights into 

the New Deal era. On the local level, her rise to political power yields a view of 

Philadelphia Democratic Party politics based on the extensive organizational and 

political networks woven by African American women.  On the national level, 

Fauset’s accomplishments can be viewed as part of a larger struggle by women and 

African Americans to have a greater voice in the administration of Franklin D. 

Roosevelt.3   

 Crystal Bird was born in 1893 in Maryland to two educators, Benjamin O. and 

Portia E. (Lovett) Bird.  Orphaned at age seven, she was raised by an aunt, Lucy 

Groves.  She attended Boston Normal School and began her career as a school 

teacher.4 Desiring new challenges, she moved to New York City, where she taught in 

a white school.  Fauset later recalled how her childhood and teaching experience 

shaped her political outlook: 

I have always thought in terms of people rather than 
race.  (When) I was teaching in a white school in New 
York I was able to demonstrate this I think. The parents 
soon saw that the interest of these children was just as 
dear to my heart as though they had been the children 
of my own people.5 
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Through these formative experiences as both student and teacher, Fauset developed a 

keen interest in interracial understanding and a welcoming and understanding public 

persona in front of interracial groups.    

 In 1918, she became the first secretary for African American girls with the 

Young Women’s Christian Association’s (YWCA) National Board, a position that 

allowed Fauset to travel throughout the United States and experience her first real 

taste of power and prestige.6  Through addresses at local meetings and leadership at 

national conferences of the YWCA Girl Reserves, Fauset gained a reputation for 

being charming and interesting, and a forceful speaker. 7  Some Girl Reserves around 

the nation named their clubs “Crystal Byrd Clubs” in honor of “our highly esteemed 

national Girl Reserve Secretary.”8 Upon winning a seat in the Pennsylvania House of 

Representatives, Fauset asserted “Unquestionably, my experience in YWCA work 

has been invaluable to me.  It has given me a broader outlook on social problems—

locally, nationally, and internationally.” Though Fauset left the YWCA in early 1927 
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she maintained that, “It was an experience which I personally would urge many 

young women to try to have who plan to go into public life…”9 

Fauset spent the first part of 1927 devoting herself to the arts, giving talks on 

African American spirituals at Columbia University Teachers College and a recital at 

Vassar College.10  On September 15, 1927, Fauset began working with the American 

Friends Service Committee (AFSC) in Philadelphia.11  Recruited to speak to school 

groups, colleges, church groups, and community meetings on race relations, Fauset 

travelled the country lecturing to predominately white audiences.  In a letter sent out 

by the Interracial Section of the AFSC, they described Crystal Bird as “Colored, 

Young and Dynamic” and noted that her talks were,  

not of the propaganda type and controversial elements 
were not stressed. She presented the contributions of 
the Negro to American life and often included an 
analysis of the nature of prejudice. Underneath all that 
she said was the attempt to interpret the Negro, to make 
vivid the fact that he was human with the same 
aspirations, the same longings, the same failings of 
which the white person is possessed.12  
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In the fall of 1928, after resigning to care for an ill sister, Fauset tallied her success 

working with the AFSC.  She estimated that in the previous year she had logged two 

hundred and ninety speeches and had been heard by almost 50,000 people. Fauset’s 

work with the AFSC gave her valuable experience working with white audiences.  

She often recalled in a telling anecdote how a meeting in front of a white audience 

exemplified what she was trying to accomplish,  

I went to the Conference at Swarthmore, but as I 
reached there a little late, I sat behind a curtain waiting 
my turn to talk, realizing the whole white audience was 
on the other side of the curtain.  When it was time for 
me to meet the group, I stepped out and lifted the 
curtain that had separated that group from me, and as I 
did so I knew in reality that what I am to do this year is 
to lift the curtain that separates the white people and the 
colored people, to lift the curtain of misunderstanding 
that is so dividing us.13 
 

 In the wake of her successful efforts with the AFSC, on December 28, 1928, 

Crystal Bird Fauset received her first negative press in the Philadelphia Tribune.    In 

a front page article entitled, “Dame Rumor Says Hayes Paid $35,000” the Tribune 

recounted the gossip surrounding the demise of the relationship between Crystal Bird 

Fauset and Roland Hayes, an internationally known tenor.  According to the gossip, 

the “many-year-old engagement beginning in the obscure, poor days of both in 

Boston, has been broken.”14  The article recounted three other rumors.  The first 
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rumor suggested that upon breaking the engagement, Hayes settled out of court for 

$35,000 when Fauset threatened a breach of promise suit.  Numerous friends close to 

Fauset said that the money was paid “out of the goodness of his heart feeling as he 

does that he was responsible for her long spinsterhood.” The second was that the 

payment had been made because Hayes had secretly married an Austrian Countess.  

The third rumor was that Fauset’s trip to Europe was to marry Hayes effectively 

“safeguarding the famous singer against the wiles of designing European admirers.”15  

Hayes eventually married a distant cousin, Helen Alzada Hayes, in September 1932.16  

No documents exist to substantiate these rumors and Fauset never spoke publicly of 

the matter, yet they do reappear in Fauset’s FBI file.  A financial settlement may 

explain how Fauset was able to afford a trip to Europe in 1928 and continue her 

education at Columbia University Teacher’s College in June 1929.   

 Fauset graduated from Columbia in 1931 and returned to Philadelphia in 1933 

after her marriage to local principal Arthur Huff Fauset, brother of Jessie Redmon 

Fauset.17  As reported by the Philadelphia Tribune,  
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The erstwhile Crystal Bird… has come to make her 
home with her husband in the city of Brotherly Love.  
What a break for Philadelphia to have this talented 
young woman choose the quaint streets of this town for 
her studio.   She can sing, she can play, she can write 
and how she can talk!  She is just an altogether lovely 
creature and how we welcome her to the inner circle.18    
 

Welcomed she was, as Crystal Bird Fauset quickly became a power player in 

Philadelphia political circles. 

Upon her return to Philadelphia, Fauset secured a position with the AFSC’s 

Joint Committee on Race Relations.  She later became executive secretary of the 

famous Swarthmore College Institute of Race Relations and according to Fauset 

“three summers of that work impressed her with the necessity of reaching more 

people and going to the heart of the economic situation through political action.”19  

Under Fauset’s direction, the Institute hosted an interracial group of twenty-five to 

thirty-five students chosen from the ranks of ministers, executive secretaries of 

organizations, social workers, and school counselors from around the nation.  In order 

to provide an international perspective, students were invited from England, Norway, 

and the Union of South Africa. The Institute offered courses entitled, “Race and 
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Culture,” “Race as a World Problem,” “(An) Economic History of the United States 

in Terms of Negro-White Relations,” “Biological and Sociological Factors in the 

American Race Problems,” and “Cultural and Historical Factors in the American 

Negro White Race Problem.”  By sharing the lectern with luminaries such as Ralph 

Bunche, E. Franklin Frazier, W. E. B. DuBois, James Weldon Johnson, Charles S. 

Johnson, and A. Phillip Randolph, Fauset broadened her circle of contacts and gained 

an international perspective on race relations.20 

 The most influential contact gained through Fauset’s work with the 

Swarthmore Institute for Race Relations was First Lady Anna Eleanor Roosevelt.  On 

May 22, 1934, Fauset sent a telegram to Roosevelt.  “My deep concern regarding the 

Institute for Race Relations prompts me to ask if you could possibly see me at any 

time tomorrow.”21  Eleanor Roosevelt agreed to the meeting and was obviously 

impressed with Fauset, because she agreed to help Fauset solicit other individuals to 

support the Institute.  In a letter to philanthropist Vincent Astor, Roosevelt included a 

copy of the Institute’s program and noted that Fauset “is interested in better 

interracial understanding and at present I think this is a rather vital thing. I hope you 

will be able to see her for a few minutes and give her your advice [even] if you are 

not interested yourself.”  Mrs. Roosevelt also sent at least six additional letters 
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supporting Fauset’s efforts to influential businessmen and philanthropists such as 

New York City housing developer Alexander M. Bing, banker and future governor of 

New York William Averell Harriman, and Attorney L. Hollingsworth Wood. 22  

 While this exchange might appear to only benefit Fauset, Roosevelt also 

profited.  Building on their victory in the 1932 presidential election, the Roosevelts 

sought to expand their visibility within the African American community as part of 

the Democratic Party’s efforts to broaden the New Deal coalition. The First Lady was 

able to reach out to the African American community in ways the President could not. 

By supporting the interracial work of the Swarthmore Institute for Race Relations, 

Eleanor Roosevelt gained increased credibility within the African American 

community. Fauset also benefited from this contact with the First Lady, and astutely 

nurtured this relationship during the 1930’s. Through Eleanor Roosevelt Fauset 

gained entrée into an influential philanthropic network and found a powerful ally in 

government.   Fauset cultivated this relationship over the next decade and became a 

steadfast supporter of the Democratic Party.23   
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Fauset’s first major political battle occurred when she became embroiled in 

the fight to provide more jobs for African Americans in the Philadelphia Civilian 

Works Administration (CWA).24  In February, 1934 the Emergency Advisory Council 

for Negroes, led by J. Gordon Baugh III, Raymond Pace Alexander and Dr. DeHaven 

Hickson, travelled to the office of Franklin G. Connors, director of the Federal-State 

Employment Office, to query about the paucity of jobs for Philadelphia’s African 

American white collar workers.25  When confronted by the committee, Connors 
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placed the blame squarely on the shoulders of three members of the community, 

Crystal Bird Fauset and Helen Bryan, both of the Committee of Race Relations and 

Wayne L. Hopkins, executive secretary of the Armstrong Association.  Connors 

claimed that these three individuals were requested to provide a list of CWA projects 

in which African Americans could be employed.  He noted that because he did not 

receive said list, he could not submit jobs for federal funding. The Philadelphia 

Tribune included a repudiation of the charges by Wayne Hopkins, and a rather vague 

condemnation of Fauset, Bryan, and Hopkins.  The Tribune asserted that “each 

person involved objects to having the dead cat placed on his doorstep.” 26 Fauset 

responded that she had never met Mr. Connors. Franklin Connors stated, “I blamed 

no individual or organization for the lack of negro [sic] jobs.”  Connors cleared 

Fauset of any wrongdoing.  He noted that Bryan and Fauset had contacted Connors’ 

office about the lack of projects for African Americans and tried to remedy the 

situation.27 Despite the initial accusations leveled at Fauset, she emerged from this 

potential public relations nightmare triumphant and gained valuable publicity for her 

efforts to secure jobs for the African American community.  
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Though challenged in the situation with the CWA, Fauset used her visibility 

to secure employment. During the election of 1935, she spoke to the City Wide 

Forum on the “Art of Group Work,” noting, “The reason Negroes differ from whites 

is that they are inexperienced in such work and success can only come through 

experience.”28 Expanding her network, Fauset affiliated with several important 

associations.  Three years of activity with local Democratic groups, the Women’s 

International League of Peace and Freedom, League for the Struggle for Negro 

Rights, and local interracial and social reform organizations translated into political 

capital in 1935 when Fauset was appointed as one of the Philadelphia representatives 

to the Emergency Education Council.  She was also appointed to the Philadelphia 

Housing Association’s Advisory Committee and the Mothers Assistance Fund Board 

where she received a salary of $3,000 per year.29  

Crystal Bird Fauset’s party loyalty translated into additional political 

patronage in September 1935, when she was appointed as a member of the 

professional staff in the Philadelphia office of the Works Progress Administration 
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(WPA).30  During her tenure with the WPA she held numerous influential posts 

including director of the Women and Professional Project and assistant personnel 

director of the Philadelphia WPA branch in 1936.31  Fauset saw her work with the 

WPA as an opportunity to funnel much needed government funds into the African 

American community.  She worked especially hard to find jobs for African American 

women, one of the groups hardest hit by the Great Depression.32   Fauset later 

claimed that it was the awful sight of breadlines that propelled her into the political 

sphere.33   

Fauset exhibited a great deal of political savvy in trying to secure decent 

housing for Philadelphians.   This desperate need for safe housing for the African 

American community was highlighted in the press when a building collapsed, killing 

three adults and four children.34 Speaking from her vantage point as a member of the 

                                                           
30 “Crystal Bird Fauset’s Ability as Public Speaker is Asset to Political 

Career,” Philadelphia Tribune, June 2, 1938. 
 
31 Smith, “Crystal Bird Fauset Raises,” 35. 
 
32  One study indicates that by 1931, 25.6% of Philadelphia residents were out 

of work and 13.8% worked part time.  “Unemployment in Philadelphia,” Monthly 
Labor Review 31 (1930): 35-37. 

 
33 “Sight of Breadlines Drove Mrs. Fauset into Politics,” Philadelphia Record, 

November 13, 1938. 
 
34 John F. Bauman, “Black Slums/Black Projects: The New Deal and Negro 

Housing in Philadelphia,” Pennsylvania History 41, no. 3 (July 1974): 311- 338.  For 
a more detailed discussion see Thomas H. Coode and John F. Bauman, People 
Poverty and Politics: Pennsylvanians During the Great Depression, (Lewisburg, Pa.: 
Bucknell University Press, 1981), 200-223; H. Viscount Nelson, Jr., “Race and Class 
Consciousness of Philadelphia Negroes with Special Emphasis on the Years Between 
1927 and 1940” (Ph.D. diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1969); and Black 



 

218

Federal Housing Committee, Fauset encouraged members of the predominantly white 

Philadelphia Real Estate Board to become supporters of low income housing.  Using 

the argument that, “Delapidated (sic) and rundown houses have brought down real 

estate values of properties in the slum area more than any other factor,” Fauset 

pragmatically encouraged white businessmen to protect their investments in order to 

both gain support for her agenda and to secure better housing for the lower classes of 

Philadelphia. She perceptively recognized that the location chosen for the African 

American housing project had the potential to be extremely divisive among white 

citizens due to white resistance to integrated communities. Her recommendation of 

utilizing the Glenwood Cemetery in North Philadelphia was rejected due the costs 

involved in relocating the remains. 35   

Realizing the impotence of the committee in affecting real change, the resolve 

of the African American community against segregated housing as reported by the 

Philadelphia Tribune, and the racist attitudes of white Philadelphians, Fauset chose to 

drop the issue and practically stopped attending committee meetings.36 Keeping her 

eye on loftier political aspirations, she chose to protect her reputation by not 

antagonizing white politicians, or the African American community which was 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Leadership’s Response to the Great Depression in Philadelphia, (Lewiston, N.Y.: 
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against the establishment of segregated housing projects.37 Later, as a member of the 

state assembly, Fauset returned to the theme of better housing when she introduced a 

variety of bills relating to public housing. 38 

This incident is indicative of Fauset’s political ideology.  Ambitious, Fauset 

looked for every opportunity to stay within the public eye and gain the attention of 

city and Democratic leaders.  Looking back on this appointment in 1940 during a 

speech to the Women’s Centennial Congress, Fauset articulated her political strategy 

which combined self-interest with a desire to help the race.  When asked how she 

attained political office, Fauset stated that “a woman gets to be known though the 

civil interests she has” and cited her participation on the Federal Housing 

Commission as her opportunity to be noticed.  While Fauset was able to accomplish 

little for the race in this situation due to both white and black resistance to projects, 

she used the appointment as a springboard for greater political endeavors. Fauset’s 

career can be summarized as a continual struggle to balance her own personal goals 

and ambitions with a desire to be a voice for African Americans and women.  

Frustrated by her inability to reconcile both endeavors, Fauset at times chose to 
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Viscount Nelson.  In Black Leadership’s Response, Nelson concludes that “Fauset, 
harboring political ambitions… decided that inactivity could prove the safest course 
of action for their future.”  Instead, Fauset realized that without federal government 
funds and widespread support from Democratic leaders, any housing project would be 
under-funded and languish.   It would not be until the growth of a large democratic 
constituency in 1938 that federal funding and support for the James Weldon Johnson 
Homes. Nelson, 95-101. 



 

220

withdraw and refocus her efforts rather than continue in a position she felt was 

unproductive. 39 

Her concern for the betterment of the race was recognized by Democratic 

Governor George H. Earle III, when he named Crystal Bird Fauset a trustee of 

Cheyney State Teacher’s College.  This appointment came to fruition through the 

support of Pennsylvania State Representative Marshall L. Shepard and State Athletic 

Commissioner Joseph H. Rainey, fellow Philadelphia Democratic leaders. 40 Fauset 

also used her leadership skills to become an active campaign worker for the 

Democratic Party as early as 1935.  At a mass meeting held at Democratic 

headquarters, Fauset was one of four African American women chosen to interview 

the candidates.41  By the 1936 presidential election, Fauset positioned herself to be 

recognized as the leader of Philadelphia’s African American women in the 

Democratic Party on both the local and the national stage.42 In Philadelphia, though 

Fauset was a member of the existing women’s Democratic group headed by Leila 

Lawrence and Sommerville Z. Fauntleroy, she founded her own organization, the 

Philadelphia Women’s Democratic League in 1936.  As president she envisioned an 
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organization focused on “educate(ing) the women of Philadelphia on social 

legislation . . . laws that affect them and protect them as housewives and voters.”43 

Campaigning and education were also mixed with community outreach as Fauset’s 

organization sponsored activities and day trips for the city’s children.  In 1937, the 

Women’s Democratic League organized an outing for 1,600 children from around the 

city.  Though the original plans were for a day at Burholme Park, rain necessitated a 

move indoors.  Relocated to the Armory at Broad Street and Susquehanna Avenue 

after a rainstorm, the league supplied games, boxed lunches, half pints of milk and ice 

cream for the children.44  Functions such as this were commonly used to curry 

political favor with the voters, and Fauset recognized the political capital that she 

would gain from leading these outings.   

The 1936 Democratic National Convention held in Philadelphia offered even 

more opportunity for Crystal Bird Fauset to gain national exposure.  As part of 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s efforts to build a new coalition, African Americans were 

for the first time given more than a token role in the proceedings.  Ten African 

American delegates and twenty two alternates were permitted to hold seats on the 

main floor of the convention and African Americans were employed as sergeants-at-
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arms, ushers, and pages.45  Fauset was part of the 1936 Democratic National 

Convention local entertainment committee and this allowed her access to many of the 

delegates and their wives.  This national exposure translated into a 1936 appointment 

as national director of colored women’s activities for the National Democratic 

Committee. Granted a leave of absence from her WPA job, she worked out of 

campaign headquarters at the Hotel Biltmore in New York City.46  Fauset later stated 

in an interview that her job was to sell, “Roosevelt humanitarianism to Negro 

housewives.”47 Throughout the campaign, Fauset traveled up and down the East 

Coast giving speeches and vigorously campaigning for Roosevelt. Her organizational 

connections, polished stage presence, and ambitious nature, translated into political 

appointments.48 
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In September 1936, Fauset gained yet another jewel in her political crown 

when she was named one of two local directors of the Democratic campaign.  Along 

with State Representative Marshall L. Shephard, the dynamic Fauset was charged 

with securing the eastern section of Pennsylvania for the Democratic Party in the 

1936 election.  This was no easy task, given Philadelphia’s staunch support of the 

Republican Party since the Civil War. Fauset predicted in a Tribune article, “There is 

a very good possibility that the Democratic Party will carry Pennsylvania, because of 

the unprecedented support it will get from the Negro voters.”49 Realizing that votes 

translated into political capital, Fauset was eager to publicize the support of 

Philadelphia African American’s for Roosevelt’s presidency.  Locally, she organized 

black women WPA workers into the all female Willing Workers Democratic 

Organization which conducted “get out the vote” campaigns throughout 

Philadelphia.50    
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Fauset’s success in rallying Philadelphia’s African American women to the 

Democratic standard can be inferred by a headline in the Republican leaning 

Philadelphia Tribune that proclaimed, “Statistics Show Negro Women as Ardent 

G.O.P. Supporters.” Mrs. Maude B. Coleman, director of the colored women’s 

division, eastern headquarters of the Republican National Committee appealed to 

voters two weeks before the election stating, “Regardless of reports to the contrary, 

Negro women are found in large numbers allied with the Republican Party.” 51 After 

the election, the Philadelphia Tribune touted Fauset as “one of the mainstays of the 

Eastern division….rallying the women to the Democratic banners.” 52  

In Fauset’s eyes, the election of 1936 was a turning point for African 

American women in politics. Exhibiting both race and class consciousness, she stated 

that, “The campaign and the victory mark the entrance of the Negro woman into the 

political life of the country and the determination on her part to help the Negro group 

to participate normally in every phase of American life.”   She also credited African 

Americans in general by noting, “The result represents a complete break on the part 

of the Negro with Tradition, especially the tradition of party labels.” 53  Fauset’s 

assertions are backed by the statistics as FDR gained 68.7% of the vote in wards that 
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were ninety percent or more democratic, an increase of 157%.54  In three short years 

through the maintenance of political alliances, membership in key organizations, 

national exposure, and a steadfast support for the Democratic Party, Crystal Bird 

Fauset became the undisputed leader of Philadelphia’s Democratic African American 

women.  

 While Fauset was clearly a rising star in the Democratic Party, the true 

turning-point for her political career occurred in late 1936 and early 1937, and it was 

completely unrelated to any formal political campaign activity.  Fauset found her 

cause célèbre in the federal government’s threat to lay off WPA workers. In 1936 

after hearing that 8,000 workers (3,000 of which were black) were scheduled to be 

dismissed, Fauset traveled to Harrisburg to personally discuss the matter with 

Governor George Earle.55  While the layoffs that had been scheduled for December of 

1936 were limited to about 300 workers, the impact on those affected was 

tremendous.  The Tribune reported on one woman’s plight. “I am a widow and the 

only support of three children, all too young to work.   The little money I received 

from the sewing project was all that kept me and my children from joining the bread 

lines or being without shelter.” 56    
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In the wake of pleas such as these, Crystal Bird Fauset used every shred of 

influence she had to assure that African American would not be the first to be fired 

during WPA cuts.  More than any African American in Philadelphia, Fauset 

possessed direct access to the highest levels of government.  On January 8, 1937, 

Fauset sent a telegram to Malvina Thompson Schneider, personal secretary to First 

Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, requesting an appointment within the next three days.  

Schneider responded the very next day with the date and time for Fauset to be in 

Washington to meet the First Lady. While no official transcript of this meeting 

survives, a memo from Eleanor Roosevelt to James A. Farley, the head of the 

Democratic National Committee and chief dispenser of patronage in the Roosevelt 

administration, details both the meeting and Roosevelt’s impressions of Fauset. 

During the meeting, Fauset explained to Roosevelt that as cutbacks were made, she 

was attempting to balance the ratio of African American to white supervisors.   

Before the cutbacks, white supervisors outnumbered African American supervisors 

two to one.  Fauset tried to achieve an even ratio of one African American supervisor 

for each white supervisor when decisions were made to eliminate positions.  As a 

result of her actions, Fauset was being pressured by ward leaders to reinstate white 

supervisors and uphold the two to one ratio.57  

 Eleanor Roosevelt questioned the need to return to the two to one ratio, and 

the impact on African American women, noting that “in this supervisory group the 
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colored women probably need work on account of the fact that the colored of the 

professional classes have had it harder during the depression than have the white 

women of the corresponding professional classes.”   Roosevelt emphasized to Farley 

that, “I will frankly say that I am influenced by the fact that I have found for years 

Mrs. Fauset has good judgment and has been fair in her statements.”   Trusting 

Fauset’s summary of the situation and the dire political consequences of these 

cutbacks, Eleanor Roosevelt called for action.  Mrs. Roosevelt recommended that 

Senator Joseph Guffey of Pennsylvania should be consulted to apply pressure to ward 

leaders.  Given the Senator’s large number of African American constituents, 

Roosevelt felt this move was in Guffey’s best political interest.  Fauset appealed to 

the First Lady on both humanitarian and political levels, a point that Roosevelt 

conveyed to Farley.  Mrs. Roosevelt made clear that “I should like to emphasize- we 

did make a tremendous play for the colored vote, and we got it, but we got it because 

they thought on the whole we were fairer than the other [party] had been to them in 

the past.”58  Realizing the need to maintain support of African Americans, the First 

Lady implored Farley to act. While there is no record of Farley’s reply, later in the 

year Eleanor Roosevelt mentioned her meeting with Fauset in her “My Day” column, 

much to the chagrin of Philadelphia’s white Democratic leaders who resented 

Fauset’s direct appeal to the White House.59   
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This incident speaks volumes about the level of political power attained by 

Crystal Bird Fauset.  In four short years through astute cultivation of contacts, and 

backed by a strong network of political and social organizations, Fauset rose from 

being a political unknown to a political advisor to First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt.  

Over time this political relationship strengthened as Fauset transitioned into 

Democratic politics.  Fauset’s ability to rally Philadelphia’s African American 

women behind the Democratic standard was critical to maintaining this relationship.  

Her ability to quickly gain access to the First Lady and influence her views on race 

relations put Fauset in a unique position in Philadelphia politics.  More than any other 

individual in Philadelphia, male or female, Fauset had access to the Roosevelt 

administration.  This influence also impacted her relationship with Democratic 

politicians in the city, as they were keenly aware of the interaction between Eleanor 

Roosevelt and Fauset, and Roosevelt’s willingness to support Fauset.   

Fauset’s pleas were ineffective as the strengthening economy caused the 

theme of potential layoffs in the WPA and protests to be repeated throughout 1937.  

Fauset continued her close political relationship with the Roosevelts, when she, along 

with Mazie Mossell Griffin, was chosen as one of only fifty or so African Americans 

from around the nation who received reserved seats for the January 20, 1937 

presidential inaugural, though African Americans remained segregated.60  While 

historically black and white politicians and party workers were supplied with tickets 

                                                           
60 Jeanette Carter, “News from the Nation’s Capital,” Chicago Defender, 

January 10, 1937, national edition.  
 



 

229

to the inaugural, Fauset’s presence in such a select group is indicative of both her 

rising political stature and her ability to appeal to African American women in 

Philadelphia.  

Despite being bedridden for most of March due to an automobile accident 

with a trolley car; Fauset remained in the public eye by using the press to tout her 

endorsement of a state wide plan to discontinue the use of local poor boards.61 Fauset 

believed that state and national control of relief efforts was necessary to combat the 

racism of locally controlled poor boards.  During the summer of 1937, tempers flared 

in the summer heat of Philadelphia and were aggravated by the next round of layoffs 

from WPA projects.  These layoffs specifically targeted the women’s sewing projects 

which were largely staffed by African American women.  Over two thousand women 

met at Octavius V. Catto Hall in Philadelphia to plan their strategy to protest the 

layoffs.  Though Fauset was not in attendance that night, the Philadelphia Tribune 

noted that reports of the meeting were taken to Fauset as soon as the meeting ended.62 
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 The women who attended the meeting took the advice of Attorney General J. 

Austin Norris and State Representative Marshall L. Shepard, and they planned a mass 

march to City Hall for one week later. Splashed across the front page of the 

Philadelphia Tribune of August 22, 1937 was a three column wide photograph of 

Fauset speaking with protesters at the mass meeting on Rayburn Plaza.63  Shown 

standing near a protester holding an anti-President Roosevelt placard, Fauset’s 

presence at the protest rally provides an important clue to the public perception of 

Fauset as a politician.  The public portrayal of her activities and political career 

indicate an overwhelming compassion for the lower classes, even though she was a 

member of Philadelphia’s African American elite through marriage.  As assistant 

personnel director of the WPA’s Philadelphia office and an ardent Democratic Party 

supporter (at the time president of the Colored Women’s Democratic League), 

Fauset’s protest of proposed cuts suggested a strength of character prized by African 

American voters.  In an era when candidates were criticized for being “Uncle Tom’s” 

who bowed to the party elite and were concerned only with political patronage, 

Fauset’s presence at the rally gave the appearance of solidarity with the unemployed, 

unskilled laborers of Philadelphia regardless of the consequences to her political 

career. Fauset’s cultivation of this image played an important role in her success.  By 

portraying herself as a champion of the downtrodden she sought to secure the 

political support of voters who saw the Democratic New Deal programs as their 
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savior during the Great Depression.  While Fauset’s rebellion was not appreciated by 

the Philadelphia Democratic elite, her support of mass protest against proposed WPA 

cuts resulted in increased political capital within Philadelphia’s African American 

community. 

 The consequences of her actions became clear two weeks later when the front 

page of the Tribune heralded “Mrs. C. Fauset Hit by Alleged WPA shakeup.”   The 

article quoted an unnamed informant who reported that Fauset had been “let out” 

along with her secretary, Miss Elizabeth Walker.   The motives for the alleged firing 

were reported as an attempt to “clip Mrs. Fauset’s wings” because she was becoming 

too powerful.  Observers stated the lack of support by local white Democratic leaders 

could be traced back to Eleanor Roosevelt’s reference to an interview with Fauset in 

Roosevelt’s nationally syndicated newspaper column, “My Day.”64 

  In only four years Crystal Bird Fauset amassed formidable political power 

within the Philadelphia African American community through her organizational 

connections, social reform efforts, working relationship with Eleanor Roosevelt, and 

her association with Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal.  This considerable 

accumulation of political capital among voters is evidenced by the public outcry over 

the perceived attack on Crystal Bird Fauset.  When the press reported that Fauset 

might be fired from her WPA job, hundreds of local men and women flooded the 

office of city Democratic leader Jack Kelly with telephone calls in an effort to gain 
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more information.  Kelly was the target of telephone campaign due to persistent 

rumors that Kelly was not supporter of Fauset. The Philadelphia Tribune, reported 

that Kelly might be reluctant to act, “because of the strong group of women who 

swear alliance to Mrs. Fauset, due to the excellent fight she made to get jobs for the 

women.   Telephone calls – if there are enough of them, can do wonders.”65    

Despite the deluge of phone calls and ire of Philadelphia’s African American 

community, Fauset was dismissed from her WPA post in August, 1937. Though 

Fauset later claimed that the “change in the United States economic system” was the 

cause of her dismissal, documents in the Eleanor Roosevelt papers suggest a different 

reason.66  In a letter to Eleanor Roosevelt’s secretary on October 18, 1937, James 

Farley’s secretary discussed Fauset’s firing.   “Some weeks ago Mrs. Roosevelt wrote 

to Mr. Farley about Mrs. Crystal Bird Fauset…. Mr. Farley, in trying to help Mrs. 

Fauset, wrote to Mr. Kelly, and the result, as you know, was that Mrs. Fauset lost out 

entirely.”   At some point during the summer Eleanor Roosevelt again intervened on 

behalf of Fauset.  This intervention, coupled with her previous appeals to 

Washington, and the dislike of Fauset by Philadelphia Democratic leader John B. 

“Jack” Kelly apparently led to her dismissal.67  The letter also suggests that Eleanor 

Roosevelt wanted an explanation from Farley, making it clear that,  
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We know you will realize that in communicating with 
Mr. Kelly Mr. Farley did not intend to create a situation 
which would cause Mrs. Fauset to lose her position. Mr. 
Farley asked me to tell you that he would do everything 
he could to help Mrs. Fauset; and as soon as he returns 
to Washington, after the 27th of the month, he will 
personally look into her case.68  
 
 

 Though Jack Kelly sensed that he effectively stifled Fauset’s political career 

with her dismissal from the WPA, in reality, he aided her career.  The working 

relationship between Eleanor Roosevelt and Crystal Bird Fauset grew closer after this 

incident, possibly due to a feeling of responsibility on Eleanor Roosevelt’s behalf for 

her dismissal.  Fauset’s contact with the First Lady increased in the coming years, 

along with the publicity surrounding their political relationship. In 1941 Eleanor 

Roosevelt helped Fauset secure a federal job with the Office of Civilian Defense.  
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The Chicago Defender noted in 1942 that Fauset “seems to have supplanted Mary 

Bethune as her confidential advisor.”69   

 On the local front, the outrage from the Philadelphia African American 

community over Fauset’s dismissal was significant.  In an unsigned editorial on the 

front page of the Republican leaning Philadelphia Tribune, Fauset is praised for 

having “done much to obtain positions for colored people on [relief] projects.”  They 

flayed Philadelphia’s white Democratic leadership by noting, “It is common 

knowledge that Mr. Kelly doesn’t like Mrs. Fauset because she fought vigorously for 

a square deal for colored women.” Rather than chide Fauset for not going through 

proper channels in the Democratic Party to secure results, they praised her dedication 

to the Philadelphia African American community and painted her as a victim of white 

Democratic bosses. 70 

Crystal Bird Fauset remained in the public eye in late 1937 and early 1938 

through her activities working with the National Negro Congress (NNC). The NNC 

was founded in May, 1935 after a meeting at Howard University on the status of 
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my Best Friends are Negro,” Ebony 9 (February 1953): 17. 
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African Americans in the New Deal, focused on the coordination of racial justice 

efforts by African Americans. Both Crystal Bird Fauset and her husband, Arthur Huff 

Fauset, were instrumental in founding the Philadelphia Sponsoring Committee of the 

NNC. With his election as president at the initial meeting, Arthur embraced the 

organization and its objectives of gaining equal participation in unions, 

unemployment insurance, a federal anti-lynching law, opposition to Fascism, and 

complete equality for African American women.71  Crystal Bird Fauset, along with 

many of the most influential Philadelphians, served as a committee and discussion 

leader at local gatherings.  Nannie Burroughs, the outspoken national political leader, 

warned this group of luminaries at an early meeting that African American leadership 

must remain responsive to the community and their needs.  Rather than sitting on the 

dais, “all smug and complacent….think[ing] you are going out of here to deliver 

somebody.   The masses are ready to deliver you.”72 

The leaders took this advice to heart, and by 1938 the NNC boasted an 

affiliated membership of one hundred and forty seven organizations, representing 

40,000 Philadelphians.73  The NNC played an important role in coordinating the civil 
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rights activities of Philadelphians and worked toward such goals as better conditions 

for domestic workers, increased patronage jobs for African Americans in city 

government, and the “proper protection” of Negro womanhood. 74  

In 1938, Crystal Bird Fauset was instrumental in securing First Lady Eleanor 

Roosevelt to speak at a seventy fifth anniversary celebration of the Emancipation 

Proclamation sponsored by the National Negro Congress.  During a meeting with 

Fauset at the White House, Roosevelt agreed to offer the welcome at the celebration 

and after many telegrams, a suitable date was secured.  On February 10, 1938, a 

crowd of five thousand packed Tindley Temple in Philadelphia and an overflow 

group of another five thousand blocked traffic on Broad Street to listen via speakers 

as Fauset introduced the First Lady.  Noting that Mrs. Roosevelt was a truly “great 

woman who has not permitted wealth, social position and family background to 

alienate her from the common people” Fauset voiced her admiration for the First 

Lady and emphasized the Democrat’s support of the African American community.  

Sitting next to Eleanor Roosevelt on the rostrum, Fauset displayed for the nation her 

close ties to the White House and the power that access afforded her. No other local 

political figure in Philadelphia, white or black, male or female, wielded this kind of 

influence.  Fauset found in Eleanor Roosevelt a powerful ally in fighting for the needs 

of the African American community.  More important to her own career ambitions, 
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Fauset’s access to the First Lady provided a springboard for her jump from local to 

state politics. 75 

It took less than a month for Fauset to benefit from her visibility within the 

African American community and her ties to Eleanor Roosevelt. By March, the rift of 

the previous year between Crystal Bird Fauset and Jack Kelly was healed as the local 

Democratic leaders convinced Fauset to run for office. Remembering the wellspring 

of public support for Fauset the previous year during the WPA layoffs and possibly 

yielding to pressure from the national Democratic Party leadership, the Philadelphia 

Democratic City Committee led by John B. Kelly endorsed her as a candidate for the 

Pennsylvania House of Representatives from Philadelphia’s 18th district. The 

incumbent, African American Democrat Reverend Marshall Shepard chose not to 

slate himself for reelection as he considered running for a seat in Congress. Both 

Shepard’s refusal to run and Fauset’s endorsement were announced at a meeting of 

the leadership of the Democratic City Committee and, as characterized by the Tribune 

“struck like a bombshell” and “created much consternation throughout the Eighteenth 

Legislative district.”76 
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 The resentment caused by the nomination of Crystal Bird Fauset had little to 

do with Fauset herself but instead highlights the rift that existed in Philadelphia 

Democratic Party circles.  Philadelphia was home to two rival Democratic 

organizations that fought over patronage, the local bosses led by Jack Kelly and 

Matthew H. McCloskey Jr. and the state leaders United States Senator Joseph F. 

Guffey and Lieutenant Governor Thomas Kennedy.   As stated in the Philadelphia 

Tribune, the Democratic Committeemen resented that Fauset was endorsed without 

consulting the entire group. In protest, a number of committeemen supported either 

one of two additional African American candidates, John Perdue, the dynamic young 

president of the West Philadelphia Youth Civic League or Dr. William A. Bragg, a 

perennial candidate for the legislature.  Even with three African-American Democrats 

on the ballot in the Eighteenth District, Fauset was the front-runner.  Looking ahead 

to the fall election, the Republican Party decided that it was not in their best interest 

to nominate William S. Hagans, an African American, as Fauset would be his 

competition.  The Tribune noted that the “GOP Negro leaders in the section will 

allow Mrs. Fauset to ride in unmolested, provided she does not launch a broadside 

against Henry, the GOP Congressional hope, in whose district fall two of her 

wards.”77 

Despite the controversy surrounding her nomination, she won by a landslide 

in the primary garnering 11,294 votes. In comparison, Perdue received only 3,257 
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votes and Bragg a mere 2,363. Though it was reported that Fauset “felt the cutting 

edge of the wrath of snubbed committeemen” and was cut from a number of ballots, 

her popularity among the voters in the ward cannot be denied. 78  E. Washington 

Rhodes, the Republican editor of the Tribune, noted Fauset’s qualifications and 

despite her Democratic Party affiliation, wished her luck.  As the first African 

American woman to secure a nomination, Rhodes celebrated Fauset’s achievement 

and provided strong editorial support for women in politics.   “Women deserve 

consideration for public office.  They are entitled to it; and what is more important, 

they should fight for a place of honor and trust.”79 

And fight Fauset would.  During her campaign she often appealed directly to 

women voters, asking them to “elect her as a representative of Philadelphia 

womanhood.”80 She only made approximately twenty-five public speeches as she 

preferred to use the personal touch when meeting her constituents.  Fauset favored 

meeting one on one with as many members of her district as possible and became one 

of the first politicians to aggressively use the telephone to campaign.  Following her 

election, Fauset noted that she campaigned “the modern way,” talking with 

constituents between 8 a.m. and noon daily in the weeks leading up to the election. 
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“Most said they would vote for me” she stated, “And I believe they did.”81  Fauset 

even received a type of “divine” approval during her campaign when Robert W. 

Bagnall, the Director of Branches for the NAACP and a Presbyterian minister, wrote 

that “The Negro, too, will realize that it will be a step forward to send a Negro 

woman to the Legislature.  Mrs. Crystal Bird Fauset is able and personable, and her 

election will help the group…”82 

 In a vote that was conceded by veteran political observers well before Election 

Day, Fauset was elected on November 8, 1939. As one of three Democrats swept into 

office that year in the Eighteenth District, Fauset was elected by a constituency that 

was sixty-six percent white.83 She came in third behind two white Democrats and 

received 39,726 votes, beating her closest Republican competitor by a margin of 

5,789 ballots. Following her victory, Fauset paid homage to the numerous African 

American women who had labored in Philadelphia politics the decade before her 

election she said “I’ll not consider it a personal honor at all.  I consider it rather a 

recognition of Negro womanhood.”  As an astute politician, Fauset assured the white 

voters of her district that she would represent all members of her district, regardless 

of race. She asserted, “My interest in people isn’t in any sense limited to my race.  It 
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is a universal interest in human beings.”84  But Fauset also made it clear in front of 

African American audiences that she intended to work for the betterment of the race. 

“Our life is bound up with the white people beyond possibility of separation.  Our 

people should endeavor to make a place for themselves by taking the initiative instead 

of waiting for white people to do so.”85  Fauset reveled in her victory, realizing the 

historic step forward for African American women, the opportunity she now had to 

help the African American community, and the positive impact her election had on 

her career ambitions. 

As the first African American woman to be elected to a state legislature, 

Fauset’s victory was celebrated throughout the nation in the African American press. 

The New York Amsterdam News, Chicago Defender, and Baltimore Afro-American all 

proclaimed Fauset’s election with front page headlines and The Crisis, the official 

magazine of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, placed 

her portrait on the front cover of the December, 1938 issue.  In the months following 

her election Fauset returned to the national spotlight that she had so coveted during 

her years with the YWCA.  On January 14, 1939 outgoing Democratic governor 

George H. Earle awarded Fauset the Meritorious Service Medal of the 

Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. Fauset reentered the lecture circuit, speaking at 

gatherings in Chicago, Indianapolis, Buffalo, and Charleston, West Virginia.   She 
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was honored with a testimonial dinner by the National Council of Negro Women in 

New York City, delivered the commencement address at Atlanta University’s School 

of Social Work, and was selected to throw out the first pitch for the Philadelphia 

Stars, a Negro League baseball team, on opening day.  Receiving accolades both large 

and small, Fauset’s ambition and sense of her own power grew.  As one interviewer 

observed, “Power surrounds the woman.  It dwells in her, emanates from her, and yet, 

is very subtly hidden.”86 

Fauset declared that her main focus was on liberal legislation and she was 

fighting for three things: “More relief, more WPA, and better housing.”  She spoke 

about the inadequate wages paid to WPA workers and promised to work for better 

housing after recounting in graphic detail her experience of surveying the slums as a 

member of the Philadelphia Housing Authority.87  When the legislative session began 
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in January 1939, Fauset’s committee appointments closely reflected her interests.  

Fauset was placed on four committees: Apportionment, Education, Federal Relations, 

and Welfare.88  

As one of only two women in the House, one of only six African Americans, 

and one of seventy nine Democrats out of a total of two hundred and nine House 

members, Fauset was most definitely in the minority.   The 1938 anti-New Deal 

election signaled the return of the Republican Party in Pennsylvania as voters elected 

a Republican controlled General Assembly for the first time since 1934.  Arthur H. 

James, the self styled breaker boy from Plymouth, was swept into office after running 

on an anti-New Deal platform and pledged to “make a bonfire of all the laws passed 

by the Democratic controlled 1937 legislature.”  Given the Republican control of the 

state government and Fauset’s lack of experience in the legislative branch, her 

chances of legislative success were limited. 89    

 In the full House chamber, Fauset debated most passionately over two 

successful pieces of legislation, neither of which she sponsored. House Bill 496 

extended night restrictions on employment of women in manufacturing 
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establishments and House Bill No 867 (known as the Van Allsburg Bill) focused on 

public assistance.  Fauset argued for protective limits on the hours women were 

allowed to work noting the impact longer hours would have on the health of women, 

the developmental growth of children, and family relationships.   In support of the 

Van Allsburg Bill, Fauset drew on her experiences in the WPA to persuade the 

legislators. She pleaded for well trained supervisors, “who understand human nature” 

and could provide those on relief with a program “which will permit them to live with 

a certain dignity, which I believe is the right of all human beings.” In both cases, 

Fauset brought to the floor of the House gendered arguments that invoked sympathy 

for women and children and a sentimental call to protect the family.  Speaking in 

favor of these bills was Fauset’s closest brush with success, as both bills were 

eventually signed into law by the Governor.90   

Unfortunately, Fauset’s time as a state representative can best be described as 

frustrating.  During her one year of service in the Pennsylvania House of 

Representatives, Fauset introduced nine bills and three amendments relating to public 

assistance, the hiring of substitute teachers, limiting the debt of state government, a 

variety of public health measures, a bill designed to regulate the hours of domestic 

workers, and the regulation of rental properties in Philadelphia.  In each case, her 

proposed legislation remained mired in committee, with the exception of her bill to 
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regulate rentals which was passed by the House but died in the Senate Committee on 

Municipal Government. 91  

By May, Fauset’s irritation over slow pace of the General Assembly spilled 

over into debate.   House Bill 385 sponsored by E. Washington Rhodes, a fellow 

African American legislator from Philadelphia, proposed the creation of a temporary 

committee focused on improving health and living conditions among African 

Americans in Philadelphia.   While Fauset supported the creation of the committee, 

she also launched into a tirade about the General Assembly’s lackadaisical pace in 

dealing with legislation that impacted African Americans.  She asserted, “I feel any 

bill that has been presented, which tends to cover the situation involving an 

investigation in the interest of the most underprivileged people in Pennsylvania, takes 

care of certain of the things for Negroes without any specific mention being made of 

them as a distinct and separate group in our life in Pennsylvania.”92 
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 Fauset went to Harrisburg believing that she possessed the formula for victory 

in furthering broad based legislation that focused on more than African American 

issues.   When framing legislation she kept this goal in mind, along with her oft-stated 

commitment to attacking the economic roots of racism.  At every turn, her efforts to 

bring about change were frustrated.  By late May Fauset’s rhetoric became 

increasingly inflammatory.   She even tried to prove a point about women’s labor by 

chastising “the men of this House, as they sit around and smoke their cigars.”93 

Accustomed to success in front of interracial audiences and used to being in the 

limelight, Fauset was ill prepared for the slow pace of the legislative process and the 

relative powerlessness of a freshman representative.   

By August, rumors swirled around Philadelphia that Fauset was planning to 

resign from the House to replace Mary McLeod Bethune as the head of the National 

Youth Administration (NYA).  Fauset refuted this rumor in an interview with the 

Baltimore Afro-American noting that she had not been offered the NYA post. Fauset 

strained to keep a positive tone throughout the interview, as she once again decried 

the “clouds of tobacco smoke which envelop her each working hour” and noted that 

“her association with men in politics has taught her to be a realist.”94  Dissatisfied 

with the pace of progress in the General Assembly, Fauset continued to explore other 

options.   
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 Crystal Bird Fauset’s release from the Republican dominated General 

Assembly came in November, when it was announced that she resigned her seat in 

order to accept a federal appointment as assistant state director of the education and 

recreation program of the Works Project Administration. As an additional duty, 

Fauset was also to act as a consultant on all racial issues and problems faced by the 

WPA.  The story of Fauset’s resignation was picked up by African American 

newspapers around the nation.   The articles registered the shock and confusion of the 

Philadelphia community.  Residents questioned the move, noting that they felt the job 

had high “prestige value” and could be a stepping stone to higher office, something 

they thought would be attractive to Fauset.  Her fellow representative, E. Washington 

Rhodes, commented in his weekly Philadelphia Tribune column that first Fauset was 

paid $3000 for a two year term and now she gets a $4000 yearly federal job. “Aside 

from being brilliant” Rhodes offered, “she is an astute politician.”95   

 The greatest criticism of Fauset’s move came from the editorial page of the 

New York Amsterdam News which “regretted” the resignation.  The Amsterdam News 

recognized “that she had two handicaps to overcome…because she is a Negro but 

also because she is a woman…[but] she ought to stick to it and help abolish the 

benightedness others have where they are concerned.”  More importantly, the 

editorial expressed the view that African Americans gained experience through 
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holding office and more elected officials were needed to better integrate African 

Americans into political parties.   Fauset was considered an equal to her colleagues 

and it was her “privilege and duty” to serve despite the challenges she might face.  

Though the Amsterdam News “wish[ed] the capable Mrs. Fauset success in her new 

position…we are sorry she gave up her old one.”96 

Aware of the mixed public opinion over her resignation, Fauset astutely took 

control of the situation by spinning her resignation in a positive light.  Out of town 

and unavailable to comment, she had her personal secretary Alyce Anderson provide 

comments to the press. Anderson portrayed the move as a selfless sacrifice that 

Fauset agonized over; arguing that despite the personal gain Fauset might have realize 

in staying, it was not in the best interest of her race.   

Finally, she came to the decision that in the legislature, 
she was looking out for Crystal Bird Fauset, but in this 
new job, she would have an opportunity to say a word 
and look after the interests of Negroes all over the state 
who need WPA or are served by WPA.  These people 
have not had a friend in court all these years.  To serve 
this greater cause is her reason for leaving the 
legislature.97 

 
Anderson, the sister of celebrity contralto Marian Anderson, was not an 

official spokesperson for Fauset, but given her position as Fauset’s “right-hand 
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companion, booster, and co-worker…her opinion seems to be nearest that which Mrs. 

Fauset would give herself.”   By the end of the month Crystal Bird Fauset’s reputation 

as selfless public servant was firmly established by the African American press. The 

Thanksgiving edition of the Baltimore Afro-American included a full page 

photograph of Fauset standing in front of a bookshelf and thoughtfully gazing at a 

book with the headline “She Found Political Honors too Empty.” 98 

 In the year following her resignation, Fauset astutely maintained a very public 

profile.  While Fauset’s office was located in Harrisburg, she traveled throughout the 

state as a representative of the WPA.   Locally, she was guest speaker at the opening 

of the City-Wide Choral Festival and also spoke at the opening of the West 

Philadelphia Youth Center.  On the national level, she gained notoriety with her 

appointment to the Women’s Centennial Congress Commission.  The Congress, 

formed at the behest of Carrie Chapman Catt, brought women together from 

throughout the nation to discuss the challenges faced by women and celebrate past 

achievements.  Fauset was part of a star-studded round table discussion chaired by 

First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt entitled, “Realities Women Must Face.”  During the 

conference Mrs. Roosevelt expressed sympathy for the “double burden for economic 

freedom” faced by African American women noting that “now as never before Negro 

women must not lose influence.”    In a photograph published in the New York Times, 

                                                           
98 “She Found Political Honors Too Empty,” Baltimore Afro American, 

November 25, 1938. 
 



 

250

Fauset stands behind Mrs. Roosevelt, beaming confidently and no doubt proud of her 

role in the conference and her close proximity to the First Lady.99   

 The photograph in the New York Times is in many ways emblematic of 

Fauset’s increasingly close working relationship with the First Lady.   Between 1939 

and 1940 Fauset increasingly cultivated her ties with Mrs. Roosevelt, clearly hoping 

her career would benefit from their friendship.   Eleanor Roosevelt’s correspondence 

files contain many telegrams from Fauset during this period, and they detail Fauset’s 

many requests of the First Lady.  Fauset actively sought appointments with Eleanor 

Roosevelt for herself and Jim Farley, suggested meetings between African American 

women and the First Lady, and offered lavish praise of Roosevelt’s public statements.  

The meetings were generally political in nature and focused on Fauset’s attempts to 
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raise Roosevelt’s profile within the African American community.100  Roosevelt was 

often limited in her ability to assent to Fauset’s requests due to the criticism heaped 

on the White House because of Mrs. Roosevelt’s activist stance on civil rights.  In 

April 1939, the First Lady refused Fauset’s plea for a public meeting with African 

American women to be held at either Carnegie Hall or the Academy of Music in 

Philadelphia.  Roosevelt tactfully declined noting, “I am speaking for a Negro group 

on July 2 in Richmond and think that is all I should do until autumn because of the 

late publicity.”  The “late publicity” Roosevelt alluded to was her resignation from 

the Daughters of the American Revolution in protest over their refusal to allow 

Marian Anderson to sing at their auditorium, Constitution Hall.  Fauset was eager to 

capitalize on her ties to the Roosevelts at the height of the First Lady’s popularity 

within the African American community.  Eleanor Roosevelt, realizing potential 

backlash from white America and the impact this might have on the Roosevelt 

Administration, counseled a more restrained approach. 101 
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 By 1940 Fauset’s attention once again returned to career advancement, as she 

set her sights on securing a high ranking position with the Democratic Party in the 

upcoming presidential election. As early as April, Fauset was writing Eleanor 

Roosevelt about the election, offering her suggestions for the campaign and inquiring 

about a job.  Roosevelt capitulated, forwarding Fauset’s requests on to Jim Farley, 

head of the Democratic National Committee until 1940 and his successor Edward J. 

Flynn.   By August, both the Philadelphia Tribune and the Chicago Defender 

speculated that Fauset might be quitting her WPA post for a job with the Democratic 

National Committee.  Despite Fauset’s public denials, the Chicago Defender noted 

that “with the Hatch act…preventing persons on the federal payroll from political 

activity, rumors were rather consistent that the silver tongued New Dealer would have 

to make a change.”102 

 By August, Fauset grew increasingly concerned about her lack of a job with 

the Democratic National Committee.  She once again turned to Eleanor Roosevelt for 

support, writing her a letter noting that Farley had an understanding with Fauset, 

presumably about a job. The First Lady responded as she often did, by forwarding the 

letter to Edward Flynn, the new chair of the Democratic National Committee. Fauset 
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was aware of this practice as she previously benefited from Mrs. Roosevelt’s 

redirecting of correspondence. In this case, the letter was passed on to Julian Rainey, 

the Director of the Colored Division of the Democratic National Committee. When 

Fauset was informed of this transfer of information via a letter from Rainey she was 

not pleased, and she fired off an angry telegram to Eleanor Roosevelt.  In a bold 

move, Fauset noted that “I am unwilling to believe you gave my letter to Mr. 

Rainey…. Never in my life Mrs. Roosevelt, have I felt so deeply humiliated.”103  

Fauset perceived that for a second time in her political career, the first which led to 

her rift with Philadelphia Democratic boss Jack Kelly, Eleanor Roosevelt’s attempts 

to work behind the scenes had backfired. 

 Once again placed on the defensive, the First Lady sent a letter to Crystal Bird 

Fauset to explain her actions and apologize to Fauset.  Roosevelt stated, “I am sorry if 

I have humiliated you in any way….I regret that anything has been done to hurt you 

but I am quite unable to see how even giving your letter to Mr. Rainey should upset 

you.”  She informed Fauset that she was only trying to help by informing Flynn of 

previous promises made by Farley.104  Within the week, Fauset’s view of the matter 

had dramatically changed.  Fauset accepted Rainey’s invitation to discuss the 

campaign in New York and after meetings felt that the matter would resolve itself.  In 

a telegram to Roosevelt, Fauset tried to dismiss the matter “please do not think that I 
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was distressed by your giving the letter to Mr. Flynn.”  Fauset noted that she would 

send a longer letter explaining her concerns about the matter and she thanked the First 

Lady again for her “interest and kindness.”105 Ambitious and driven, Fauset showed 

little deference to the First Lady when she perceived that her career goals were being 

jeopardized. Upon realizing her error, Fauset swiftly attempted to mend the 

relationship with her political benefactor. Fauset skillfully remained within 

Roosevelt’s good graces, advancing her career while taking advantage of their shared 

interest in improved race relations. 

By the end of September, Julian Rainey publicly announced the appointment 

of Fauset as the director of the Colored Women’s Division. She did not hesitate to 

pledge her allegiance to the Roosevelts and begin lambasting the Republican Party by 

decrying Wilkie’s lack of experience in government.106  To the naysayers who balked 

at breaking the two term tradition she quoted Roy Wilkins declaring “the Negro is 

chained by tradition, cheated out of his rightful pace by tradition and our children 
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denied equality of opportunity because of tradition.” She spurred African American 

women on to greater activity by pointing out that “men do the Planning, but women 

do the work in politics” and implored them to remember that “in re-electing Mr. 

Roosevelt they are also sending Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt back to the White House.”107   

Fauset was back in the spotlight where she felt most comfortable, capturing headlines 

and being a prominent voice for African American women. 

Behind the scenes during the election of 1940, Crystal Bird Fauset indicated a 

strong desire to protect her mentor, even at the cost of visibility for African 

Americans in the campaign.  In a letter to Elinor Morgenthau, close personal friend of 

Eleanor Roosevelt, Fauset counseled that the First Lady should avoid contact with 

African American groups in the critical weeks before the election and that “it is 

neither politically necessary nor wise” for a group of African American women to 

meet with Mrs. Roosevelt at the White House.  Fauset expressed a strong desire to 

shelter Roosevelt from attacks by her own party, noting the racist tenor of the 

Democratic Party in the South.   

No Negro in the country doubts the sympathetic and 
generous attitude of Mrs. Roosevelt toward the colored 
group as a whole, and during this campaign nothing 
should be done to emphasize the difference in her 
attitude in Washington, and that of large groups of 
Democrats in other parts of the country. 108 
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 Fauset not only counseled the Democratic Party against public displays with 

African American leaders, but she also took it upon herself to dissuade Marian 

Anderson from singing at a number of political rallies.  In a final paragraph that 

resembles a cry of “I told you so.” Fauset asserted that to avoid certain political 

missteps, African American leaders should have been hired much earlier in the 

campaign.  Unlike many leading African Americans, Fauset pragmatically believed 

that appeasing Southern Democrats to ensure FDR’s reelection should supersede 

greater integration of the Democratic Party.109 

 With Roosevelt’s re-election to an unprecedented third term, Fauset retained a 

sense of job security.  Given her status as one of the most prominent African 

American women in the Democratic Party and her hard work stumping for Roosevelt 

in the previous election, Fauset was positioned to obtain another patronage job. Like 

most citizens, Crystal Bird Fauset turned her attention to the war raging in Europe.  

Fauset’s interest in the war effort and her ties to Eleanor Roosevelt led to her political 

appointment with the Office of Civilian Defense (OCD) on October 20, 1941.110 

 The OCD was established by Executive Order 8757 on May 20, 1941, in order 

to coordinate federal and state efforts to organize civilian contributions to the war 

effort.  New York Mayor Fiorello LaGuardia was appointed OCD director and on 

September 22, 1941, Eleanor Roosevelt was appointed assistant director, becoming 

                                                           
109 Ibid.   
 
110 “Named Defense Aide,” New York Times, October 21, 1941. 
 



 

257

the first wife of a president to hold office in the federal government while First Lady.  

Fauset was involved in civilian defense efforts as early as July, 1941, participating in 

a conference held in Washington, D.C. sponsored by the Negro Woman’s Committee 

for Democracy in National Defense.  Though Fauset was not officially appointed to 

the OCD until October, she may have started working for the department earlier. On 

her FBI background check application completed in the 1950s, Fauset listed her start 

date with the OCD as July, 1941111 

 With Fauset’s appointment as special assistant to the assistant director in 

charge of women’s activities, she was given the task of mobilizing African 

Americans for the war effort.  The Chicago Tribune warned, “…Crystal Bird Fauset 

will be looking for your membership on the Bomb Squad.”  Fauset voiced her 

determination to make the Office of Civilian Defense “…a place for every citizen of 

our country, no matter what his background or training to volunteer, full service 

somewhere along the line.” With her office right down the hall from the First Lady, 

Fauset found herself with increased power. For the next three years Fauset traveled 

the country speaking to groups and advising the First Lady on race relations. 112 

 From her vantage point as chief of race relations in the Office of Civilian 

Defense, Fauset was at the height of her power in government.  The Chicago Tribune 

speculated that Fauset appeared “to have supplanted Mary Bethune as her [Eleanor 
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Roosevelt’s] confidential advisor, as well as Walter White who likes to think of 

himself as dictator to the White House on its policy toward Negro citizenry.”113 

Fauset received memoranda from the First Lady asking, “What do you think of this 

suggestion?”  When Fauset brought it to the First Lady’s attention that African 

American stenographers were being discriminated against by white taxi drivers late at 

night, Roosevelt arranged for alternative transportation for the women. Fauset’s 

access to the First Lady also meant indirect access to the President.  A letter she wrote 

to Mrs. Roosevelt about race relations was forwarded to the President who responded 

with a memo back to the First Lady stating, “Will you tell the lady that studies are 

already being made.”114  

 Eleanor Roosevelt resigned her position in February 1942 in the wake of 

criticism over her appointment of friends to the OCD and the resignation of 

LaGuardia as director. With the appointment of James M. Landis as director, Fauset 

became increasingly frustrated with the activities of the OCD.  Though she never 

publicly complained about this change of events, the press noted her curtailed power. 

In a letter to Norman Davis Chairman of the Red Cross, the First Lady reported that 

Fauset “finds that there really is no work for her there.”  Fauset’s response was to 
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draw ever closer to the First Lady and she sought to meet with her at every 

opportunity.  In April, 1942, she wrote to Mrs. Roosevelt expressing her concern 

about A. Phillip Randolph’s proposed March on Washington.  In response to this 

letter, Mrs. Roosevelt requested that Fauset assemble a group to meet with her at the 

White House to discuss race relations.115 

  The press celebrated this meeting between African American leaders and 

Mrs. Roosevelt and applauded Fauset’s role in making it happen. But on a personal 

level, Fauset’s level of frustration was growing.  In a letter to Mrs. Roosevelt, Fauset 

took the stance that because she was a woman, she might not be the best person for 

the job. In appealing for the appointment of an African American as assistant to the 

director of the OCD, she reemphasized part of the conversation from the previous 

day.  

I should be happy to step out of the picture at once if a 
man would be more acceptable and if he could be given 
the right relationship to the entire situation by being 
made an assistant to the Director…. It would be far 
better to have no Negro associated with the OCD than 
for Negroes to be members of the staff and unable to 
function as they know they should be functioning.116 
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 Citing “great nervous strain” and frustration over being paid the lowest salary 

of any advisor, Fauset resigned from the OCD in January, 1944.117 Yet, memos from 

Mrs. Roosevelt to Robert Hannegan, Chairman of the Democratic National 

Committee (DNC) and a front page article in the Chicago Defender tell a very 

different story alluding to Fauset’s search for a better patronage job.   Fauset was 

promised a job as field representative for the DNC by former Chairman Frank Walker 

and through much of 1944 fought to have the promise honored.  Even though she 

lacked an official appointment, Fauset worked hard during the spring for the 

Democrats, arranging events and speaking around the nation. 118   

 Despite not receiving the promised position until July, Fauset continued to try 

to influence the First Lady to move forward in the area of interracial understanding.   

A proposed White House conference for November was quashed by the President 

who felt very strongly that any race related issues “should be done very quietly and 

should have no publicity.”  Fauset was also counseled by the First Lady that, “he 

[FDR] thinks that your work for the Democrats should, if possible, be on the side of 

peace and understanding, because if we get people too much excited there will be 

trouble, particularly in the South.”119  Remembering the race riots of 1943, the 
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President was reluctant to publicize administration efforts on behalf of African 

Americans.  FDR did relax this stance in July when he met with Fauset and 

Representative William Dawson, the only African American member of Congress, to 

discuss “negro [sic] issues.”  Roosevelt stressed to the press that strategy for the 

upcoming campaign was the only issue on the agenda. Despite this meeting, Fauset 

remained bitter about the weakened attempts of the Democratic Party to reach out to 

African American voters and her continued dispute over pay with the Democratic 

Party. 120 

 The First Lady attempted to soothe Fauset’s bruised ego by proposing a small 

gathering with Fauset and a number of Philadelphians.  On August 8, 1944, Fauset, 

Marian Anderson, Alyce Anderson and Mrs. Robert Vann spent the day with Mrs. 

Roosevelt at her home in Hyde Park, New York.  Fauset later sent a telegram to the 

First Lady stating that it “was one of the happiest days of my life.” Despite her 

happiness over the gathering, Fauset continued to badger Mrs. Roosevelt about once 

again being appointed Director of Colored Women in the upcoming campaign. 121 

 By late August, the First Lady reached her breaking point.  In a terse letter 

Eleanor Roosevelt explained to Fauset that she had little influence on DNC chairman 

Robert Hannegan and assured Fauset that she would be paid any amount owed to her.  
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She explained that Fauset needed to be a team player and work within the plan 

established by the DNC and “if they do not work out something which you feel you 

can honestly do, I would resign and find a job somewhere else.” Fauset’s attempts to 

arrange a meeting with the First Lady were rebuffed by her secretary. Two weeks 

later, Roosevelt followed up with another letter, explaining that the Representative 

William L. Dawson, Director of the Colored Division, felt that there was “some 

opposition in Philadelphia [and] it does not seem advisable to let you do general 

organizing work there.” The DNC in general was reluctant to work with Fauset 

because of the perception that she was not willing to do what was asked of her. Fauset 

had become a persona non grata in Philadelphia since her move to the OCD.  

Increasingly other politicians perceived Fauset as being most concerned about her 

own political career and the pursuit of the next patronage job.  For the first time in 

almost ten years, Fauset was not in the spotlight and was relegated to a minor role in 

the campaign.122 

 With her own career in jeopardy, Fauset abandoned her commitment to the 

Democratic Party.  In a dramatic move scripted to grab headlines, Crystal Bird Fauset 

appeared on the podium with Governor Thomas E. Dewey at Convention Hall in 

Philadelphia and pledged her support to the Republican Party.   Immediately after 

Dewey completed his speech to the crowd, Fauset took the stage to congratulate 

Dewey and announce her defection from the Democratic Party.  “I was delighted to 
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find a man who is willing to confer with the Negro leadership of the country,” she 

told the crowd and announced that she would support him in the upcoming election. 

In citing the reasons for her resignation, Fauset focused on the steadfast refusal of 

Democratic Party leadership to include African Americans in the formulation of party 

policy.  She also attacked the leader of the DNC Robert Hannegan, calling him a 

“political dictator—a man who is not willing to deal democratically with Negroes...” 

123  

 In private, Fauset’s correspondence alludes to an alternative reason for leaving 

the Democratic Party. In August, Fauset sent a telegram to the First Lady that dealt 

entirely with the non-payment of her salary.  As almost an afterthought, she added, “I 

think you know how desperately I tried to remain loyal to you and President 

Roosevelt.”124 Fauset received only a terse note of acknowledgement to this telegram, 
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which is emblematic of Roosevelt’s feeling of betrayal. The First Lady’s files contain 

clippings from the Philadelphia Inquirer and a handwritten note, presumably from 

her secretary Malvina Thompson, which counsels, “This is one case of Base 

Ingratitude if there ever was one.  She was supposed to be a great friend of yours—

No doubt cash caused the change.”125  From this point forward the First Lady refused 

to respond to Fauset’s goading telegrams.  Viewed as disloyal and frozen out by the 

White House, Fauset turned to her constituents for support.     

 Once again, Fauset’s political friends and former supporters treated her as a 

pariah. The Chicago Tribune reported that “female contingents of the Democratic 

Party from Philadelphia…were generally agreed that there was no mourning nor sad 

farewell when Fauset joined the Republicans.” The biting article noted that the 

women of Philadelphia did not appreciate Fauset’s duplicitous move.  “They 

remembered how she had eaten Mrs. Roosevelt’s crullers and sipped her tea at Hyde 

Park scarcely a week before she did her about face in favor of the Republicans.”    

Fauset’s former secretary, Alyce Anderson distanced herself from Fauset explaining 

that she always has been and always would be a supporter of the Democratic Party 
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and Roosevelt. While rumors swirled that like the prodigal son, Fauset wished to 

return to the Democrats, “former associates of hers opine that she would be about as 

welcome to the folds as the bubonic plague.” 126   

 While Fauset moved on to become an activist within the Republican Party and 

for the United Nations Council of Philadelphia, she never again possessed great 

influence or political power. She threw herself into international affairs, traveling as a 

volunteer good will ambassador in Africa and the Middle East. Never loosing her 

ambition, Fauset unsuccessfully tried to turn her new found passion for international 

affairs and support of the Republican Party into a political job, lobbying the 

Eisenhower administration for an ambassadorship or a post with Voice of America in 

the United States Information Office (USIO).127  Her lengthy FBI background check 

reveals a mixed review of Crystal Bird Fauset’s abilities.  The FBI questioned 

Fauset’s loyalty to the United States due to her past affiliation with the National 

Negro Congress.  While those interviewed did not question her loyalty, many 

questioned her extreme intensity and ability to make sound decisions due to her 

personal ambition.128 Though Fauset withdrew her application before a final decision 

was made by the USIO, the agency noted that they had no future interest in 
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employing Fauset.  Haunted by her overly ambitious nature, Fauset worked in the 

private sector until her death in Philadelphia on March 27, 1965.   

 The career of Crystal Bird Fauset provides a fitting capstone for an 

examination of the challenges faced by African American women in politics during 

the 1920s and 1930s.  As an individual, Fauset shared many traits of successful 

female politicians.  She was young, outgoing, upper class, childless, and married to an 

individual who supported her public career.   From her time with the YWCA and 

American Friends Service Committee, Fauset learned how to succeed within 

organizations, honed her public speaking skills, and gained an impressive resume 

dealing with interracial groups.  When faced with political opportunity she seized 

both the initiative and headlines, endearing herself to voters while attempting to 

provide for the needs of the African American community.  Confident in her abilities, 

she brashly sought help from the White House and gained a powerful ally in First 

Lady Eleanor Roosevelt.   

 Fauset quickly gained support and patronage through her relationship with the 

First Lady and tireless work for the Democratic Party. She provided for the needs of 

Philadelphians left destitute by the Great Depression while gaining national 

recognition.  Fauset endeared herself to voters when she protested cutbacks in the 

WPA, championing her constituents over party loyalty.  Girded with hard won 

political capital and the blessing of local political bosses, she won a seat in the State 
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Legislator representing a district that was 66% white thereby making history for 

African American women. 

 Unfortunately Fauset’s success also led to her downfall.  Intense and driven, 

Fauset’s victories only temporarily satiated her ambition.  Fauset was accustomed to 

the spotlight from an early age and she consistently sought higher office, greater 

accolades, and increased power.  As she pressed for more prestigious political plums, 

Democratic Party bosses and constituents began to question Fauset’s priorities, noting 

that her own career ambitions tended to take precedence over the needs of the 

community.  White political leaders resented Fauset’s tendency to go directly to 

Eleanor Roosevelt instead of working within the Democratic Party hierarchy.  While 

African American leaders and newspaper columnists never questioned Fauset’s 

commitment to the race, they often criticized her ambitious pursuit of patronage jobs. 

When a new Democratic Committee chairman refused to give Fauset the job 

promised by his predecessor, Fauset was left jobless and her bruised ego turned to 

rage against the Democrats.  Fauset left the Democratic Party, overestimating her 

power to sway African Americans into the Republican fold.   Having burned too 

many political bridges in pursuit of political gain, Fauset was left with a damaged 

reputation and without political patronage.
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CONCLUSION: NEW FACES AND OLD STRATEGIES 

By 1940 African American women in Philadelphia were veterans in the game 

of politics.  With Crystal Bird Fauset’s focus shifting to state and national politics, 

new faces joined the struggle for political power and equal rights beside longstanding 

leaders of Philadelphia’s African American women.   These women continued to 

utilize voluntary organizations to meet the needs of the community, utilized the press 

to pressure political leaders, and added partisan political activity to their activist 

repertoire.   In 1940, Willa T. Moss ran as the Republican candidate for the state 

legislature from Philadelphia’s Seventh District.  During her campaign Moss 

emphasized the African American community’s need for increased public services 

and equal rights but also faced the realities of living in a world on the brink of war. 

Though Moss lost the election, she continued the tradition of African American 

women fighting to gain a voice in partisan politics.1 

 Though Fauset and Moss built upon a tradition of activism that reached back 

to the nineteenth century, the focus and methods utilized by twentieth century African 

American women was very different from those of their foremothers.  Due to the 

political climate and lack of suffrage in the nineteenth century, African American  
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Legislature Says Daughter Elks Ruler Willa Moss,” Philadelphia Tribune, October 
10, 1940. 



 

269

women’s involvement in politics tended to center around petitioning, influencing the 

public debate over slavery, and later equal rights for African Americans, and reform 

or uplift organizations.  These idealistic efforts at reform rarely led directly to 

political victories, though African American women successfully influenced 

abolitionist debates, the battle to desegregate Philadelphia’s streetcars, and the post-

Reconstruction discourse over civil rights for African Americans.  Throughout the 

nineteenth century African American women created organizations to achieve their 

reform goals and provide mutual support, but more importantly gained leadership and 

administrative skills that would serve them well after the franchise was won.  While 

they were often challenged by African American men due to their gender and white 

politicians because of their race, African American women pushed onward from the 

margins and skillfully used the space created by moral reform and uplift rhetoric to 

assist Philadelphia’s African American community and argue for equal rights.  

 With the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, African American women in 

Philadelphia were poised to capitalize on their organizational prowess and strength, 

accumulated political capital within the community, and long-standing position as 

“mothers” of the community in order to challenge the powerful Republican machine.  

Veteran leaders of the community such as S. Willie Layten, Maude Morrissette and 

Addie Dickerson quickly blended social reform activities with partisan politics. These 

women were indicative of a new generation of leaders in Philadelphia who were 

generally active in social reform, well-educated, and recent immigrants to 

Philadelphia from the South.  Their movement into party politics was at first 
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challenged by the editors of the Philadelphia Tribune who supported the reform 

efforts of women but saw partisan activity as unladylike, unsuitable, and a potentially 

corrosive influence on the community.  But by the election of 1920, women won the 

support of the editors due to their hard work and a pledge to clean up local politics. 

By building on an existing network of woman’s clubs, fraternal organizations, social 

gatherings and religious groups, these women spoke to large numbers of voters, 

organized registration drives, and created permanent partisan women’s organizations 

within the African American community. In doing so they hoped to gain their rightful 

place at the political table beside African American men, and the existing white party 

bosses.   

 Success was not immediately forthcoming, as African American women faced 

a well-disciplined, graft-ridden Republican machine, which for decades had placated 

Philadelphia’s African American community with token political appointments and 

platitudes.  During the 1920’s African American women climbed the ladder of the 

Republican machine by delivering voters, rallying precincts, and pledging loyalty to 

the party while at the same time trying to advocate for an equal rights law in 

Pennsylvania and greater representation for African Americans in local politics. The 

ingredients were in place to pressure the party as the African American population of 

Philadelphia swelled, polished and savvy leaders emerged, and women earned their 

political credentials.  

 This path to success was derailed by a swiftly changing political climate in 

early 1930s.  Despite their efforts on behalf of the Grand Old Party, African 
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American women realized that the Philadelphia Republican machine had little desire 

to either integrate the party leadership or meet the demands of the African American 

community.  While some women received token political appointments, these 

political plums often became the final stop of their career, rather than just another 

rung on the ladder.  Their loyalty to the party was taken for granted as it was believed 

that African Americans would always remain loyal to the “party of Lincoln” due to 

the Democratic Party’s history on racial issues.   

Within five years the well-oiled Philadelphia Republican machine was 

crumbling due to the illness of party leaders, growing resentment toward the machine, 

and widespread corruption. A viable Democratic Party emerged in Philadelphia for 

the first time since before the Civil War, offering Philadelphians a very different 

choice on Election Day.  This development served as a push factor, that when 

combined with effects of the Great Depression on the African American community, 

helped persuade African Americans that their best hope for political change was 

through the Democratic Party.  While many African American voters in Philadelphia 

were swayed to the Democratic Party by New Deal policies and the emergence of 

Eleanor Roosevelt as a leader sensitive to the black community, the partisan 

realignment began with the actions of a discontented, disciplined, and increasingly 

assertive electorate who had been ignored for too long by the Republican Party. 

During the 1930’s partisan African American women were confronted with a 

vexing dilemma- do they remain loyal to the Republican Party which provided only 

token jobs and little support for African American rights or do they gamble on the 
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Democratic Party which invoked memories of slavery, atrocities during 

Reconstruction, and disenfranchisement.  Fearing the loss of hard won status and 

unable to overcome their suspicion of the Democratic Party, many women who came 

to power during the 1920s chose to remain loyal to the Republican Party.  Of those 

who stayed, few flourished as the Republicans now had even less reason to cultivate 

ties to the African American community.  Personality played a role as some women 

either became too powerful or refused to work within the party machine structure.  

Women struggled at times with the new political landscape.  As politics shifted from 

idealistic reform and uplift movements to pragmatic political dealings, some women 

refused to compromise their ideals, thus limiting their political effectiveness.   

 Those women who chose to ally themselves with the Democratic Party faced 

the scorn of the conservative Philadelphia Tribune and elite members of their race 

who remained loyal to the Republican Party. A new generation of leaders emerged 

and created a group of activists who was well-versed in campaigning, pragmatic in 

their political views, and more willing to hold parties and individuals responsible for 

their actions regardless of traditional party loyalties. Crystal Bird Fauset emerged as a 

leader of this new generation of activists.  Dynamic and well-traveled, Fauset 

skillfully adapted her previous work as an inter-racial peace activist to partisan 

politics.  She began her meteoric rise within the Democratic Party as a candidate who 

attempted to transcend racial boundaries by focusing not only on the needs of African 

Americans but on the needs of the all Philadelphians.  
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Crystal Bird Fauset’s pragmatic political agenda highlights the struggles of 

African Americans fighting for partisan political power. Though the Roosevelt 

Administration offered more to African Americans than any previous president, the 

community remained dissatisfied with the Democrats gradualist approach to race 

relations. While Fauset advanced through the party structure and served as an 

example of the Democratic Party’s construction of the “New Deal coalition”, she was 

unable to affect real change for African Americans in Philadelphia.  On the local, 

state, and national levels, Fauset sought both a greater voice for African Americans in 

government and political patronage positions for herself.  When Fauset resigned her 

seat in the Pennsylvania General Assembly in 1939 for a state WPA position, she lost 

the support of many Philadelphians and the Philadelphia party elite who viewed the 

move as overly ambitious and privileging personal gain over the needs of the 

community. Fauset left the Democratic Party in 1944 when she was not reappointed 

as the leader African American women during the presidential campaign. She 

returned to the Republicans where she hoped to find a party more receptive to African 

American demands, but instead Fauset’s political career ended.  

 Too often history focuses on those who have a meteoric rise and retire after a 

long and productive career; those politicians who are successful make all the prudent 

decisions in difficult circumstances.  The oft-studied careers of politicians such as 

Oscar DePriest and Mary McLeod Bethune provide important insight into the 

development of leaders and the increasing role of African Americans in partisan 

politics.   But much is to be learned from those who faltered during their partisan 
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careers.  A more detailed study of local political leaders reveals those not commonly 

referenced in the struggle for political equality, those who were path-breakers but are 

rarely part of the historical memory.  Complex and filled with successes and failures, 

these leaders worked during an era where few concrete goals were achieved, but the 

foundation was established for future victories in the areas of civil rights, adequate 

housing, and greater representation.  

World War II brought new opportunities and new challenges for African 

Americans in Philadelphia.  The burgeoning need for war materials led to increased 

employment opportunities and rising tensions as African Americans competed with 

white workers for jobs.  As black men enlisted and joined “democracy’s fight against 

world conquest” the African American community sought to secure democracy and 

equal rights at home as part of the Pittsburgh Courier’s Double V Campaign.  Even 

before the bombing of Pearl Harbor, service organizations and political clubs alike 

supported the war effort through fundraising drives, the formation of hospitality 

committees, and women’s defense units.2   

                                                           
2  There is a large body of literature on the role of African Americans during 

World War II.  For the most useful scholarly discussion see, Daniel Kryder, Divided 
Arsenal: Race and the American State during World War II (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000); Harvard Sitkoff, “Racial Militancy and Interracial Violence 
in the Second World War,” Journal of American History  58 (December 1971): 661-
681; Merl Reed, Seedtime for the Modern Civil Rights Movement: The President’s 
Committee on Fair Employment Practice, 1941-1946 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1991).  For an examination of Philadelphia see James Wolfinger, 
Philadelphia Divided: Race & Politics in the City of Brotherly Love (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2007); Matthew Countryman, Up South: Civil 
Rights and Black Power in Philadelphia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2006). Articles discussing African American women’s activities include, 
“Women Form United Service Committee,” Philadelphia Tribune, June 26, 1941; 
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During the war, African American women actively worked to secure equal 

rights for both the community and black soldiers.  After her appointment as executive 

secretary in 1942, Carolyn Moore revitalized the Philadelphia branch of the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People and spearheaded the fight 

against the Philadelphia Transit Company.  In a fight that echoed the Philadelphia 

Female Anti-Slavery Society’s efforts to desegregate Philadelphia’s streetcars during 

the Civil War, Moore sought to end the Philadelphia Transit Company’s Jim Crow 

hiring policies.  Proclaiming “We are in the front lines in the battle for democracy just 

as much as if we were in the fox holes of the Solomons,” Carolyn Moore encouraged 

African Americans to apply for jobs at the Philadelphia Transit Company and petition 

the Federal Employment Practices Committee (FEPC) when they were rejected.3  By 

challenging the Jim Crow hiring policies of Philadelphia businesses they attacked 

some of the economic constraints faced by the African American community.  

 Veteran activist Sadie Tanner Mossell Alexander attacked racism from 

another angle as she challenged the segregation of African American soldiers at 

United Service Organization (USO) facilities in Philadelphia. Following the bombing 

of Pearl Harbor, Alexander penned a memo outlining her position on the exclusion of 

African American soldiers from white USO service clubs and the practice of 

                                                                                                                                                                      
“Non-Segregation Stand Taken by USO Group,” Philadelphia Tribune, November 
29, 1941; “Women’s Defense Unit Displays Americanism,” Philadelphia Tribune,  
November 1, 1941. 

 
3 James Wolfinger, “‘We are in the Front Lines in the Battle for Democracy’: 

Carolyn Moore and Black Activism in World War II Philadelphia,” Pennsylvania 
History 72, no. 1 (2005): 10.  
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maintaining segregated facilites. Believing that the USO offered “the finest 

opportunity in America to create a democratic pattern for community life,” Alexander 

counseled that “only by meeting in our daily life these principles for which we are 

fighting, can the democracy we cherish be preserved.” Alexander sought to address 

the needs of soldiers while simultaneously exposing the paradox of fighting abroad 

for democracy and equal rights when these freedoms were not available in their own 

communities.  In combating racism through skillful utilization of organizations and 

the press, these two women continued the pattern of activism that reached back to the 

early 1800’s. 4   

Since World War II, African American women have played an important role 

in Philadelphia politics. Women such as Sadie Alexander continued their struggle for 

civil rights on the local and national level.  On December 5, 1946, Alexander was 

appointed to the President Harry S. Truman’s Committee on Civil Rights to study the 

status of African Americans in the United States.  This appointment was followed by 

Alexander’s participation in a White House Conference on Civil Rights for lawyers 

convened by President John F. Kennedy in 1963. On the local level, Alexander was 

                                                           
4 The most detailed discussion of Sadie Tanner Mossell Alexander is Charles 

Lewis Nier III, “Sweet are the Uses of Adversity: The Civil Rights Activism of Sadie 
Tanner Mossell Alexander,” Temple Political and Civil Rights Law Review 59 (1998-
1999): 59-86. For a brief examination of race and the Philadelphia United Service 
Organizations in Philadelphia see Maryanne Lovelace, “Facing Change in Wartime 
Philadelphia: The Story of the Philadelphia USO,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History 
and Biography 123 (July 1999): 143-175. For documents relating to Alexander’s 
considerable efforts to end segregated USO facilities as vice chairman of the 
Emergency Hospitality Committee for Negro Soldiers see Papers of Sadie Tanner 
Mossell Alexander, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  
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instrumental in gaining the passage of the Fair Employment Practice Ordinance in 

1948 that prohibited employment discrimination based on race, color, religion, 

national origin, or ancestry. Though not elected to political office, Sadie Alexander 

fought to secure equal rights for African Americans and served as a role model for 

future generations through her public service, litigation of civil rights cases, and 

organizational contacts.5 

 On the partisan front, at least one African American woman from 

Philadelphia was elected to each term of the Pennsylvania General Assembly since 

1949, with the exception of a five-year period between 1972 and 1977.  

Representative Susie Monroe, elected to the Pennsylvania House of Representatives 

from 1949 until her death in 1968, is just one example of the new generation of 

African American leaders in the post war era.  A native Floridian, Monroe worked as 

a dressmaker and public school teacher and was active in the community, serving as a 

member of the March of Dimes, Salvation Army, and St. Augustine’s Episcopal 

Church.  As a political worker, Monroe was president of the Loyal Democratic 

Women’s Club and served as an alternate to the Democratic National Convention in 

1952.  Consistently reelected by large majorities, Monroe rose through the ranks of 

the House of Representatives and served as vice-chairman of the committee on 

Municipal Corporations.  Emblematic of a new generation of non- elite activists, 

Susie Monroe secured the support of constituents by emphasizing her organizational 

ties, accessibility, and responsiveness to community needs.  With Philadelphia’s shift 

                                                           
5 Nier, 78-82. 
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to the Democratic Party in the wake of Roosevelt, African American women such as 

Susie Monroe were uniquely poised to benefit from the perception that the 

Democratic Party was “the party for you – not just the few.”6  

Building on a strong tradition of activism reaching back to the nineteenth 

century, African American women in Philadelphia emerged as political leaders in the 

twentieth century.  Their considerable activity in the post suffrage era challenges the 

dominant historical interpretation of the 1920’s as the doldrums of the women’s 

movement.7  During this era African American women adapted the oratorical and 

organizational skills honed in non-political organizations to partisan political battles.   

In the late 1920’s and early 1930’s African Americans moved away from the 

Republican Party due to the poor record of machine politicians in dealing with the 

African American community.  The Democratic shift, coupled with increased 

agitation for equitable opportunity, contributed to a high level of civil rights activism 

                                                           
6 Dana Shaw ed., Black Legislators in Pennsylvania’s History (1911-2001) 

(Harrisburg: Legislative Information Office, 2001), 23; “Negro Democratic 
Lawmakers,” Jet November 20, 1952; “Democrats Sweep Philly,” Chicago Defender, 
November 15, 1952; John L Clark, “Negro Heads Penna. House Committee,” The 
Pittsburgh Courier, January 29, 1955; Political flier held in author’s personal 
collection.  

 
7For the view of the period that focuses on a negative view of the 1920’s see 

Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, “Discontented Black Feminists: Prelude and Postscript to the 
Passage of the 19th Amendment, in Decades of Discontent: The Women’s Movement, 
1920-1940, edited by Lois Scharf and Joan M. Jensen (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood 
Press, 1983), 261-278; “African American Women and the Vote: An Overview” in 
African American Women and the Vote, 1837-1965, edited by Ann. D. Gordon with 
Bettye Collier-Thomas. . . et al. (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 
1997),10-23 and Leila J. Rupp and Verta Taylor, Survival in the Doldrums: The 
American Women's Rights Movement, 1945 to the 1960s (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1987).   
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in Philadelphia in the 1930’s.  This increasing activism supports recent historical 

studies which seek to reperiodize the Civil Rights movement to include the late 

1930’s and 1940’s.8  While African American women never achieved equal 

representation in political organizations and lost more elections than they won, their 

presence on the front lines of political debate served to influence the discussion on 

race, and challenge white society to pay greater attention to the needs of the African 

American community.  

                                                           
8 See especially Matthew Countryman’s Up South: Civil Rights and Black 

Power in Philadelphia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006); Jeanne 
F. Theoharis, Komozi Woodard, and Matthew Countryman eds., Freedom North: 
Black Freedom Struggles Outside the South: 1940-1980 (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2003). 
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APPENDIX 

AFRICAN AMERICAN POPULATION IN PHILADELPHIA, 1790-19401 

Year Total 
Population 

Black 
Population 

Percentage 
Black 

Increase 
(Percent) 

1790 54,391 2,489 4.57  
1800 81,009 6,880 8.4 176.42 
1810 111,240 10,552 9.5 52.93 
1820 135,637 11,891 8.8 13.00 
1830 188,797 15,624 8.3 31.39 
1840 258,037 19,833 7.4 27.07 
1850 408,762 19,761 4.8  
1860 565,529 22,185 3.9 12.26 
1870 674,022 22,147 3.2  
1880 847,170 31,699 3.7 43.13 
1890 1,046,964 39,371 3.8 24.20 
1900 1,293,697 62,613 4.8 60.4 
1910 1,549,008 84,459 5.5 33.2 
1920 1,823,779 134,224 7.4 58.9 
1930 1,950,961 219,599 11.3 63.5 
1940 2,071,605 378,968 18.3b 49.9 

 Population decrease. 

    
b Includes all nonwhites. 

 
 

 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                           
1 1790- 1910 Federal Census and Vincent P. Franklin, The Education of Black 

Philadelphia: The Social and Educational History of a Minority Community, 1900-
1950 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1979), 8. 
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