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ABSTRACT

The purpose of  th is  study is to discover spec i f ic  experiences of  
African American women who entered into the professional f ie ld s  of  higher 
education ( teaching) ,  law, and medicine. These women entered the 
professions during the period of  1920-1960. The study is exploratory in 
nature and describes the experiences of  African American women from the 
perspectives of  education and professional experiences.

The information gathered on these women is based on an a v a i l a b i l i t y  
sample of  interviews, oral narrat ives ,  and auto-biographies found through 
extensive research. Nine women were chosen as the focal b i r th  cohort of  
women, a l l  of whom were born between 1892-1908. The date at which these 
women were born, the c r i t i c a l  h is to r ic a l  t ran s i t ion s  these women
experienced, and the years in which they entered the labor force f u l l  time
each emphasizes how the b i r th  cohort record is not merely a summation of  a
set of  indiv idual h is to r ie s .  The women in th is  cohort represent a‘
d is t in c t iv e  composition and character r e f le c t in g  the circumstances of  t h e i r  
unique o r ig ina t ion  and h istory .

The African American woman who entered into the professions during 
th is  period was l i k e l y  to have grandparents born as slaves; parents who 
were freed from slavery before t h e i r  10th birthday, l a t e r  becoming 
educated; s ib l ings who were also educated; married with at least  one chi ld;  
education paid for  by extended family and other organizat ions; is a member 
of  a Black Greek Organization and is in bet ter  economic and social  
conditions than most Blacks of  her generation.

The resu lts  suggest that  the African American women who entered into  
the f ie ld s  of  higher education, law, and medicine during th is  period were 
from diverse backgrounds. In many instances these women represented 
' f i r s t s '  in many of t h e i r  accomplishments. They are from a b i r th  cohort 
which grew up during many soc ia l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and economic disasters in 
his to ry .  These women entered into the professions a f t e r  the turn of the 
20th century with rac ia l  and gender obstacles to overcome. I t  is the 
philosophy of  many of the women that  education is the key to gaining  
success fo r  Black people.

vi



AFRICAN AMERICAN PROFESSIONAL WOMEN ACTIVE FROM 1920-1960

An H is tor ica l  Analysis



INTRODUCTION

The h is to r ic a l  study of the American woman is a r e la t i v e l y  new area of  

scholar ly  inquiry .  While an unprecedented number o f  books d e ta i l in g  the 

l ive s  of  American women have become ava i lab le  in the past decade, the 

record of  the experiences of the masses of  African American1 women 

continues to remain inadequately represented in American historiography.  

Walker (1990) argues that  "even in the absence of substantial  

documentation, we know more about the h istory of Black women before the 

C iv i l  War than in the period fol lowing the Emancipation Proclamation's 

promise of  freedom (p. 660)". She fu r the r  asserts that  as the Black 

h is to r ic a l  experience has moved into the mainstream of American 

historiography, the Afro American woman's history too often p a r a l le ls  white 

women's h istory  in conceptual izat ion, emphasis, and in te r p r e ta t io n .  There 

is only l im i ted  documentary information avai lab le  that  depicts the tough 

humanity and social realism in the l ive s  of the masses of Black women.

This is p a r t ic u la r ly  true of the l ives  of  professional African American 

women.

This study is based on a cohort of  African American women who were 

born during spec if ic  h is t o r i c a l ,  educational,  and social events in United 

States h is to ry .  Adopting the d e f in i t io n  provided by Norman Ryder (1965),

"a cohort may be defined as the aggregate of  indiv iduals  (with in  some

throughout this paper African American and Black 
will be used interchangeably.

2
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population d e f in i t io n )  who experienced the same event within the same time 

in te rv a l"  (p. 845).  These women were socia l ized during a p a r t ic u la r  epoch 

in h istory  and share common charac te r is t ics  because of  common experiences.  

Ryder (1965) mentions that  b i r th  cohorts are meaningful in a sociological  

study because successive cohorts are d i f fe r e n t ia te d  by the changing content  

of formal education, by peer-group s o c ia l i z a t io n ,  and by id iosyncrat ic  

h is to r ic a l  experience. He argues that  since cohorts are used to achieve 

structura l  transformation and since they manifest i t s  consequences in 

c h a ra c te r is t ic  ways, sociological research should be designed to c a p i t a l i z e  

on the congruence of  social change and cohort id e n t i f i c a t io n  (Ryder, 1965).

C. Wright M i l ls  pointed out that:  "When sociologists  are being good 

socio logists  they are also being good h istor ians;  and, when good historians  

are being good histor ians they are also being good sociologists" .  The 

study of  Afr ican American professional women is not only important to 

sociology as a d is c ip l in e ,  i t  is important in h istory .  By studying the 

gender, r a c i a l ,  educational,  and social experiences of these women we also 

learn the ways in which t h e i r  s o c ia l i za t io n  had an impact upon t h e i r  

b e l ie fs ,  values and status dilemmas. By studying the h is to r ic a l  relevance 

of t h e i r  presence in the past, we can begin to appreciate t h e i r  experiences 

in the annals of  h istory .

The study and in te rp re ta t io n  of African American women's l ive s  

t y p ic a l l y  has been subsumed under African American issues and women's 

issues. Although Black professional women share certa in  problems speci f ic  

to women, such as the problems of  maternity leave and i t s  ramif icat ions for  

professional advancement. Black women cannot be subsumed under the 

category "female professionals."  Crucial d i f ferences ex is t  between Black
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and White professional women which should not be obscured. Black female 

professionals share certa in  problems with professionals in general,  for  

example, obtaining degrees, meeting l icensing requirements and meeting 

professional standards. But in addit ion, they share concerns spec if ic  to 

Blacks -  that  is ,  the problems of  rac ia l  d iscr iminat ion in h ir ing  and 

professional advancement.

Although African American female professionals share certa in  problems 

s pec i f ic  to Blacks, th is  does not mean that  Black women can be subsumed 

under the category "Black professionals."  To do so would obscure crucial  

dif ferences between Black male and Black female professionals.

Because African American women are members of  two oppressed groups and 

they encounter double d iscr iminat ion,  t h e i r  experiences set them apart from 

other groups who do not have th is  dual status. So what is true fo r  African  

American men and white women is not invar iab ly  true for  African American 

women.

Despite the range and signif icance of  African American women's 

his to ry ,  they have been perceived as token women in Black texts  and as 

token Blacks in feminis t  ones (Giddings, 1988). However, African American 

women's unique experiences in h is to ry ,  language, and culture  suggest 

otherwise.

The cohort studied are African American women professionals with a 

focus on three spec i f ic  areas of profess ional iza t ion :  law, medicine, and 

teaching in higher education from 1920-1960. These three occupations were 

selected because: (1) they are consistent ly  highly ranked on prest ige-  

ranking scales (See Blau, 1967, Davis and Smith, 1987, and National Opinion 

Research Center (NORC), 1990); (2) entrance into each of these professions



began from the la te  19th century to the ear ly  20th century; and (3) these 

posi t ions ’ represented some of  the more d i f f i c u l t  professions fo r  African  

American women to enter .

The study of  African American professional women affords an unusual 

opportunity to examine a v a r ie ty  of dilemmas and contradict ions of  status  

I t  is often d i f f i c u l t  to separate the influence of  race from that  of  sex. 

The combination o f  the two lev ies  a heavy t o l l  on the Black professional  

woman.



CHAPTER I

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND RELEVANT LITERATURE 

A quick review of  cohort research reveals that  the idea of  using b i r th  

dates to study social changes or events in history is not new. Cohorts may 

be defined in terms of the year in which they completed t h e i r  schooling,  

the year they married, the year in which they migrated to the c i t y ,  or the 

year in which they entered the labor force f u l l  t ime. Ryder (1965) states  

tha t :

In almost a l l  cohort research to date the defin ing event has been 
b i r t h , but th is  is only a special case of the more general approach. 
Cohort data are o rd in a r i ly  assembled sequentia l ly  from observations of  
the time of occurrence of  the behavior being studied, and the in terval  
since occurrence of the cohort-defining event. For the b i r th  cohort 
th is  in terval  is age (Ryder, 1965:845) Emphasis mine.

Berger (1960) argues that  the cohort is a structura l  category with the

same kind of  ana ly t ic  u t i l i t y  as a var iab le  l i k e  social c lass. In essence,

such s tructura l  categories have explanatory power because they are

surrogate indices fo r  the common experiences of  many persons in each

category. Conceptually, the cohort resembles most closely  the ethnic

group: membership is determined at b i r th ,  and often has considerable

capacity to explain variance, but need not imply that  the category is an

organized group (Ryder, 1965).

Though the professional African American women being studied represent

the same ethnic background, the cohort is not homogenous in

c h a ra c te r is t ic s ,  but the d is t r ib u t io n  of  t h e i r  heterogeneity tends to be

fixed throughout t h e i r  l i f e  in a shape which may d i f f e r  from those of

6



7

preceding and succeeding cohorts. With each new cohort the opportunity for  

social change occurs. The new cohorts do not cause change; they permit i t .  

In other words, cohort d i f f e r e n t ia t io n  is not confined to charac te r is t ic s  

f ixed  at  b i r th .  For example, the experience of  a cohort with employment 

and labor force status begins with the character of  the employment market 

at the time of  entry . Ryder (1965) argues that  the cohort is d i s t i n c t i v e ly  

marked by the career stage i t  occupies when prosperity or depression, and 

peace or war, impinge on i t .  I would argue that  in the case of  the African  

American women being studied, opportunity  also impinges on the employment 

and educational experiences of a cohort.

H is to r ica l  Overview

I t  is essentia l to have an understanding of what was going on 

h i s t o r i c a l l y  in the United States at the time th is  cohort of  professional  

women embarked upon and carr ied out t h e i r  careers. The African American 

professional women studied a l l  represent a b i r th  cohort of  women who were 

profess ional ly  act ive during the period of 1920-1960. These women have 

four things in common: (1) they are African American; (2) they are 

professionals;  (3) they are women; and (4) they were born between the years 

of 1892-1908.

Karl Mannheim (1952) in his study of  H i t le r ia n  peers invented the term 

"Generations-1agerung" ("generational set t ing")  to re fe r  to the sense of  

common h is to r ic a l  location shared by a well defined cohort-group. This 

generational sett ing represents a "common location in the h is to r ic a l  

dimension of  the social process" in which a generation encounters "the same 

concrete h is to r ic a l  problems" (Strauss and Howe, 1991). The African



American professional women in th is  study have a commonality in which they 

not only encountered the same obstacles, but many of those obstacles were 

re la ted  to t h e i r  race and t h e i r  sex.

Strauss and Howe (1991) argue that  in order to f ind boundaries between

generations i t  is important to look closely  at the history surrounding two 

moments: b i r th  and coming of  age. I t  is also important to r e a l i z e  that  as 

a generation ages i t s  inner b e l ie fs  re ta in  a certa in  consistency over a 

l i f e  cycle . However, the be l ie fs  and behavior of  a generation never show 

up uniformly across a l l  of i t s  members. But even those who d i f f e r  from the

peer norms are generally  aware of  t h e i r  nonconformity. For example, the

professional women in th is  study represent h is to r ic a l  f i r s t s ,  seconds, and 

th irds  in terms of  t h e i r  achievements. Because of th is  representat ion, i t  

is c lea r  that  they are rare in terms of academic and professional  

achievements of  other African-American women in t h e i r  generational cohort.

In the mid-1890's when many of  these women were born, there were 

missionary causes going on from child  labor and woman's suffrage, to 

Prohibit ion and immigration. When these women were toddlers and young 

chi ldren,  newly synthesized and unregulated drugs were entering the 

marketplace. During the period of  1900-1920, America's homicide ra te  rose 

by 700 percent and America's biggest-ever crime kingpins were con tro l l in g  

the "underworld" (Strauss and Howe, 1991). These women were coming of  age 

when the "Progressive Era" was ending and a Missionary Awakening in youth 

was beginning. The Great Depression of  the t h i r t i e s  and the World War I I  

C ris is  of  the middle fo r t ie s  was occurring; and, a f t e r  growing up during 

the r is e  of  Jim Crow and coming of age during the Wilson-era job boom, the 

f i r s t  Black "Great Migration" out of the rural South and into the urban
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North was t ran s p ir ing .  With th is  migration from 1910-1930 came about 1.5

m i l l io n  Black Americans, nearly three times the p r io r  number of Black

migrants from the South since the C iv i l  War.

While a l l  of  these h is to r ica l  events were occurring, the u n iv ers i t ies

played a crucia l ro le  in almost a l l  of  the social movements. Wiebe (1967)

argues tha t  "since the emergence of  the modern graduate school in the.

seventies (1 870 's ) ,  the best u n ivers i t ies  had been serving as outposts of

professional self-consciousness, f rank ly  preparing young men for

professions that  as yet did not exis t"  (p. 121). He fu r th e r  states th a t ,

By 1900 they held an unquestioned power to le g i t im iz e ,  for  no new 
profession f e l t  complete-or s c i e n t i f i c -  without i t s  d is t i n c t  academic 
curriculum; they provided centers for  philosophizing and 
propagandizing; and they inculcated apprentices with the proper values 
and goals. Considering the potentia l  of  the u n iv ers i t ies  for  
f r u s t r a t io n ,  i t  was extremely important that  higher education 
permissively , even ind iscr im inate ly ,  welcomed each of the new groups 
in turn (p. 121).

During th is  period a select group of women entered into public arenas, 

and a boisterous dr ive  fo r  women's suffrage ensued. Wiebe (1967) states  

that  during th is  time there was also a t r i c k l i n g  admission of  women into  

such professions as law and medicine. However, the most important advances 

occurred in the few professions which women slowly and q u ie t ly  came to 

dominate; nursing, teaching and social work. Wiebe (1967) argues that  men 

usually did not feel threatened -until women's a c t i v i t i e s  pushed past the 

t r a d i t io n a l  gender stereotype, which they seldom did. Even the few women 

in law and medicine specia lized to an exceptional degree in such f ie ld s  as 

ju v e n i le  crime, pe d ia t r ic s ,  and humane extensions of  public health. Wiebe 

notes that  these t a c i t ,  mutually accepted l im i ts  accounted for  women's
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remarkably smooth a r r iv a l  into a professional m idd le -c lass .2

The perusal of  h is to r ic a l  accounts of  African American professional  

women shows c le a r ly  that  these women were not only under-represented, but 

e s s e n t ia l ly  ignored. Aptheker (1982) states that  achievements of  Black 

women in the professional world were frequently  erased from h is to r ic a l  

records which otherwise noted the work of Black men or White women. For 

example, the Journal o f  the American Medical Associat ion has had two 

a r t i c le s  in i t s  h istory  on Black physicians, one in 1942 and one in 1969; 

neither  contained any references to women (Aptheker, 1982).

The f i r s t  Bachelor of Arts degree was not awarded to a Black woman 

u n t i l  1862, when Mary Jane Patterson (1840-1894) graduated from Oberlin  

College (Aptheker, 1990). J u l ia  Cooper, pr incipal of the Colored High 

School in Washington, D.C.,  conducted a survey in 1890 to determine the 

number of  Black women who had graduated from u n iv ers i t ies  known to admit 

female students (Cooper herse l f  was a graduate of  Oberlin College) . She 

found that  only t h i r t y  Black women had completed the B.A. degree in the 

e n t i re  h istory  of  these un ivers i t ies  (Aptheker, 1990). She also found that  

"in June 1890 a colored woman was graduated from Cornell Universi ty  with 

the f i r s t  Bachelor of  Science degree" ( Ib id ,  p. 28).

Very few African American women received college degrees in the la te  

19th century. As the 20th century began, more African American women did 

begin to receive college degrees, not only in the a r ts ,  but in the sciences

2 Though Wiebe does not differentiate between Black 
American women and White American women in his analysis, I 
would argue that this growing professional middle class of 
women were predominantly White Americans. Though there 
were a few Black physicians and lawyers, the "colored" 
physician or lawyer did not comprise in mainstream America 
what is considered a "professional" class.
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as w e l l .  W.E.B. Dubois and Augustus D i l l  (1910) found in t h e i r  study of

Negro col lege graduates that :

"107 "non-Negro colleges" had graduated 114 Negro women in t h e i r  
c o l le c t iv e  h is to r ie s ,  with the largest  number (66) coming from 
Oberlin. Of the Negro colleges, Howard and Fisk led the way, having 
graduated 514 women by 1910 (p. 17).

Most o f  these African American women went on to careers in teaching. There

were a few Black physicians and dent is ts ,  but, as Kel ly  M i l l e r  of  Howard

Universi ty  observed, "the colored physician had appeared as an occasional

or exceptional ind iv idua l"  and did not const i tu te  a professional class

(Aptheker, 1990, p. 28) .
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What is  a professional?

The professions are at the top of the American occupational hierarchy  

in terms of  the power and prestige they confer on t h e i r  p ra c t i t io n e r s .  In 

the United States, the major professions of medicine, law and teaching in 

higher education have been in existence for  centur ies, yet  they have 

remained bastions o f  male dominance.

There are many c h arac te r is t ics  used to describe people with 

professional status. These charac te r is t ics  have as much to do with 

formalized p r iv i le g e  and power as with the type of t ra in in g  or work 

involved in the professions. The "professional izat ion" of an occupation 

allows prac t i t io n ers  to lay claim to an exclusive market fo r  t h e i r ’ 

p a r t ic u la r  service.

Some t r a d i t i o n a l l y  accepted charac ter is t ics  of professions are: a 

basis of  systematic theory and intensive t ra in in g  (Goode, 1969); authori ty  

based on th is  knowledge and recognized by both the c l i e n te l e  of  the 

professional group and the la rger  community (Greenwood, 1957); autonomy 

(based on the claim of unique expert ise)  in the exercise of  the s k i l l s ,  in 

the t ra in in g  of new entrants, and in the evaluation and control of  pract ice  

of the profession (Gross, 1958); a code of  ethics and professional culture  

developed by formal professional associations, inculcated by professional  

schools, and regulat ing the re la t ions  of  professionals based on the 

required long investment in professional t ra in in g  and on a strong sense of  

id e n t i f i c a t io n  with the work (Perrucci and G e r s t l , 1969).

These d e f in i t io n s  of  a professional are based on what Klegon (1978) 

has la be l le d  the 'taxonomic approach' to the professions. This approach is 

b u i l t  on the tenet that  professions both possess some unique
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ch a rac te r is t ic s  which set them apart from other occupations and play a 

posi t ive  and important ro le  in the d iv is ion  of  labor in society. This 

approach can be usefu l ly  divided into two d is t in c t  and well known forms; 

namely, those based on t r a i t  and fu n c t io n a l is t  models of  professions 

(Johnson, 1972). The t r a i t  account is the least  abstract of  the two, 

centering as i t  does on the formulation of a l i s t  of  a t t r ib u te s  which are 

not t h e o r e t ic a l ly  re la ted but which are held to represent the core features  

of  professional occupations. For example, with in  the t r a i t  model, the most 

f requent ly  mentioned a t t r ib u te s  of  a profession, such as high leve ls  of  

s k i l l  based on theore t ica l  knowledge, a l t r u i s t i c  service and adherence to a 

code of conduct maintaining in t e g r i t y ,  were often assumed to determine 

independently the high rewards and in s t i tu t io n a l  forms of  occupational  

control associated with professions3 (Wilensky, 1964).

In contrast to th is  view, the fu n c t io n a l is t  model of  the professions  

are r e s t r ic te d  to those f e l t  to be of functional relevance fo r  e i th e r  the 

social system as a whole or the p ro fe s s io n a l -c l ie n t  re la t io n s h ip .  Among 

sociological theor ies structura l  functionalism has been p a r t ic u la r ly  

important in attempting to give the professions a d i s t in c t  ro le  with in  the 

social s truc ture .  Emile Durkheim, attempting to cope with one of  the major 

questions o f  sociology and social philosophy, how is order maintained 

within  the social s tructure ,  suggested that  the d iv is ion  of labor in 

society was i t s e l f  functional fo r  the maintenance of  social cohesion 

( E l l i o t ,  1972). He contrasted the mechanistic s o l id a r i t y  of  p re - in d u s t r ia l

3Such a view was frequently linked to the tenet that 
there was a 'natural history' of professionalism based on 
a determinate series of stages through which every 
occupation undergoing professionalization must pass.



14

communities in which the social in s t i tu t io n s  and the economic conditions  

together ensured that  society was maintained through the s im i l a r i t y  of  l i f e  

ava i lab le  to the people, with the scope fo r  indiv idualism and d i f ference  

which had developed with industr ia l  change and the d iv is ion  of  labor.  

Div is ion of  labor had replaced a social order based on 'resemblances' and 

the a l l -p e rv a s iv e  enforcement of  the ' c o l l e c t i v e - t y p e ' ,  with another form 

of social s o l i d a r i t y ,  the organic, based on the interdependence of  

d i f f e r e n t  functions.

I t  is possible to dispute the de ta i l  of  Durkheim's h is to r ic a l  account 

of  social change, but nevertheless his analysis raises important questions 

about the maintenance of society in spite  of  the div is ions between 

specia lized functions. Although Durkheim argued that  organic s o l id a r i t y  

was the normal consequence of the d iv is ion  of labor, he also recognized 

that  abnormal forms might develop which would turn the d iv is ion  of labor  

in to a d iv is iv e  ra ther  than a cohesive force. One of these in p a r t ic u la r ,  

the anomic form of  the d iv is ion  of  labor,  he saw as a real th rea t  to the 

social s tructure  o f  his t ime.

The anomic form of  the d iv is ion  of labor is a state  of social c o n f l ic t  

in which s t a b i l i t y  is maintained only by the in terp lay  of power and 

in te re s t  groups with in  society. For Durkheim, the family seems to have 

been the paradigmatic social in s t i t u t io n  in which both organic s o l i d a r i t y  

and the d iv is ion  of  labor were to be found. His hope was that  the 

occupational group would develop a form l i k e  the fami ly ,  but on a la rge r  

scale. I t  was to occupy a mid-point ,  between the State and the family ,  in 

the social structure ( E l l i o t ,  1972).

Notwithstanding these divergences of  s ty le ,  the t r a i t  and
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fu n c t io n a l is t  variants of  the taxonomic approach were extremely in f lu e n t ia l  

in B r i ta in  and the United States up un t i l  the la te  1960's in macro- 

sociological work on the nature and ro le  of  professions in society (Saks, 

1983). But i t  was at th is  time that  the perspective began to wan in 

popular i ty  in face of  a range of  c r i t i c s .  T r a i t  and fu n c t io n a l is t  

contr ibutors la id  themselves open to the charge, which was repeatedly made 

from the la te  1960's onwards by c r i t i c s  l i k e  E l l i o t t  (1972) and Daniels 

(1975), of  taking professional ideologies on t ru s t  without systematical ly  

examining t h e i r  v a l i d i t y  -  and thus of leg i t im at ing  professional p r iv i leges  

in advance of  careful appraisals of  the function and behavior of  

professions in society.

The question now becomes, where do women on the whole, and African  

American women in p a r t ic u la r ,  f i t  in these frameworks of the 

'p ro fess iona l '?  C lear ly ,  there are problems in any sociological study of  

women, because sociology has been predominantly that  of  male society  

(Acker, 1973). This is as true of  the study of work in general,  as well  as 

any other p a r t ic u la r  area of  sociology. Theoret ical analyses of  societal  

structure such as the previous t r a i t  and functional analyses, are 

supposedly sex-neutra l ;  however, on close examination they usually r e fe r  

only to the ro le  dimensions of men (Acker, 1978). Females are often absent 

from empirical work tha t  is presumably about "people" or "workers".

Perhaps the greatest  d i f f i c u l t y  in studying women is that  many sociological  

concepts simply do not f i t  well with the facts  when those facts  begin to 

include information about the female h a l f  of  humanity (Acker, 1973).

I t  has long been recognized that  there is an important r e la t io n  

between gender and p ro fess iona l iza t ion ,  and indeed th is  was a focus in the
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now displaced fu n c t io n a l is t  paradigm of  profession. However, mainstream 

sociological renderings of  th is  re la t ionsh ip  have ra re ly  gone beyond a 

simple equation between gender and the status, rewards or degree of  

autonomy enjoyed by p ra c t i t io n e rs .  The overall  trend, even in the newer 

more c r i t i c a l  approaches such as those of  Friedson (1970, 1986) and 

Rueschemeyer (1986), has been to re ly  on explanations which r e fe r  to 

gendered a t t r ib u te s  (such as women's association of 'car ing '  work) in order 

to read o f f  the subordinate re la t io n  of for  example, nursing to medicine. 

There are two problems that  Witz (1992) sees with these ex is t ing  

approaches. One is that  they are s ta t ic  analyses which take the gender of  

the p ra c t i t io n e r  as 'a lready given' and resort  to un-theorized notions of  

supposed gender-specif ic  a t t r ib u te s ,  a t t i tudes  and 'problems' which women 

'br ing to '  professional employment. The other problem is that  they operate 

with f a i r l y  unreconstructed notions of  'women's ro le '  and have no theory of 

gender re la t ions  beyond a basic, taken for  granted 'sex ro le  the o ry ' .

Feminist historians have provided new understandings in the importance 

of the process of sex-role  d i f f e r e n t ia t io n  and how i t  was rooted in the 

separation of  the home and the world of  public a f f a i r s ,  produced by the 

r is e  of  c a p i t a l i s t  industr ia l  production (Gordon, Buhle, and Schrom, 1972).  

The world of  public a f f a i r s  was a male domain, and i t  was there that  the 

c r i t i c a l  events transforming the society seemed to take place. Confined 

la rg e ly  to the home, women were eas i ly  defined as i r re le v a n t  to the 

important questions about society. I t  is not surpris ing that  as the new 

sciences of  society were defined, the questions raised and the concepts 

used re f le c te d  the r e a l i t y  of the public domain, and thus re f le c te d  a male 

r e a l i t y .
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When looking at the d i f f e r e n t  models of  professionals, t r a i t  and 

fu n c t io n a l is t  models are rooted in male biases about who a professional is 

and what c h arac te r is t ics  they hold. Therefore, the new orthodoxy in the 

sociology of  professions in the contemporary Anglo-American context is now 

rooted in the contr ibution of  neo-Weberian and Marxist w r i te r s .  But have 

such contr ibutors succeeded where t h e i r  taxonomic and in t e r a c t io n is t  

predecessors f a i l e d  -  namely, in developing and adequately applying a 

suitab le  theore t ica l  framework for  the analysis of  the function and 

behavior of  professions in modern Western societies? Also, do African  

American women f i t  in these declared new and improved models of  

professionals?

Most of  the contemporary neo-Weberian and Marxist l i t e r a t u r e  on the 

nature and ro le  of  the professions seems to have taken i t s  lead in the 

1950 's and 1960's from symbolic in teractionism -  a school of  thought 

normally associated with micro-sociological endeavors and frequently  

cast igated for  concentrating on issues of a social psychological kind in 

face o f  the broad spectrum of  problems ar is ing from changes in the 

occupational structure at th is  time (Barber, 1968).

The neo-Weberian approach attempts to apply the Weberian concept of  

social closure to the consideration of  professional occupations in society.  

The notion of  closure, introduced by Weber in Economy in Soc ie ty , broadly 

re fers  to the process by which given social c o l l e c t i v i t i e s  seek to regulate  

market conditions in t h e i r  favor, in face of  actual or potent ia l  

competition from outsiders, by r e s t r ic t in g  access to spec i f ic  opportunit ies  

to a l im i ted  group of e l ig ib le s  (Saks, 1983).

The Marxist approach has provided a major a l t e r n a t iv e  focus fo r  the



18

contemporary analysis of  professions. The Marxist view of  the professions 

is centered on the re la t io n s  of  production as opposed to those of  the 

market as in the neo-Weberian perspective.  Much of the academic in te re s t  

which th is  approach to the professions has a t t racted  in the la s t  few years 

has arisen from a general concern of  Marxist wr i te rs  to locate  the position  

of the middle s t ra ta  in the class structure under conditions of  monopoly 

capita l ism  (Saks, 1983). C er ta in ly ,  Marxist authors can scarcely be 

accused of  f a i l i n g  to consider the re la t ionsh ip  between profession and the 

wider social structure;  they do indeed l in k  professions to the broader 

d is t r ib u t io n  of  power in society (See Parkin, 1979; Braverman, 1974; and 

Carchedi, 1975).

However, Marxist studies of  the professions to date, l i k e  those of  the 

neo-Weberian school, have proved la rge ly  d e f ic ie n t  -  again mainly because 

we end up without a theory that  systematical ly  conceptualizes society as 

containing both sexes as equally s ig n i f ic a n t  par t ic ip a n ts .  These sciences 

are based on the idea that  there are r e g u la r i t i e s  in human behavior and 

tha t  i t  is possible to discover the "laws" of  these r e g u la r i t i e s ;  knowledge 

of the laws is supposed to enable us to explain and to predict  behavior 

(Shanley and Shuck, 1974). What exists is studied and then generalized as 

a descript ion of  behavior in general.

Acker (1978) states that  "the e f f o r t  of  social s c ie n t is ts  to develop 

pred ic t ive  theories based on what presently  exists is re la ted  to the 

d i s c ip l in e 's  overwhelming emphasis on models that  can be dea l t  with in 

q u a n t i ta t iv e  terms, in 'hard data" '  (p. 137). Jessie Bernard points out 

tha t  th is  represents a "machismo element in research" ( Ib id ,  p. 138).

Acker fu r th e r  argues that  th is  approach is concerned with contro l ,  mastery,
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and pred ic t ing ,  with the construction and manipulation of  var iab les .  What 

th is  approach ignores is the l i v i n g ,  moving a c tu a l i t y  of  human experience.  

There is no question about the effectiveness of  th is  approach fo r  answering 

certa in  kinds of questions -  ( fo r  example what are the social  

c h a rac te r is t ie s  of  women in the labor force; what variables explain the 

wage gap between women and men?). Regardless of what theore t ica l  framework 

is used to study the professions, what is c lear  is that  the work 

experiences o f  women and men d i f f e r .  Therefore, i t  is in va l id  to study men 

and then generalize  to women by impl icat ion.

While researching the professional experiences of the Afr ican American 

women being studied, there were many topics that  the women touched upon in 

t h e i r  in terv iews,  oral h is to r ie s ,  and narrat ives .  Some of  the topics  

explored included family background, education and t ra in in g ,  employment, 

voluntary a c t i v i t i e s ,  r e l ig io n ,  rac ia l  id e n t i ty ,  and the e f fe c t  of  the 

women's movement. The data base used to research these women depicted the 

personal l i f e  of  the memoirist. In t h e i r  own words, the women were given 

the opportunity to explore and r e f l e c t  on the influences and events that  

shaped t h e i r  l iv e s  and to give t h e i r  point of view on h is to r ic a l  events. 

While doing so, there were certa in  subjects and general experiences that  

the women had more to say about than others. A f te r  researching the data 

fo r  th is  study and going over the notes taken from each in terv iew, four key 

social a t t r ib u te s  dominated: family ,  education, and gender and rac ia l  

i d e n t i t y .  These four social a t t r ib u te s  became chapter topics fo r  th is  

study of  professional African American women.



CHAPTER I I  

METHODOLOGY

The past is often viewed through the lens of the present. The l i f e  

his to ry ,  l i f e  story, biographical method presents the experiences and 

d e f in i t io n s  held by one person, one group, or one organization as th is  

person, group, or organization in terprets  those experiences. In order to 

study Afr ican American professional women, I used l i f e  h is to r ies  and other 

biographical data to document and study th is  group. Denzin (1989) states  

th a t ,  " l i f e  h istory  materia ls  include any record or document, including the 

case h is to r ies  of  social agencies, that  throws l ig h t  on the subjective  

behavior of  indiv iduals  or groups (p. 193)." He fu r the r  maintains that  

these mater ia ls  may range from le t te r s  to autobiographies, from newspaper 

accounts to court records, as well as t ranscr ip t ion  of interviews, as long 

as i t  does not intermix the in terv iewer 's  own in te rp re ta t io n s .

The method of research used to study the l i f e  h is to r ies  and 

biographical data of Black professional women is grounded theory. Grounded 

theory is an inductive, theory methodology that  allows the researcher to 

develop a theore t ica l  account of  the general features of  a topic while  

simultaneously grounding the account in empirical observations or data 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967).

Preferably , a social researcher would l i k e  to approach an area of  

inquiry  with a p r io r ,  well - formulated theory that  so accurately describes 

i t  tha t  the research can concentrate on the accumulation of  information

20
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appl icable  to the ex is t ing  theory. However, i t  is f requently  the case that  

no re levant  theory ex ists  at a l l ,  and even when theories concerned with a 

topic do e x is t ,  they may be too remote or abstract to o f fe r  much deta i led  

guidance and assistance. Under these conditions,  the researcher has to 

develop a theore t ica l  account that  f a c i l i t a t e s  discussion of  the general 

features of  the topic under study. This topic should be f i rm ly  based or 

grounded in the data collected -  or what Glaser and Strauss c a l ls  'grounded 

theory' (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p. 1) .  Researchers thus generate 

grounded theory when they are concerned with the discovery of  theory from 

data, ra ther  than with the test ing or v e r i f i c a t i o n  of  ex is t ing  theories .

In order to put the grounded theory into perspective, Martin and 

Turner (1983) suggest that  once an adequate stock of  accurate descript ions  

of re levant  social phenomena has been p i led ,  the researcher should begin to 

perceive or hypothesize about re la t ionships among them, re la t ionships  that  

subsequently may be tested using other portions of  the data. From the 

growing accumulation of  data indicat ing the re la t ionsh ips ,  the researcher  

develops or "discovers" the grounded theory (p. 143).

An emerging grounded theory p r im ar i ly  j u s t i f i e s  i t s e l f  by providing a 

deta i led  and c a re fu l ly  crafted account of  the area under in vest igat ion .

This allows the researcher to communicate t h e i r  f indings to those in the 

area studied, e i th e r  as a basis for  discussion or as a vehicle fo r  change. 

In order to u t i l i z e  grounded theory in my study of  African American 

professional women, I used the biographical method of study to analyze the 

general l ive s  of these women.

This study focuses on three spec if ic  areas of  p ro fess iona l iza t ion :  

higher education ( teaching) ,  law, and medicine. As mentioned e a r l i e r ,
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these three occupations were selected for  examination because they are 

highly ranked on prestige ranking scales. This type of  research is based 

on q u a l i t a t iv e  research methods; therefore ,  grounded theory was very useful 

in my analysis . Turner (1983) notes that  grounded theory does not o f fe r  a 

solution to a l l  research problems. For instance, grounded theory has 

l im i ted  usefulness fo r  dealing with large scale s tructura l  features of  

society , such as demographic trends or systems of  social s t r a t i f i c a t i o n .  

But, grounded theory is p a r t ic u la r ly  well suited to dealing with 

" q u a l i ta t iv e  data of  the kind gathered from p a r t ic ip a n t  observation, from 

the observation of  fa c e - to - face  in terac t ion ,  from semi-structured or 

unstructured interviews, from case study material or from certa in  kinds of  

documentary sources" (Turner, 1983, p. 227).

Some of  the autobiographical ,  biographical and l i f e  h istory  data 

resources used while researching th is  thesis topic came from two major 

Black women oral h istory  projects:  The Schlesinger Library of  R adc l i f fe  

College Black Women Oral History Project ,  and The Carlson Publishing series  

on Black women in United States h istory .  Both of  these projects have an 

enormous amount of autobiographical and biographical data about Black women 

in general,  and Black professional women in p a r t ic u la r .  Also used were 

Oral Narrat ives such as the work by Gwendolyn Etter-Lewis (1993) Mv Soul Is 

Mv Own: Oral Narratives of African American Women in the Professions, as 

well as, personal biographies by African American women such as Ida B. 

Wells, Fannie Lou Hammer, Mary Church T e r re l l  and others. In addit ion to 

these resources, autobiographies of African American women such as 

Elizabeth Fox-Genovese' s (1990), "My s ta tu te ,  My s e l f :  Autobiographical

Writings of  African American Women", Henry Louis Gates J r .  (1991),  Bearing
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Witness: Selections from African-American Autobiography in the Twentieth

Century (E d . ) ,  and Pauli Murray's (1989), The Autobiography of  a Black 

A c t i v is t ,  Feminist. Lawyer. Pr iest  and Poet were u t i l i z e d .

I also used various archival records, a r t i c le s ,  books and journals  to 

document the l i f e  h is to r ies  of  these women. In order to research a great  

deal o f  my data, I used computer resource information such as S o c io - f i l e  

and The Readers Guide to Per iodicals .  A f te r  reading the autobiographies,  

biographies, oral narrat ives and l i f e  h is to r ies  of African American women, 

there were three themes that  became more prevalent than others: family ,  

education, and gender and rac ia l  id e n t i t y .  These themes have become 

chapters 3, 4, and 5 in the h is to r ic a l  segment of the thes is .  These themes 

r e la te  to the overal l  l i f e  s ty le  development of the African American 

professional women researched.

While my research of  African American professional women is based on 

an a v a i l a b i l i t y  sample of  professional Black women, the focal group of 

women studied were born between 1892-1908, were profess ional ly  act ive  

during the period 1920 to 1960, and had careers in higher education, 

medicine and law. While much of  the l i t e r a t u r e  researched is based on 

African American professional women in general,  there are nine women who 

are the focal point of  th is  study. These women represent a generational  

cohort that  is spec i f ic  to the focal group of women being studied in th is  

paper.4

Throughout the h is to r ic a l  section of  th is  paper, these nine women are 

mentioned, discussed and referred to in order to draw some corre la t ions

ASee Appendix A for the Biographical Vignettes of 
these nine women.



24

with the three themes of  the.research: fami ly ,  education, and gender and 

ra c ia l  id e n t i t y .  These women are a l l  from the professional f i e ld s  of  

higher education (teaching) ,  law, and medicine. The data gathered on these 

women are based on transcr ip ts  of  interviews provided by the Schlesinger  

Library of  R adc l i f fe  College Black Women Oral History Project and an oral  

his tory  found in E t te r -L ew is 1s Oral Narrat ives of  African-American Women in 

the Professions (1993).

These women represent only a sample of the African American 

professional women studied for  th is  research endeavor. However, because 

th is  is a study to understand and not to p r e d ic t , the nine women I used as 

the focal cohort w i l l  represent examples of the la rger  array of  African  

American professional women. These data are broad in scope and are 

applicable  to almost any cohort of Black professional women act ive  from 

1920-1960 who were born in the United States and worked in the f ie ld s  of  

higher education (teaching) ,  law, and medicine.

The thesis  u t i l i z i n g  a h is to r ic a l  perspective,  i l l u s t r a t e s  how so many 

Black professional women sustained a strength and re s i l ie n c y  that  allowed 

them to conquer a te r r a in  otherwise forbidden to them.



CHAPTER I I I  

THE FAMILY

For the women in th is  study, the family  was the main source from which

the women got t h e i r  desire to pursue higher education. Eight out of  the

nine women studied stressed strongly that  t h e i r  parents, p a r t ic u la r ly  t h e i r

mothers, were ro le  models in t h e i r  l i v e s .  The values, a t t i tudes  and

behavior development which these women received stemmed from the family

u n i t .  For the nine women, family meant not only the mother and fa the r ,  but

extended family  as w e l l .

The pr inc ipa l  s o c ia l i za t io n  agency in every society is the fami ly .

Family s o c ia l i z a t io n  is adequate to the extent that  the structure of

re la t ionsh ips  portrayed and u t i l i z e d  in family l i f e  resembles that  of  the

society in to which the young adult functions. Ryder (1965) states that

when a society breaks out of  a s ta t ic  f a m i l i s t i c  mold, the family  no longer

suff ices  fo r  the tasks of  s o c ia l i z a t io n .  He fu r th e r  asserts:

S o c ia l iza t io n  is a process of  committing an indiv idual to a term of  
service in a group, by progressively confining his behavioral 
p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  within  an acceptable range and by preparing him fo r  the 
types of  ro le  he w i l l  be expected to play. Far from being monopolized 
by the parents, s o c ia l i za t io n  is a continuous process throughout l i f e ,  
shared in by every group of which a person may become a member (Ryder, 
1965:852).

The ro le  that  the parents and other family  members expected many of  the 

women studied to play was opposite to the ro le  that  "society" expected them 

to play. For many of  the women studied, the family represented the f i r s t  

step to bel ieving tha t  t h e i r  professional status could be achieved. Given

25



26

tha t  fam i ly  furnishes the context within  which the concept of  ' s e l f '  

r e la t i v e  to 'others '  f i r s t  ar ises,  th is  social a t t r i b u t e  is v i t a l  when 

invest igat ing  the cohort o f  women in th is  study.

Although the nineteenth century was a period of  reform movements and

organized struggle fo r  human r ights  on a v ar ie ty  of  f ron ts ,  the la te

nineteenth and ear ly  twentieth centuries were d is i l lu s io n in g  years fo r  most 

Blacks. The South, home fo r  the major i ty  of Blacks, had been devastated by 

the C iv i l  War, embittered by the demands of Reconstruction, and plagued by

the fa te  of  four m i l l io n  ex-slaves s t i l l  in i t s  midst. The obstacles

facing Blacks, only twenty years out of bondage, were tremendous, fo r  the 

m ajor i ty  were impoverished, landless, and i l l i t e r a t e .  For the nine women 

studied in th is  paper, f iv e  of the nine were from the north and four from 

the South. Though t h e i r  experiences were not the same as most Blacks 

during th is  time because they were educated, they s t i l l  faced tremendous 

obstacles while reaching t h e i r  goals. The la s t  decade of  the nineteenth  

century and the opening decades of  the twentieth "marked the nadir  of  the 

Negro's status in American society" (Logan, 1954: p. 6 2 ) . 5

The 1890s was an especia l ly  dismal decade for  Blacks as they witnessed 

the defeat  of  the B la i r  B i l l  for  federal aid to public education and the 

Lodge B i l l  fo r  federal supervision of federal e lec t ions .  In addit ion ,  the 

South amended t h e i r  const i tu t ions ,  s ta r t ing  with Mississippi in 1890, and 

the disfranchisement of  Blacks was accomplished by 1910. The Supreme Court 

in the famous 1896 Plessy vs. Ferguson case gave legal sanction to the 

already widespread pract ice  of  Jim Crow when i t  ruled that  separate but

5See The Negro in American Life and Thought. The 
Nadir. 1877-1901).
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equal public f a c i l i t i e s  were c o n s t i tu t io n a l .  Blacks' were being lynched in 

record numbers, and between 1900 and 1910, six major race r io ts  occurred 

throughout the nation,  which signaled growing rac ia l  h o s t i l i t y  in the North 

and South.

Furthermore, despite rapid in d u s t r ia l i z a t io n  and urbanizat ion  

throughout the rest  of  the nat ion, the former slaves and t h e i r  chi ldren  

remained concentrated in the rural South, unable to e x t r ic a te  themselves 

from the e x p lo i ta t iv e  labor system of sharecropping. By 1900, nine out of 

ten Blacks s t i l l  l ived  in the South, pr im ar i ly  in the Cotton b e l t ,  eighty  

percent of  whom resided in rural areas (Guy-Sheftal1, 1990). Black women, 

the major i ty  of  whom were sharecroppers, l ived  in a quite  d i f f e r e n t  world 

from both White upper-class women and those in the urban working class.

The wives of  businessmen and other professionals, freed from the need to 

earn a l i v i n g ,  t h e i r  household chores l ightened considerably by s tore-  

brought products and domestic servants, had le isu re  time to spend as they 

wished. Philanthropy, education, and social reform often engaged t h e i r  

in te r e s t .

Guy-Sheftall  (1990) argues that  before marriage, native-born and 

immigrant White women worked to support themselves and other family  members 

and were employed in o f f ic e s ,  fa c to r ie s ,  and sweatshops. In 1910, 95 

percent of  Black women aged sixteen and over were f i e l d  workers on farms, 

laundresses, or domestic servants; whereas, only h a l f  of  a l l  White women 

employed were in these categories (Jones, 1981: p . 62) .
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Role o f  "The Family" .

B i l l in g s le y  (1968) set a theore t ica l  framework for  studying Black 

fa m i l ie s .  His use of  the social systems approach emphasizes the 

interdependence of  Black fam i l ies  with other in s t i tu t io n a l  aspects of  

society  -  the v a r i a b i l i t y  of  Black family  norms, the subsystems of  the 

la rg e r  society that  a f fe c t  family  l i f e ,  the subsystems of  the Black 

community, and the subsystems of the Black family .  This s ig n i f ic a n t  work 

has helped a number of  social s c ie n t is ts  in t h e i r  perspective of  the Black 

family  and roles with in  that  system.

I f ,  as Sarbin (1954:224) says, "a ro le  is a pattern of  a t t i tu d e s  and 

actions which a person takes in a social s i tu a t io n ,"  then one would expect 

a general acceptance of  variance in ro le  with in  Black fa m i l ie s .  The social  

s i tu a t io n  of  Black people in America has been of  such a nature as to demand 

ro le  v a r i a b i l i t y  for  the sake of s t a b i l i t y  and s urv iva l .  African Americans 

were not in the same social s i tua t io n  as the definers of the norm.

Although v a r i a b i l i t y  of  ro le  is regarded as leg i t im ate  in the la rge r  

society (Parsons and Sh i ls ,  1954:24),  both ear ly  and also some current  

writ ings  of  social s c ie n t is ts ,  h is to r ians ,  and social workers r e f l e c t  

l i t t l e  understanding of  th is  fact  in re la t io n  to the Black family  and more 

s p e c i f i c a l l y  in re la t io n  to the ro le  of  the Black woman with in  that  system. 

As Ladner (1973) says, "Blacks have always been measured against an a l ien  

set of  norms. As a r e s u l t ,  they have been considered to be a devia t ion  

from the ambiguous white middle-class model, which i t s e l f  has not always 

been c le a r ly  defined (p. x x i i i ) . "  The a b i l i t y  of the Black woman to adapt 

to roles t r a d i t i o n a l l y  thought of  in th is  society as male roles should have 

been viewed by social s c ie n t is ts  as a pos i t ive  strength necessary for
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surv iva l .  Instead, i t  led to negative label ing of the Black female as 

deviant from acceptable ro le  performance. Ladner (1972), states that  "the 

highly functional ro le  that  the Black female has played h i s t o r i c a l l y  has 

contr ibuted to an erroneous stereotype as a matriarch; and, th is  label has 

been quite  in jur ious  to [both] Black women and [Black] men" (p. 41) .

When studying Black professional women, the ro le  of  the family  becomes 

very important. Afr ican American professional women act ive during the 

periods of  1920-1960 represent a cohort of  women who quite often had to 

make decisions about career and family choices. This was p a r t ic u la r ly  true  

of African American women who were in a status position of "double 

jeopardy". As mentioned e a r l i e r ,  there is the preva i l ing  stereotype of the 

Black woman as a matr iarch;  and there fore ,  the woman who is both Black and 

also professional is taking on t r a d i t io n a l  male roles within  the fami ly .

For some of the professional women studied, t h e i r  professional status was 

thought of  as "pecu l iar" .  A f te r  a l l ,  a woman's primary goal in l i f e  was to 

marry and have chi ldren,  not to become a professional .  For example, Sadie 

Alexander (one of  the f i r s t  three black women in the United States to be 

awarded a doctorate)  mentions two aunts and other women who became 

annoyances while she was pursuing her graduate degrees, asking her mother: 

"What is Sadie studying now? She w i l l  only marry and never use i t . "

Another one of  the professional women studied had s im i la r  experiences.  

Dorothy Boulding Ferebee, a dist inguished physician, re ca l ls  how her 

husband, a d e n t is t ,  began to complain about her professional status. When 

discussing her husband's feelings about her being a mother and a 

professional she s tates ,

He was becoming more and more resentful of everything I was doing as a
woman. A f te r  the f i r s t  year or so, I knew what was on his mind. The
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fac t  that  I became busier and had perhaps a la rge r  group of  pat ients ,  
that  d id n ' t  set too well with him. And for  that  reason, he became 
very, shall  I say, not disgruntled, but unhappy and uncooperative, and 
insisted that  I give up my work. Of course, I wasn't going to do that  
(p. 452).

For others, i t  was not unusual for  them to go to college with family  

and spouse support. For example, when Sadie Alexander's family  made 

negative comments in reference to her continuing education, her mother 

rep l ied :  "You cannot receive too much education to be a helpful  mate and 

mother (p. 77 ) ."  Sadie Alexander's husband l a t e r  paid fo r  her to go to Law 

School. When discussing her family and re la t ionsh ip  with her husband she 

states ,

. . .We got along w e l l ,  because the children were well taken care of.
And my husband of  course respected me no end. Otherwise I would never 
have been a lawyer. Fie sent me to law school one year a f t e r  we 
married.

A f te r  get t ing  her law degree, she and her husband shared a law o f f ic e

together. Alexander l a t e r  mentions,

Fie sent me to law school, and then I went r ig h t  in his o f f ic e .  One of  
the lawyers in his o f f ic e  was going to leave when I came in ,  and he 
to ld  him to leave. He had great respect fo r  women. His s is te r ,  
V irg in ia  Alexander, studied medicine. I th ink that  had something to 
do with i t .  Very protect ive  of women in the professions (p. 80) .

For many of the Black professional women studied, the supportive bonds that

the family  provided helped them to get through t h e i r  educational hardships,

both f in an c ia l  and emotional. Within the African American family ,  many

professional Black women have been able to f ind support and encouragement

to continue with t h e i r  education.

Epstein's 1972 study of  professional African American women found that

the professional women she studied grew up in the care of  mothers who were

"doers". These mothers worked outside of the home at various points in

t h e i r  l i v e s ,  held professional or semiprofessional posi t ions,  and were
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"aggressive" in seeking out the best fo r  t h e i r  fa m i l ie s .  Although E t te r -

Lewis' (1993) study of  African American professional women did not match

Epstein 's  p r o f i l e  exact ly ,  she did indeed f ind that  the mothers of  the

women she studied were "doers" in every sense of the word. Some took

act ive  roles in t h e i r  respective communities, and many explored t h e i r  own

ta le n ts  while  providing nurturant and supportive home environments fo r

t h e i r  children (E t ter-Lewis ,  1993). One of  the women Etter-Lewis studied

was named Sidney, a un ivers i ty  professor. Born in 1909, Sidney was a

professor of Romance languages. She received her B.A. in 1931, M.A. in

1935, and Ph.D in 1942. When discussing her mother's in f luence on her l i f e

and her ro le  in the community, she reca l led ,

Well ,  my mother was such a kind person and so beloved by everyone who 
knew her . . .Peop le  of d is t in c t io n ,  mostly whites. . .who had seen her in 
c iv ic  service and seen her in educational c i r c le s ,  a devoted worker 
with parent-teachers organizations and so on...came as a committee and 
asked her i f  she would allow them to run her name as candidate fo r  the 
board of  educat ion . . .She was elected the f i r s t ,  second and th i rd  
t im es . . .She  was the f i r s t  Negro to be elected to the board of  
education (E t ter-Lewis ,  1993, p. 89) .

Ladner (1971), in her study of  30 Black adolescent teenage g i r l s ,  

found tha t  career pursuits are not regarded by Black g i r l s  as unfeminine,  

p r im a r i ly  because an employed mother is normative. In terms of marriage,  

Kandel (1971) found that  although Black women would often pre fer  to marry 

men fo r  support and protect ion,  they cannot re ly  on marriage fo r  secur i ty .  

The career aspirat ions of  Black g i r l s  may also be explained in part  by the 

high educational aspirat ions Black fam i l ies  have for  t h e i r  daughters.

Sadie T. Alexander, an African American professional lawyer noted the 

s ig n i f ic a n t  influences which her family  had on her development. Ms. 

Alexander states that  she would have never been able to receive the 

education she got i f  i t  were not fo r  her grandparents. When asked the
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question of  what ro le  her family  played on her education she stated tha t :

Now as parental v ie w s . . .  I d id n ' t  know anything from my family ,  not my 
mother and my grandparents, but my aunts and my uncles, but get an 
education. The fac t  that  I was a g i r l . . . W e l l ,  I w i l l  say tha t  I had 
two aunts, tha t  I th ink  they were a l i t t l e  b i t  jea lous.  They thought 
my grandfather was doing more fo r  me than he did for  t h e i r  ch i ldren ,  
but they had husbands who were successful,  and a l l  I got was t u i t i o n ,  
which was very meager in those days. The rest  of  i t - - b y  the time I 
f in ished undergraduate school, I got the rest  from the u n ivers i ty  (p. 
77).

While growing up i t  was assumed in her family  that  she would go to college.

Ms. Alexander was not the only professional woman in th is  study cohort

whose extended family  paid fo r  her education in order fo r  her to go to

school. A f te r  completing undergraduate school, Eva Beatr ice Dykes wanted

to continue her education and her uncle played a s ig n i f ic a n t  part  in her

a b i l i t y  to do so. While at R adc l i f fe  she states that  she went s t ra ig h t

through. Ms. Dykes states,

I received my master's, and then I decided to work o n . . . w e l l ,  my uncle 
wanted me to work fo r  a Ph.D.,  so I entered the la s t  stage, and worked 
on the Ph.D. (p. 196).

While discussing her education at R adc l i f fe  she mentions th a t ,

I had f iv e  scholarships; they were semester scholarships, and they 
were very he lp fu l .  That, in addit ion to the fac t  that  my uncle sent 
me money, enabled me to f in is h  successfully as fa r  as finances were 
concerned. So I d id n ' t  have to worry about how I was going to get my 
money. But my uncle made a deep s a c r i f i c e  himself to send me through 
school (p. 196).

Col l ins  (1989) argues that  in t r a d i t io n a l  African American 

communities, Black women f ind considerable in s t i tu t io n a l  support fo r  

education. Black extended fam i l ies  and Black churches are two key 

i n s t i tu t io n s  where Black women are able to f ind support in terms of  

continuing t h e i r  education.

May Edward Chinn was another woman whose family ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  her 

mother, played v i t a l  roles in her gett ing an education. She states that
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her mother was most remarkable,

She was a person of  very few words, but she planned ahead, and i f  we
had a problem, she ju s t  sort o f  F in a l ly ,  came to the conclusion
that  the b e t te r  thing to do would b e . . . 'c a u s e  there were problems a l l  
along. For instance, l i k e  the problem that  my fa th e r ,  being weak and 
alcoho l ic ,  the l i v in g  through that  was a h o rr ib le  thing fo r  a c h i ld .
So that  is why my mother thought get t ing  me into a boarding school, 
gett ing  me out of  that  environment, would help me (p. 427).

While her mother was working fo r  a wealthy White fami ly ,  Ms. Chinn was able

to learn the c lass ics ,  French and German. Her mother worked very hard fo r

her to receive an education even though her fa the r  was not as op t im is t ic

about her continuing her education. She l a t e r  states th a t ,

My fa the r  objected to me going to college, number one, as I th ink  you 
read here in th is  book [an autobiography about her l i f e ] .  His idea of  
a g i r l  was that  you got married and had ch i ldren.  See, he was a 
d i f f e r e n t  generation. A g i r l  that  went to college became a queer 
woman. She d id n ' t  act l i k e  a woman. And he d id n ' t  want to be the 
fa ther  o f  a queer g i r l .  So he gave nothing toward me going to 
col lege.  So that  a f t e r  I got a taste  of  th is  thing of college, then I 
had to have more of  the same. I had to work, you see (p. 445) .

Later Ms. Chinn mentions that  her fa ther  became proud of her. In fac t

there was a fascinat ing story that  she to ld  to demonstrate th is ,

In teres t ing  th ing, my fa ther  f i n a l l y  got to be proud of me. That 's  
another long story. He ignored the fact  that  he was my fa the r ,  
although we l ived  together. You know, because he s t i l l  had tha t  idea 
tha t  a woman that  was not married, that  was in medicine, was an odd 
woman. And he did not want to be known as the fa ther  of such a c h i ld .  
Now, when he got to recognize me was in a very strange way. My fa the r  
f i n a l l y  got a job as a watchman in one of  the banks in New Y o r k . . . . I  
had been pract ic ing  about two years when one of  my fa th e r 's  f r iends ,  
who worked also with the bank, said to me, "Have you met the president  
of  the bank, the chairman of  the bank?" And I said, "No, I haven 't ."  
And he said, "Well, you know, he's been a f t e r  your fa ther  to bring you 
to town so he could meet you." And so I f i n a l l y  said to my fa th e r ,  "I  
understand tha t  the president of  the bank wants me to come down, and
he's asked you" So he decided he would take me down. Now, as we
walked over the man's doorstep, the president of  the bank got up and 
came to me and shook my hand, and he says, " I 'm so proud of  you." And 
he said to my fa th e r ,  "Why d id n ' t  you l e t  me know that  you had a 
daughter in medical school?" He said, " I 'm on the board of two or 
three medical schools and hospita ls ,  and I could have been.. .We have 
funds so that  we can do things for  a deserving student."  Well ,  my 
fa the r  was speechless (p. 451).
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During the time period that  these women were "coming of  age", th is  

perception of  a professional woman as "odd" was not only f e l t  by African  

American women, but women in general.  C onf l ic t  between t r a d i t io n a l  notions 

of  fem in in i ty  and occupational or in te l le c tu a l  achievement is experienced 

by many g i r l s  and women. Careers and occupational achievement is highly  

valued and rewarded in American society, yet are often viewed as 

unfeminine. This c u l t u r a l l y  induced c o n f l ic t ,  buttressed by various social  

i n s t i tu t io n s ,  may p a r t i a l l y  account for  women's l im i ted  success in the 

world of  paid employment.

While the preva i l ing  a t t i tu d e  about women during the nineteenth-  

century was that  social s t a b i l i t y  could be maintained only i f  women 

confined themselves to the home, women became more v is ib le  in the public  

sphere during the l a t t e r  quarter of the century as educational and job 

opportunit ies for  them expanded. The involvement of Black women in certa in  

areas of  the public sphere (mainly the labor force) was never questioned 

since the slave system had demanded that Black women work alongside men in 

the f i e l d s .  Even a f t e r  s lavery, Black women were expected to stay in the 

work force and perform s im i la r  tasks as domestic servants, agr ic u l tu ra l  

laborers, and laundresses, to name a few occupations relegated to Black 

women. In f a c t ,  an essentia l aspect of the l ives  of  Black women is a 

h is to r ic a l  t r a d i t io n  of  working. I t  is one of  the variab les  that  

dist inguishes them from White native-born women of the same age cohort.

The African American woman has been aware for  a long time that  the l i f e 

s ty le  of  the ideal American woman has been inaccessible to her.

Nothing else was expected of  me but to get an education. My e n t i re  
family  assumed that  I would get an education and go on to have a 
career.
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My education was paid fo r  through my parents s a c r i f i c in g ,  other family  
members l i k e  grandparents, people in the community and scholarships.
My sense of family  went beyond those that  l ived  in my household.

Once I got a taste  of  th is  thing called knowledge. I was determined 
not to l e t  i t  go.

These three basic ideas repeat themselves over and over throughout the 

study in the respondents' comments. The idea of  family  and the necessity  

of receiv ing an education were very strong in the women's l i v e s .  Some of  

the women mention that  t h e i r  fa thers ,  not t h e i r  mothers, were against t h e i r  

receiv ing an education. When reaching adulthood, they were expected to get 

married and have chi ldren.  This prominent theme is a type of  i n t e r -  

generat ional c o n f l i c t .  Most of the women found that  th is  f a th e r ly  b e l i e f  

was merely the sign of  the times. They expressed that  the n e g a t iv i ty  only 

made them want more.



CHAPTER IV 

EDUCATION

This chapter w i l l  present the major aspects of the educational 

experiences of  Black professional women in the study cohort. Each of  the 

women in the cohort of  th is  study expressed how education was the one thing  

tha t  no one could take away from her. I t  was during the ear ly  years of the 

cohort 's  l iv e s  that  African American people were beginning to be accepted 

in to mainstream academic in s t i tu t io n s  of  higher education. The focus of  

th is  chapter w i l l  be on women in law, higher education, and medicine. But 

in order to assess each of  these professional areas, i t  is important to 

understand the h istory  of education fo r  Black Americans.

Education was widely recognized as an important tool in times of  

slavery, despite the fac t  that  i t  was perilous for  Blacks to be caught in 

the pursuit  of  learning to read and to w r i te .  Education was recognized as 

an important tool in the struggle fo r  equa l i ty .  Slave owners had been 

against education for  Blacks because i t  increased the r is k  tha t  Blacks 

would become aware of incendiary a b o l i t io n is t  l i t e r a t u r e  and would acquire 

the s k i l l s  to forge passes. A f te r  the C iv i l  War, education presented the 

p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  untold advances in the separate but equal world of  

Reconstruction America. Education was one way the Black community found to 

help i t s e l f .

P r io r  to 1930, most Black women could not expect to see t h e i r  children  

go fa r  in school. Most did not attend school beyond the f i f t h  grade, and

36
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many children did not go that  fa r  in school since Black children were 

forced to work the land with t h e i r  mothers and fa thers .  In the South,

White children went to school fo r  nine months during the year, while  Black 

children went to school un t i l  i t  was time to harvest the crops. Even when 

they attended school, Black children learned under inadequate conditions:  

buildings were substandard; schools were overcrowded and inadequately 

s ta f fe d .

Although g i r l s  engaged in some types of  f i e l d  and domestic labor at an 

e a r ly  age, some research suggests that  parents excused them more often and 

fo r  longer periods of  time (compared to t h e i r  brothers) to attend the 

neighborhood school (Jones, 1985). In 1910 the Bureau of  the Census 

remarked upon higher female l i t e r a c y  rates among the younger generation by 

observing, "Negro g i r l s  and younger women have received at leas t  such 

elementary school t ra in in g  as is represented by the a b i l i t y  to w r i te ,  more 

genera l ly  than have Negro boys and men" (Jones, 1985:p. 97) .

Some socio logists  a t t r ib u te  the phenomenon of  Black fam i l ies  educating 

the g i r l s  in the family  to the "farmer's daughter e f fec t"  (Bock, 1969: 17- 

26) .  That is ,  l i k e  farm fa m i l ie s ,  Black fam i l ies  choose to spend t h e i r  

l im i ted  resources to educate daughters ra ther  than sons because, since

g i r l s  tend to do be t te r  than boys in school,6 they have a be t te r  chance of

going on fo r  fu r th e r  t ra in in g ,  which improves t h e i r  chances of ge t t ing  jobs 

and/or marrying well when they migrate to urban areas. In addit ion ,  given

the l im i ted  f in an c ia l  resources of the family ,  the male children are often

pressured to contr ibute to the family resources, which usually leads to

6Much of the earlier sociological and social 
psychological literature on women documents this. For 
example, see Komarovsky (194 5, 1950).



38

t h e i r  dropping out o f  school. Another explanation offered by Jackson 

(1973) seems more p lausib le:  th is  theore t ica l  tendency among Black famil ies  

to educate t h e i r  daughters at the expense of  t h e i r  sons7 may be 

in terpreted as an e f f o r t  to keep Black women away from domestic work which 

is and has been, in addit ion to being a position in which Black women could 

"learn the ropes" of  White society, a position of sexual v u ln e r a b i l i t y  

(Epstein, 1973: 917).

However, during th is  time there were c le a r ly  d i f ferences between the 

education of  women in the South and women in the North. In the ear ly  

twentieth century, Black Northern women retained a deep and abiding fa i t h  

in the value of  formal education. Although they f a i le d  to receive the 

f in an c ia l  rewards commensurate with t h e i r  schooling, Black Northerners sent 

t h e i r  children to classes in the same proportion as White parents. In fact  

by 1930 Black women, f o r t y - fo u r  years and younger, were l i t e r a t e  to the 

same degree as Northern White women and Black men t h e i r  age, though f u l l y  

one-th ird  of  a l l  Black women in the ghetto over s i x t y - f i v e  s t i l l  could not 

read and w r i te  (Jones, 1985). Black women in the South were l e f t  fa r  

behind, with i l l i t e r a c y  rates f iv e  times higher than those of  women l iv in g  

in northern urban areas ( I b i d ) .  Cer ta in ly  these s t a t i s t i c s  indicate  that  

northern Black women had a chance to become more f u l l y  aware of  the 

contemporary p o l i t i c a l  debates that  raged around them; the fac t  that  they 

could vote a f t e r  1920 meant that  they were free to p a r t ic ip a te  in the 

p o l i t i c a l  process, an opportunity that  t h e i r  southern s is te rs  would not

7Jackson (1973) maintains that there appears to be no 
evidence supporting the systematic preference of Black 
parents to educate their daughters at the expense of their 
sons' education or their sons at the expense of their 
daughters'.
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have u n t i l  the 1960's (Baxter and Lansing, 1983).
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Entering the professions

The teaching profession was i n i t i a l l y  dominated by males. With so few 

professional opportunit ies ava i lab le  to them, Black men grav i ta ted  towards 

preaching and teaching (Coll ier-Thomas, 1982). But as the century wore on, 

the number of  women teachers rose dramatica l ly  as educational opportunit ies  

became ava i lab le  to them. In f a c t ,  Black women became instrumental in the 

education o f  t h e i r  race, opening up schools throughout the nation. By the 

e a r ly  twentieth century, the small Black public teaching force had been 

feminized. At the national le v e l ,  women in the professions outnumbered men 

by a r a t i o  of  about f iv e  to one (Jones, 1985).

However, even Black female high-school graduates could f ind  few 

positions commensurate with t h e i r  formal education. Stories of  highly  

educated Black women condemned to a l i f e t i m e  of menial labor were renowned. 

For example, the lo t  of  the Black teacher was a p a r t i c u la r ly  d i f f i c u l t  one, 

fo r  she r e l ie d  upon e i th e r  White administrators or poverty-str icken Black 

parents fo r  her l iv e l ih o o d .  Histor ian Louis Harlan has documented in 

d e ta i l  the m ald is tr ibut ion  of  southern county school funds that  worked to 

the detriment of  Black pupils. Compared to her White southern counterpart,  

the Black in s t ruc tor  taught more children (an average of  n in e ty - f i v e  as 

opposed to f o r t y - f i v e )  in a smaller school. She had to make do with less 

in the way of  essential equipment (books, pencils , and s la tes)  and 

classroom time (a three-to-four-month rather  than f ive - to -s ix -m onth  school 

y e a r ) .  She made less money -  usually no more than $25 or $30 per month -  

compared to White male, White female, or even Black male teachers, in that  

order. On the average, Black teachers' sa lar ies  were only 45 percent of
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Whites1.8

Jones (1985) points out that  in At lanta ,  Nashvi l le ,  and New Orleans,  

northern-sponsored normal schools and colleges prepared young Black 

people -  by the turn of  the century, a major ity  of  them women -  to be 

teachers and community leaders. These students then taught in nearby 

schools during the summer vacation or se t t led  permanently near t h e i r  alma 

mater a f t e r  graduation. In 1910 f u l l y  three-quarters of a l l  At lanta Black 

teachers had graduated from prestigious Atlanta U nivers i ty .  Barred from 

pursuing careers in other professions (including the c le rg y ) ,  highly  

educated Black women channeled t h e i r  ta len ts  and energies into neighborhood 

schools (Jones, 1985).

The vast major i ty  of Black teachers remained dependent upon w i l l f u l  

White school boards for  t h e i r  salary , equipment, and job secur i ty .  For 

women, teaching paid no bet te r  on a monthly or even annual basis than 

tobacco stemming (Dubois and D i l l ,  1910). Like northern school reformers,  

southern administrators took advantage of the fac t  that  single women would 

work fo r  less pay compared to men; Black female teachers were penalized for  

t h e i r  mari ta l status as well as t h e i r  race and sex (Jones, 1985). 

Predictably ,  many had to work as laundresses or seamstresses in order to 

t id e  themselves over during the long school "vacations". Yet t h e i r  rewards 

cannot be measured s t r i c t l y  in f inancia l  terms, fo r  th is  work spoke to the 

aspirat ions of  Black people a l l  over the south.

8For more information on these statistics see Louis 
R. Harlan, Separate and Unequal: Public School Campaigns 
and Racism in the Southern Seaboard States. 1901-1915 (New 
York: Athenaeum, 1969), pp. 109, 168, 245, 257-58, 260- 
263. See also Niels Christensen, Jr., "The Negroes of 
Beaufort County, South Carolina," Southern Workman 
(October 1903):483.
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In terms of  professional status, schools such as Bryn Mawr, as well as 

coeducation u n iv e r s i t ie s ,  cleared the way to professional careers fo r  

women, in general,  between 1900 and 1920. During that  period the number of  

professional women increased 226 percent, almost t r i p l e  the ra te  of male 

advancement (Guy-Sheftal1, 1990). While the major ity  of  a l l  professional  

women were teachers at the elementary school le v e l ,  some women made 

substantial inroads into t r a d i t i o n a l l y  male spheres. By 1920, 5 percent of  

the nat ion 's  doctors, 1.4 percent of the lawyers and judges, and 30 percent 

of the college presidents, professors, and instructors  were women 

(Aptheker, 1982).
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The Afr ican American female physician

The f i r s t  medical schools in the United States which opened t h e i r  

doors to Afr ican American women were Howard U n ivers i ty 's  medical school in 

1868 and Meharry Medical College in 1876. Following these in s t i tu t io n s  

were Shaw U n ivers i ty 's  Leonard Medical School in 1880 and New Orleans 

U n iv e rs i ty 's  F l in t  Medical College in 1889 (Aptheker, 1990). Rebecca Lee 

was the f i r s t  Black woman doctor in the United States.  She was graduated 

from the New England Female Medical college in 1864. Dr. Rebecca Cole 

(1846-1922) was the second Black woman to receive a medical degree in the 

United States, graduating from the Woman's Medical College in Phi ladelphia  

(Aptheker, 1990).

While pursuing a degree in medicine appeared to be a huge obstacle for

Afr ican American women, receiving internships at established hospitals  was

an even bigger hurdle. Though internships were a p rerequ is i te  to

c e r t i f i c a t i o n ,  most African American women found i t  nearly  impossible to

receive one. As a medical h is tor ian  explained:

P r a c t ic a l ly  a l l  the male dominated in s t i tu t io n s  barred women from 
t h e i r  internship programs. One female medical school graduate became 
so desperate in 1857 that  she volunteered to enter Boston Hospital as 
a p a t ien t  in order to gain c l in ic a l  t ra in in g ,  but to no avai l  (Walsh, 
1977, p. x i ) .

In addi t ion ,  Black women faced rac ia l  d iscr iminat ion which sometimes 

barred them even from women's hospita ls .  For example, the NAACP reported 

in 1915, tha t  the well known case of Isabe l la  Vandervall who led her class 

during her coursework at the Women's Hospita l,  New York C i ty ,  i l l u s t r a t e s  

th is  s i tu a t io n .  Vandervall was appointed in tern at the Syracuse Hospital  

fo r  Women and Children and then the hospital unequivocally refused to 

f u l f i l l  i t s  contract when they discovered that  Isabe l la  was of  Negro
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descent (Aptheker, 1990).

However, th is  thesis research invest igato r  found that  some of  the

female doctors did not feel as though they had experienced any ra c ia l

incidents which would have hindered them from gett ing a medical education.

Both Ruth Temple, and May Chinn were i l l u s t r a t i o n s  of these women. Ruth

a t t r ib u te d  her posi t ive  experiences of not facing any rac ia l  d iscr iminat ion

to God, while  May gave other reasons. When interviewing May Edward Chinn,

a medical doctor educated in New York and New Jersey, the researcher asked

i f  at any point in medical school she f e l t  as though she experienced any

discr iminat ion as a woman and as a Negro. Chinn rep l ied ,

I don't  remember that  I had any. Now Maynard did, because he was 
very, very dark, and he had t rouble .  But as I can remember, I had no 
trouble at that  time (p. 464).

She mentions fu r th e r  that  she did not feel as though she was denied access

to assignments because she was a Negro. Nevertheless, Chinn did mention

the d i f fe rence  from her experiences and the experiences of  a Black male

colleague who had a darker skin complexion. May Edward Chinn had very f a i r

complexion, s t ra ig h t  ha ir  and blue eyes. Chinn's fa ther  was an escaped

slave of  Caucasian and African descent, and her mother was of Native

American and African descent. There is research that  supports the idea

that  l i g h t e r  skinned blacks, female or male, experienced more acceptance

during th is  time period in the White community.

A f te r  the C iv i l  War freed men began to be welcomed into mission

schools. Bond (1972) points out that  as a re su l t  of  economic and social

se lec t ion ,  "In some of  these in s t i tu t io n s  the la rger  number of l i g h t -

complexioned students was so noticeable as to arouse the c u r io s i ty  of

v is i t o r s  (p. 22 ) ."  Reuter (1918) found the 3,820 (89.5% of the 4,267



45

successful Blacks he studied were mulattos. In his study of the h istory  of

mulattos, Williamson (1980) found that  the leaders of the Harlem

Renaissance in the 1920's were predominantly of  l i g h t e r  skin. Thus, there

is considerable evidence that  being of  l i g h t e r  skin continued to be an

advantage fo r  at leas t  one hundred years (F ra z ie r ,  1940; Warner, Junker and

Adams, 1941; Dol lard,  1962; Davis, Garden and Gardner, 1965; and Drake and

Cayton, 1962). Blackwell (1985) sees the importance of color l ightness

decl in ing as educational opportunit ies increased. Edwards (1959) also

notes that  more recent members of the Black professional class were

s l ig h t ly  darker than older  members.

This information does not negate the fac t  that  for  many Black women

and men entering the f i e l d  of medicine during the ear ly  1900's, rac ia l

discr iminat ion was a very s ig n i f ic a n t  obstacle to face.  Lena Edwards, a

physician who spent many years of medical pract ice in New Jersey, had an

extremely d i f f i c u l t  time gett ing residency. While discussing her residency

at Margaret Hague Maternity Hospital she states,

. . .B y  the time 1936 came around, the assistant attendings were being 
dropped, the c l in ic a l  attendings did not have t h e i r  boards. So I 
applied fo r  a residency so that  I could be c la s s i f ie d ,  and was
refused. And was refused every y e a r  I was to ld  that  I had two
handicaps. F i r s t ,  I was a woman and that  was worse than being a Negro 
woman, but I f i n a l l y  got in in 1945. So I did my residency at the 
Margaret Hague Hospital in obstetr ics  and gynecology. And went ahead 
and took my boards, and was also put on the s t a f f  of  the surgical 
department as a gynecologist at the hosp ita l .  Both of these were kind 
of unusual, because there were not many black women, and possibly only 
two or three at that  time that  had th is  opportunity (p. 3 5 1 ) .9

A d d i t io n a l ly ,  women and Black people were barred from membership in

9Lena became the first Black woman to complete 
residency in obstetrics at Margaret Hague Hospital in New 
Jersey. I might add that at the same time she raised six 
children, one of whom was a daughter who became the first 
Black to be admitted in Cornell University Medical School.
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established professional associations. Women gained admission into the 

American Medical Association in 1915, but maintained t h e i r  own professional  

association as w e l l .  Black physicians were barred from any local chapters 

of  the AMA (especia l ly  in the South) under the guise of  "home rule"  

a u th o r i ty ,  u n t i l  the la te  1960's. In response to th is ,  Black professionals  

formed t h e i r  own associations short ly  a f t e r  the turn of  the century.
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African American women teaching in higher education

The p a r t ic ip a t io n  of African American women in higher education has 

been highl ighted by exceptional indiv iduals  who were act ive in t h e i r  

communities and major contr ibutors in t h e i r  respective f i e l d s .  These women 

have been entering American higher education since Mary Jane Patterson 

became the f i r s t  Afr ican American woman to earn a baccalaureate degree 

(Aptheker, 1990). Fanny Jackson Coppin (Oberlin , 1865), Anna J u l ia  Cooper 

(Ober l in ,  1884), Mary Church T e r re l l  (Oberlin , 1884), Lucy Laney (At lanta  

U nivers i ty ,  1863) and others followed Patterson's lead with admirable 

success.

While more African American women were beginning to enter college and

receive bachelors degrees, there were very few who went on to receive

advanced degrees, especia l ly  the doctorate. The f i r s t  Afr ican American

woman to receive a Ph.D. was Sadie T.M. Alexander from the Univers i ty  of

Pennsylvania, and that  was as la t e  as 1921. Ms. Alexander l a t e r  went on to

receive a law degree. There were two other African American women who

received the Ph.D. the same year (1921), but in d i f f e r e n t  months, Georgiana

Simpson from the Universi ty  of  Chicago, and Eva B. Dykes from R ad c l i f fe .

There has been much discrepancy about who a c tu a l ly  received t h e i r  degree

f i r s t ,  but i t  does not r e a l ly  make tha t  much d i f fe rence  because they are

a l l  important Afr ican American women in h is tory .

Many of  the African American women went on to teach other eminent

Afr ican Americans. For example, when interviewed, Eva Dykes r e c a l ls  her

experiences as a teacher and explains,

Some of  the students I taught in Dunbar High School. At that  time i t  
was known as M Street  High School, and many of  them have become 
famous. I taught Hastie, who became a governor o f  the Virg in  Islands.
I also taught Charles Drew, who did so much work on blood plasma



48

( p . 203).

Eva also published a substantial number of  a r t i c le s .  When discussing some

of her publicat ions Eva states,

Well ,  I wrote an a r t i c l e  for  Crusader. I t  was one of  the e a r l i e s t  
a r t i c le s  that  I wrote. That magazine is no longer in existence,  but 
i t  was published in New York C ity .  At the present t ime, I am w r i t ing  
a r t i c le s  fo r  the Message magazine. Now the magazine, the Message 
magazine, had a "Council Corner" when I f i r s t  wrote fo r  th a t .  Then I 
also wrote a series of  a r t i c le s  called "Morning Meditat ions,"  which 
consisted of  w r i t in g  a composition or a paragraph on certa in  versus in 
the Bib le. Then, I also am w r i t ing  not "This Morning with God," which 
consists of  a number of  a r t i c le s  dealing with the verses in the Bible  
on various topics. And that  has been changed now to "Your Bible 
Speaks." That is one of  the current columns in the Message magazine.
I also wrote an a r t i c l e  fo r  the Youth In s t r u c to r , e n t i t l e d  "Diadems 
and Fagots," which was l a t e r  followed by "A Light B ea u t i fu l , "  
concerning Mother Isabel Cunningham, who was considered as a mother of  
a l l  the students here at Oakwood College (p. 204).

These are ju s t  a few of  the a r t i c le s  she has w r i t ten  in her l i f e t i m e .  She

has also w r i t ten  some books; The Negro in English Romantic Thought, which

was published by Harcourt Brace and Company, and Readings for  Negro Schools

and Colleges which was co-edited with a colleague from Howard Univers i ty .

Another one of the women who was interviewed was Zelma George. She

was a socio logist  who received her B.A. from the Univers i ty  of Chicago in

1924 and her Ph.D in Sociology from New York Universi ty  in 1954. While at

the Univers i ty  of  Chicago she studied with some of  the luminaries in the

f i e l d  of  sociology, and with fe l low  students E. Franklin F ra z ie r ,  Sadie

Gray, and Carter G. Woodson, among others. When discussing her experiences

as a Black graduate student at Chicago she says,

I would say there was a great fe llowship among the sociology students.  
At the time I was there there was Charles Johnson and E. Franklin  
Fraz ier  and Carter G. Woodson and Charles Thompson at Howard and oh, 
what's his name who was head of  the dental school — David, who was 
head of  German at Howard Universi ty  - -  spoke German p e r fe c t ly .  Most
of  them were older  than I in graduate school when I was in
undergraduate. But, we were a l l  Black and in sociology. We were 
thrown together a l o t .  And taking some of the same courses, because
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Univers i ty  of  Chicago was a graduate school, mostly. Another 
classmate was Sadie Gray. She and Benjamin Mays ( l a t e r  the President  
of  Morehouse College) married on the day of our graduation. She was 
in school, and I kept fr iendship with her un t i l  she died. Lorraine  
Green and her i l lu s t r io u s  husband Attorney Wendell Green were very 
close fr iends of mine (p. 262).

However, in the beginnings of  American h istory ,  society viewed women 

as homemakers and African Americans as servants. This socie ta l view 

const i tu ted a d i f f i c u l t  path for  African American women who desired to seek 

a degree in higher education. Solomon (1985) observed that  in the la te  

nineteenth and ear ly  twentieth century, "the black college woman was the 

exception of  the exceptions" in that  ne ither  Black nor White colleges  

wanted her (p. 76) .  According to Perkins (1988) only t h i r t y  African  

American women had completed B.A. degrees by 1890 compared with more than 

300 African American men and 2,500 White women (pp. 77-78) .  The trend 

began to change in the ear ly  1900's. Noble (1988) found that  African  

American women earned more col lege degrees than African American men in the 

twentieth century with the exception of the decade between 1920 and 1930 

(p. 89 ) .  Nevertheless, the cadre of  Black professional women were s t i l l  

facing combined e f fec ts  of  racism and sexism.
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The African American female lawyer

In addit ion to the medical profession and i t s  a l l i e d  f i e l d ,  Black

women were also among the f i r s t  of  any race to pract ice  law. The f i r s t

woman to argue before the United States Supreme Court was Black. Her name

was Lucy Terry Prince (1730-1821). The case involved e f fo r ts  from a White

Colonel to steal land from the Prince family .  The Prince family  was an

unusually w e l l - to -d o  Black family  who had hired an attorney, but Lucy

Prince opted to argue the case h e rs e l f ,  and won (Aptheker, 1990).

However, the legal profession was extremely d i f f i c u l t  to penetrate,

and most sources indicate  that  as la te  as 1910 there had been only two

pract ic ing  Black women lawyers in the United States: Charlotte E. Ray

(1850-1911) and Mary Ann Shadd Cary (1823-1893). Ray, the daughter of  the

New York a b o l i t io n is t  leader Charles B. Ray, graduated from Howard

Univers i ty  Law School in February 1872. Cary graduated from Howard Law

School in 1884, at the age of  s ix ty-one. Following these women, Miss Ida

B. P la t t  graduated from the Chicago Law School in 1892 with high honors,

but was denied admission to the I l l i n o i s  bar (Aptheker, 1990).

For many Afr ican American women entering law, t h e i r  educational

experience was one of benef its  and drawbacks. Elmira, who entered law

school in 1928 remembers:

Oh, i t  was a very in teres t ing  experience. I t  so happened tha t  I was 
the f i r s t  American black woman to enter the un ivers i ty  law school and 
I was pre t ty  much a c u r io s i ty  a h . . .b u t  the dean of  the law school was 
very in terested and very he lp fu l .  The rest  of  the s t a f f  had a sort of  
hands o f f  p o l i c y . . .  (p. 78) .

Etter-Lewis (1993) argues that  accompanying the fee l ing  of being on display

was the benign neglect,  " a sort of hands-off po l ic y ,"  treatment tha t  was

common to many Afr ican American students, especia l ly  women. Elmira,
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however, was able to discern who was helpful ( e .g . ,  "the dean of  the law

school") and who was not, and she acted accordingly.

In E t te r -L e w is ' s oral narrat ives of professional women she found that

a more d i re c t  form of  discr iminat ion was in un ivers i ty  housing. On most

campuses, African American students were prohibited from l i v in g  in

dormitories. Elmira observed that:

No, ah. . .we were not given any res ident ia l  p r iv i le g e s .  We took gym, 
but we d id n ' t  get to use the swimming pool. And ah. . .we were p re t ty  
much on the peripheral except for  the way we made a l i f e  fo r  ourselves 
together (p. 7 8 ) . 10

There were some actions on campus that  were even more conspicuously biased.

Elmira never forgot a t a lk  with one of the deans:

All  the [Black] g i r l s  were cal led in . . .  to the Dean's o f f ic e  and we
were a l l  to ld  that  we should be as unobtrusive as possible on the 
campus. That we were members of the subject race, the un ivers i ty  did 
not r e a l l y  want us, but as i t  was a c i ty  un ivers i ty  i t  had to take us
(p. 80) .

Singl ing out women in the f i r s t  group of African American students to

enroll  at th is  un ivers i ty  sent a c lear  message. Afr ican American women

were the most undesirable of  the undesirable. They were expected to be

gra te fu l  fo r  being there and to keep quiet .  They did neither:

And we l e f t  that  in terview ju s t  about in a state  of  shock because we
hadn't been prepared fo r  that  and we immediately met with the young 
men [black] on campus and to ld  them about i t .  And we a l l  decided that  
we're going out for  everything.  That everybody in tha t  freshman class 
is gonna come away with some d is t in c t io n .  We d id n ' t  burn any 
buildings or anything l i k e  th a t ,  we ju s t  decided we were gonna show 
them. And we a l l  did. Every member of  that  freshman class had some 
d is t in c t io n .  And the success of i t  was that  the next year, the same 
o f f i c i a l  who had spoken to us ca l led  us back and apologized. He said,  
' I  made an e rro r  and I want you to know that  you are a c re d i t  to your 
race' (p. 80 ) .

10Several of the professional women, in various 
fields, mentioned not being able to swim in the pool while 
in college. They mentioned going to the nearest YMCA to 
get credit for gym.
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Upon gett ing  her law degree and working in an o f f i c e ,  Elmira knew that  

there were always d i f f i c u l t i e s  that  accompanied each new rung on the ladder  

of  success:

That o f f ic e  was a tremendously in teres t ing  experience. There was an 
e ld e r ly  man who had been with several administrations and I th ink that  
he was annoyed fo r  several reasons: that  I was a woman and that  I was 
a black. There was only one other woman, a Jewish lady from another 
part  of  the s ta te .  And he went out of his way to help the men, but 
when we asked him a question he was very short and acted as i f  he 
r e a l l y  d id n ' t  want to be bothered. So I only asked him a question 
once. A f te r  th a t ,  I decided I ' d  have to educate myself. So I did 
some research and then I prepared my assignment. And when I submitted 
my f i r s t  opinion as a resu l t  of  a request, i t  went through.. .My  
assignment passed and I was very glad I hadn't asked fo r  any help
see. . .and i t  was the same sort of  experience in a sense tha t  law
school was. You worked and you made i t  and then you got confidence 
that  you could do i t ,  you see (pp. 100-101).

Many of  the women studied who were in Law mentioned that  they came to the

r e a l i z a t io n  ear ly  in t h e i r  law school career that  they had to do the work

themselves, without any assistance. They rea l ized  in advance, that  though

many of  the White male students had family  members and professors who would

assist  them, they did not have th is  advantage.

The Afr ican American professional women studied are from a b i r th

cohort that  had many obstacles to overcome and many questions about what

was to become of t h e i r  fu ture .  They faced soc ia l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  and economic

i l l s .  The Black women who entered into the professions at the turn of  the

twentieth century were acutely conscious of themselves as representat ives

of  a race scarcely a generation removed from slavery.



CHAPTER V 

GENDER AND RACIAL IDENTITY

The purpose of th is  chapter is to discuss the views that  the b i r th  

cohort studied had on the women's movement and rac ia l  id e n t i t y .  This 

cohort was entering the professions with two important movements facing  

them. As women, they were faced with the new Women's L iberat ion Movement 

which was f ig h t in g  for  economic e q u a l i ty .  As Blacks, they were faced with 

the Racial U p l i f t  Movement's f ig h t in g  fo r  these same things, as well as, 

social and rac ia l  equa l i ty .  Throughout the oral h is to r ie s ,  narrat ives  and 

in terv iews,  th is  cohort expressed strong views on each movement. This 

chapter w i l l  discuss these views, as well as the "double jeopardy" status  

of  Black women.

The h istory  of  Black women during the la te  nineteenth and ear ly  

twentieth centuries can be seen as a r e f le c t io n  of  the paradoxes tha t  are 

apparent in an analysis of  Black and women's h is to ry .  While Black women 

experienced a l l  of the hardships that  beset t h e i r  race during the period,  

they were also affected by what was taking place in the women's movement. 

This is apparent in several key ways. F i r s t ,  t h e i r  involvement in rac ia l  

u p l i f t  a c t i v i t i e s  can be viewed not only as a manifestation of  t h e i r  

obligat ions to t h e i r  race, but also an indicat ion of  the extent to which 

they had taken quite  seriously  t h e i r  ob l igat ion as women to jo in  the 

women's movement.

Guy-Sheftall  (1990) argues tha t  the habit of many women's studies

53
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scholars to th ink  of  Black women mainly in ra c ia l  terms and to f a i l  to 

recognize t h e i r  gender id e n t i ty  causes them to ignore s ig n i f ic a n t  aspects 

of  the h is tory  of  American women. S im ilar  in terpre ta t ions  of  the 

organizational work of  Black women, especia l ly  t h e i r  club a c t i v i t y ,  are 

also absent from t r a d i t io n a l  Black h istory  te x ts ,  which tend to include the 

involvement o f  Black women in the race u p l i f t  movement only w ith in  a ra c ia l  

context.

A consideration of  the Black woman's awareness of  her gender

obl igat ions would render obsolete such a narrow view of ,  fo r  example, the

Black women's club movement in the 1890's. One of  the most a r t i c u la t e

spokeswomen fo r  the pecul iar  burdens of the Black woman, given her 'race and

her gender, was Anna J u l ia  Cooper. She revealed on many occasions her

awareness tha t  being Black and female d ictated a dual set of

r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s .  In fa c t ,  the grandiose statements that  many Black female

w r i te rs  made can be seen as examples of what Ryan (1982) has observed among

White women w r i te rs  of  an e a r l i e r  period. Ryan depicts them as "the

l i t e r a r y  generals of  the domestic crusade". Their  ro le  was to insp ire

wives to "send for th  l i v in g  and refreshing streams to f e r t i l i z e  and make

beaut i fu l  the moral wilderness of  the world" (p. 40) .  The fol lowing

statement by Cooper i l l u s t r a t e s  her acceptance of  her role  as a l i t e r a r y

general of  both the domestic crusade and the race u p l i f t  crusade, which for

her were inseparable.

To be a woman in such an age carr ies  with i t  a p r iv i le g e  and an 
opportunity never implied before. But to be a woman of  the Negro race 
in America, and to be able to grasp the deep s ign if icance of  the 
p o s s ib i l i t i e s  of  the c r i s i s ,  is to have a her i tage,  i t  seems to me, 
unique in the ages.. . .What a r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  then to have the sole 
management of the primal l ig h ts  and shadows. Such is the colored 
woman's o f f i c e .  She must stamp weal or woe on the coming h is tory  of 
th is  people. May she see her opportunity and vindicate  her high
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prerogative (Cooper, 1892:pp.1 44-145 ) .11

Cooper argued that  Black women should work w ith in  the domestic sphere to

upgrade the q u a l i ty  of  the home and the family .  This would improve the

moral f ib e r  of  the race. However, she f e l t  tha t  Black women must also

become involved in the public sphere, but not ju s t  as wage earners.

No plan fo r  renovating society, no scheme fo r  pur i fy ing  p o l i t i c s ,  no 
reform in church or in s ta te ,  no moral, soc ia l ,  or economic 
q u es t io n . . . i s  lo s t  on h e r . . .n o  woman can possibly put h erse l f  or her 
sex outside any of  the in terests  that  a f fe c t  humanity. Al l  
departments in the new era are to be hers (Cooper, 1892: p. 142-143).

This desire to pu r i fy  the home and society was seen by Cooper and other

Black women to be a part of  t h e i r  d e f in i t io n  of  race u p l i f t ,  but i t  was

also consistent with e f fo r ts  on the part of reform women in general to

u p l i f t  the e n t i re  society.

The Black woman's club movement that  emerged on the national level in

the 1890's must also be seen as a manifestation of  Black women's race and

gender ob l igat ions .  Black women's clubs were established not only because

White women's clubs excluded them from membership (except in New England),

but also because Black women f e l t  they had special and unique problems to

solve.

While researching the education of the professional women in th is  

thesis cohort group, i t  was found that  fo r  women who were educated in 

h i s t o r i c a l l y  Black u n iv e rs i t ie s ,  race was not a problem , on the other  

hand, sex and gender biases did become a s ig n i f ic a n t  problem. For 

instance, when Inabel Burns Lindsay assumed the chair  of  the School of

n See A Voice from the South by Anna J. Cooper. 
Cooper's book is a collection of her speeches and essays 
and is the first book-length black feminist analysis of 
the Black woman's situation in America.



56

Social Work at Howard U nivers i ty ,  she found that  sex biases were a bigger

problem fo r  her and other women to overcome. She r e c a l ls ,

I th ink  tha t  sex was a much bigger b a r r ie r  to acceptance and opening 
of opportunit ies than race, because, in the f i r s t  place I was in a 
predominantly Negro in s t i t u t io n ,  so that  race was secondary. Sex, 
however, was not. There were women on the f a c u l t ie s ,  of  course, many 
of them, very f in e  outstanding ones who were recognized and accorded 
to a degree the same academic opportunities of  promotion and tenure,  
although there again I th ink  the bias of  sex operated fo r  a l l  of  the 
women. They d id n ' t  get promoted as re a d i ly ,  nor to as high rank as a 
man. But when i t  came to admin istrat ion— outside of  home economics, 
nursing, or physical education, which, of  course, had a woman head of  
the physical education department for  women, corresponding to the 
physical education program fo r  men with a male head— but to move into  
the general administration of  a school was something that  ju s t  hadn't  
gone on in the un iv ers i ty ,  I t h i n k . . .  (pp.324-325) .

So fo r  some of  the professional Black women, gender biases were ju s t  as

much a problem as rac ia l  d iscr im inat ion.  Elmira, who had become a lawyer

discovered ear ly  on that  she was thought less capable of  making f a i r

judgments than her male counterparts:

I got my f i r s t  cr iminal case and had to go to the j a i l  and in terview  
the person who was in j a i l  and f ind out his side of  the story, what 
witnesses he had, then I had to go and contact a l l  those witnesses and 
f ind out i f  they were w i l l i n g  to appear and I was ju s t  convinced that  
the man was t e l l i n g  me the t r u th .  He was a v ic t im of  a chain of  
circumstances.. .the prosecuting attorney unloaded a l l  they had on 
him...The court found against him and afterwards the judge ca l led  me 
up and said, "Now I want you to understand that  you're not to believe  
everything anybody t e l l s  you. You' l l  have to develop the a b i l i t y  to 
know when people are ly in g ."  I was r e a l ly  very upset about that  
because I said, "Well, your honor, I believe that  he was t e l l i n g  the 
t ru th  (p. 101).

Whether th is  was gender bias or ju s t  p lain  old pa troniz ing ,  i t  is doubtful  

tha t  th is  judge would have approached the male attorneys in the same 

fashion.  For African American women l i k e  Inabel and Elmira, these 

experiences were one of  the opportunit ies to develop strength, ins ight ,  and 

a means of  coping with the kinds of  biases, whether r a c i a l l y  or sexually  

motivated, tha t  they would encounter for  a l i f e t i m e .  In summary, the dual
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status of  female gender and race constituted s ig n i f ic a n t  ro le  dilemmas fo r  

Black females who aspired to pract ice  professional occupations.
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Black women and the Women's Liberat ion Movement

In order to understand e f f e c t i v e ly  the dynamics of  a socie ty , one must 

not only consider the e f fec ts  of  indiv idual processes, but the e f fec ts  of  

general c u l tu ra l  processes as w e l l .  This is p a r t ic u la r ly  t rue  when 

studying a social movement which is an ongoing social process such as the 

women's l ib e r a t io n  movement and the a t t i tudes  of  Black women toward that  

movement. The Black woman is ,  l i k e  any other person, a product o f  her 

society. Her propensity to embrace or re je c t  a social movement such as the 

women's l ib e ra t io n  movement is thus fundamentally a function of  the values,  

b e l ie fs ,  a t t i tudes  and d e f in i t io n s  which she has in te rn a l i ze d  as a member 

of  her society and of her developed reactions to i t .

The Black female in the United States has been, and s t i l l  i s ,  in a 

status of  m ult ip le  jeopardy. In order to understand the concept of  

m ult ip le  jeopardy12, i t  is necessary to look beyond the social structure  

and process of  the dominant society that  insid iously  pervade even the 

movements fo r  race, gender, and class l ib e r a t io n .  Thus, the confrontations  

among Blacks about sexism and classism, among women about racism and 

classism, and among the various economic classes about racism and sexism 

compose an important feature o f  the context of  Black feminist  ideology 

(King, 1988). A formidable impediment in these bat t les  is the "monist" 

approach of  most l ib e ra t io n  ideologies.

A lber t  (1985) in Liberat ing Theory describes monism as a p o l i t i c a l  

claim "that one p a r t ic u la r  domination prec ip i ta tes  a l l  r e a l l y  important  

oppression's. Whether Marxist ,  anarchist,  n a t io n a l is t ,  or fem in is t ,  these

12Multiple jeopardy here refers to the dual status 
race and gender that is assigned to Black women.
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ideal types represent arguments that  important social re la t io n s  can a l l  be

reduced to the economy, s ta te ,  cu lture  or gender" (pg. 6 ) .  For example,

during the suffrage debates, i t  was rou t ine ly  asserted that  only one group

might gain voting p r iv i leges  -  e i th e r  Blacks or women (Black men or White

women). For Black women, the granting of  suffrage to e i th e r  of  these

categories would s t i l l  mean disenfranchisement because of  e i th e r  t h e i r  sex

or t h e i r  race. King (1988) contends th a t ,  faced with th is  dilemma, many

Black women and most Black men believed that  the extension of suffrage to

Black males was imperative in order to protect race in teres ts  in the

h is to r ic a l  period of  postbellum America. But because p o l i t i c a l  empowerment

fo r  Black women would require that  both Blacks and women gained the r ig h t

to vote, some of these same Black women also lobbied strenuously fo r

women's suffrage (Davis, 1983).

The women in my cohort group had varying opinions about the women's

movement. Some supported the movement and f e l t  a d e f in i t e  connection to

th is  movement, while others f e l t  as though th is  movement was simply a White

woman's movement tha t  had not t r ie d  to r e la te  to Black people's need for

e q u a l i ty .  Inabel believes th a t ,

In essence, I th ink  i t  is s t r iv in g  fo r  e qua l i ty  of  opportunity in 
every way, e qua l i ty  of  occupational o u t le t ,  equa l i ty  of  pay, shared 
re s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  in a home where both husband and wife work together,  
even i f  they have a family .  The fa th e r 's  supposed to wash the dishes 
sometimes, too, or cook. And many young fathers do, not the old ones. 
What I th ink of  i t ,  is that  ph i losophica l ly  yes, these are a l l  sound, 
but p r a c t ic a l ly  or opera t iona l ly  i t  hasn't done much fo r  the middle-  
class or minori ty  group woman or the older woman. I t ' s  a young 
women's movement, s t r iv in g  to put into operation very sound democratic 
p r in c ip le s ,  but they have neglected those who need that  m o s t . . . I  mean 
they haven't reached out to bring in Negro women, fo r  example. They 
don't  understand that  we have a double handicap and recognize
t h a t  In the f i r s t  place, to me i t  is so evident that  they could
challenge the in eq u a l i t ie s  experienced by older women, many of  whom 
have not worked. Well,  they 're  discriminated against in the Social  
Security program, for  example. These are poor women p r im a r i ly  and
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women's movement hasn't taken up the cudgels in t h e i r  behalf  (pp. 326-
327).

Racial s o l i d a r i t y  and race l ib e r a t io n  have been and remain a 

fundamental concern fo r  Black Americans. King (1988) maintains that  

h i s t o r i c a l l y  and curren t ly ,  s lavery, segregation, and in s t i tu t io n a l  as well  

as indiv idual d iscr iminat ion have been formative experiences in most 

Blacks' s o c ia l i z a t io n  and p o l i t i c a l  outlook. She fu r th e r  asserts that  the 

inerasable physical c h arac te r is t ics  of  race have long determined the status  

and opportunit ies of  Black women in the United States. Since race serves 

as a s ig n i f ic a n t  f i l t e r  fo r  what Blacks perceive and how Blacks are 

perceived, many Black women have claimed that  rac ia l  id e n t i ty  is more 

sa l ie n t  than e i th e r  gender or class id e n t i ty  (Joseph and Lewis, 1981;

Lewis, 1977; and hooks, 1984).

Diane Lewis, an anthropologist,  has remarked that  when racism is seen 

as the pr inc ipa l  cause of t h e i r  subordinate status, " th e i r  in teres ts  as 

Blacks have taken precedence over t h e i r  in teres ts  as women" (1977: p. 343).  

This p o l i t i c a l  importance of  race is evident fo r  other reasons as w e l l .  

C er ta in ly ,  the chronological order of  the social movements fo r  r a c i a l ,  

gender, and class ju s t i c e  in part  explains the p r i o r i t y  given to rac ia l  

in te re s ts .  In both the nineteenth and twentieth centur ies ,  the abo l i t io n  

and c i v i l  r igh ts  movement predate women's suffrage and the women's 

movements. S im i la r ly ,  c o l le c t iv e  e f fo r ts  that  addressed economic 

deprivat ion and e x p lo i ta t io n ,  such as trade unionism beginning in the la te  

1800's, communist organizing in the 1920's and 1930 's , and the a n t i 

im p e r ia l is t  act ivism of the 1960's were preceded by or were simultaneous 

with race-or iented movements. Considering the order of  events, i t  is 

reasonable to expect tha t  most Black women would have made commitments to
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and investments in the race movements such that  they would not or could not

e a s i ly  abandon those fo r  l a t e r  movements.

As mentioned e a r l i e r ,  the women in the generational cohort have

varying opinions o f  the women's movement. When Zelma George was asked

about the women's movement and "women's work" she was very dubious in her

response, reply ing:

The work o f  the world, whatever she fee ls  she is f i t t e d  to do, has the 
t a le n t  to and the energy to do, and the w i l l  to do. I have great  
ambivalence about th is  thing because I enjoy being a g i r l ,  and I l i k e  
a l l  the dif ferences that  are there b io lo g ic a l ly .  I ' v e  enjoyed them.
I had a great husband and he was of  the old school in his regards to 
me as a person in our very personal re la t io n s h ip ,  and yet he f e l t  I 
should do with my l i f e  what I wanted to do and he helped me to do i t .
I enjoyed i t .  I be lieve that  people should have the r ig h t  to be what
they want to be. I f  they want to be a masculine woman and i f  they
want to be a homosexual, I th ink they ought to be tha t :  i f  th a t 's  what 
they real 1v want to be. I know that  being a woman has been a real  
problem fo r  me. I ' v e  had to work under men who couldn’ t  stand women 
who were aggressive and confident, po s i t ive .  I worked at the Juvenile  
Court in Chicago as a probation o f f i c e r  with the same dut ies ,  the same 
hours but with a d i f f e r e n t i a l  scale of s a la r ie s .  The men got more 
than the women because the men were supposed to be heads of  fam i l ies  
tha t  they had to support. I had a family ,  supporting i t  as the oldest  
c h i ld ,  but i t  d id n ' t  make any d i f fe rence .  So I ' v e  experienced that  
and I know what i t  means and I'm against i t .  I th ink that  equal work
should get equal pay and I th ink a woman should be allowed to do
whatever she thinks she can do, whether i t ' s  mechanic, dr iv ing a 
bulldozer, or whatever i t  is she wants to do. I f  she fee ls  she can do 
i t ,  she ought to be allowed to t r y  to do i t .  I ju s t  personally hope— 
and here's where the ambivalence i s — that  she doesn't lose her 
fem in in i ty  as she's doing i t .  How you can keep i t  and s t i l l  be 
allowed to do a l l  the things that  many women want to do is the big 
problem (p. 329).

I t  appears tha t  Ms. George believes that  equa l i ty  should be accessible to 

women, but while searching for  th is  equa l i ty  the hope is that  the "woman" 

i s n ' t  lo s t .

One of  the major issues among African American professional women is 

whether race, and the e f fec ts  of race, has had an e f fe c t  on t h e i r  options. 

Sadie Alexander says,
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Well now, l e t  me t e l l  you about th a t .  I t ' s  my opinion that  white 
women are doing a l l  th is  t a l k  about equa l i ty  and so fo r th ,  because 
f i r s t  they don't  know anything about prejudice u n t i l  they have 
received t h e i r  degrees and passed t h e i r  s tate  boards or whatever they 
have to take, and then the doors begin to slam in t h e i r  faces.
Instead of  opening the door, as they have been, t rea ted  l i k e  lad ies ,  
the door slams back and fo r th .  Now you see, I never looked for  
anybody to hold the door open fo r  m e . . . . I  knew well that  the only way 
I could get tha t  door open was to knock i t  down; because I knocked a l l
o f  them down (p. 80 -81 ) .

Part of  the problem may be that  through the necessity of  confronting

and surviving rac ia l  oppression, Black women have assumed re s p o n s ib i l i t ie s

atypical of  those assigned to White women under Western pa tr ia rchy .  Black 

women often held central and powerful leadership roles w ith in  the Black 

community and with in  i t s  l ib e r a t io n  p o l i t i c s .  Evans (1981) argues that  

Black women, did not experience sexism within  the race movement in quite  

the ways that  brought many White women to feminist  consciousness within  

c i v i l  r ig h ts .  Black women founded schools, operated social welfare  

services, sustained churches, and organized c o l le c t iv e  work groups and 

unions. That is ,  they were the backbone of rac ia l  u p l i f t ,  and they also 

played c r i t i c a l  roles in the struggle for  rac ia l  ju s t ic e  (Giddings, 1988; 

Harley and Terborg-Penn, 1978; and Davis 1 971 ) .13

Altogether, th is  h istory  const itutes a powerful impetus toward a 

monistic race approach as the means of  l ib e ra t io n  for  Black women.

Michelle  Wallace concludes that  Black women simply lack a feminist  

consciousness as a matter of  choice, out of ignorance, misguided b e l ie fs ,

13This is not to say that Black women during the 
Civil Rights movement did not experience sexism, examples 
of this can be seen in the small number of women who held 
visible leadership positions. However, their significant 
involvement in racial justice was of equal importance.
See Aldon D. Morris, The Origins of the Civil Rights 
Movement, 1984.
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or an i n a b i l i t y  to recognize sexual domination both with in  and without the 

Black community (Wallace, 1979). Since the 1800's however, the wr i t ings  of  

such prominent Black women as Sojourner Truth, Anna J u l ia  Cooper, Frances 

Watkins Harper, Pauli Murray, Audre Lorde, and Angela Davis have described 

a broader view of  Black consciousness14. Even among those Black women who 

expressed grave reservat ions about p a r t ic ip a t in g  in the women's movement, 

most recognized sexism as a fac to r  of  t h e i r  subordination in the la rger  

society and acknowledged sexual p o l i t i c s  among Blacks.

I t  is tempting to speculate about whether or not sexism or racism most 

influences an African American woman's l i f e ,  especia l ly  a woman 

professional who steps outside of  the boundaries of women's t r a d i t io n a l  

ro les .  However, the underlying assumption that  l i f e  can be divided into  

discre te  components without overlap or in terac t ion  is both reductive and 

misleading. As the women studied have demonstrated in th is  research, more 

often than not, both factors have an impact on t h e i r  l i v e s .

14For statements by Truth,  Cooper and Harper, see Loewenberg and 
Bogin, eds. Black Women in Nineteenth-Centurv American L i fe  
(U n ivers i ty  Park: Pennsylvania State University  Press, 1976); fo r  
Murray see Pauli Murray, "The Liberat ion of Black Women," in Women: A 
Feminist Perspective, ed. Jo Freeman (Palo A lto ,  C a l i f . :  Mayfie ld ,  
1975), pp. 351-63; fo r  Lorde see Lorde "Scratching the Surface: Some 
Notes on Barr iers  to Women and Loving," Black Scholar 13 (Summer 
1982): 20-24, and S is te r  Outsider: Essay and Speeches (Trumansberg, 
N.Y.:  Crossing Press, 1984); and fo r  Davis see Women. Race and Class 
(1983).



CHAPTER VI

SUMMARY: PROFILE OF PROFESSIONAL AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN

ACTIVE 1920-1960

The Afr ican American professional women in th is  study represent a 

cohort o f  people who have h i s t o r i c a l l y  faced a sta te  of  double jeopardy  

i . e . ,  being Black and being female. Yet, h i s t o r i c a l l y  and with d ig n i ty ,  

they have coped with these dual oppression's and survived the degradations 

to which they were subjected.

The h istory  of  Black women from 1920-1960 is in large part the story  

of Black women's education, family ,  work, social standing, and rac ia l  

pride.  The grandparents of  most of  the professional women studied were 

slaves. The parents of  most of  the women were no longer slaves, but were 

ju s t  beginning to receive an education and rea l ized  i t s  s ign i f icance .  Al l  

of  the women studied were members of  a Black Greek organizat ion,  mostly 

Alpha Kappa Alpha, Inc. The major i ty  of  the women were married and had 

ch i ld ren .  They expressed the importance of  having a family  and being a 

mother, while  also having a career. The family  h is to r ies  of  these women 

show that  they were in large part  from fam i l ies  who were doing b e t te r  

economically than most Blacks of  t h e i r  generat ion. However, most of  them 

did not l i k e  to be cal led " e l i t e "  because they f e l t  tha t  th is  meant "bet te r  

than others" and they strongly denied fee l ing  th is  way.

Almost a l l  of  the women preferred being ca l led  "Negro" as opposed to 

Black, Afr ican American, or Colored. The reason for  th is  was that  no one

64
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is ac tua l ly  "Black". The word Black is considered in f e r io r  to White, and

they simply do not l i k e  the term African American. The word "Negro" for

many of  the women symbolized the r e a l i z a t io n  that  Negroes came from A fr ica .

Some of  the women mentioned that  they would l i k e  to be id e n t i f i e d  as

"human" and not as any p a r t ic u la r  color because they represent doctors,

lawyers, and teachers, who ju s t  happen to be Black.

I t  is d i f f i c u l t  to put into words the experience of  researching and

reading the t ran scr ip ts  of the interviews of  these women. They were

f e i s t y ,  i n t e l l i g e n t ,  funny, strong, determined and most of a l l ,  they

represent a rac ia l  pride that  has been a s t a b i l i z in g  force in the Black

community through the years. The major i ty  of these women decided to become

professionals because they had the desire  to be whatever they wanted to be,

even i f  i t  required knocking down some doors to reach that  dream. That

they were able to carry out t h e i r  work -  which included self-improvement,

race work, and women's work -  under such arduous circumstances is

remarkable. W.E.B. Dubois, in Darkwater: Voices Within The Veil  (1920)

commemorates these women quite eloquently:

. . . I  honor the women of my race . . .N o  other women have emerged from the 
hell  o f  force and temptation which once engulfed and s t i l l  surrounds 
black women in America with h a l f  the modesty and womanliness that  they 
r e ta in .  I have always f e l t  l i k e  bowing myself before them in a l l  
abasement, searching to bring some t r ib u te  to these long-suffer ing  
vict ims,  these burdened s is ters  of  mine, whom the world loves to 
a f f ro n t  and r id ic u le  and wantonly to i n s u l t . . .This , then-a l i t t l e  
th in g - to  t h e i r  memory and insp ira t ion  (pp. 185-86).



CHAPTER V I I  

CONCLUSIONS

The grounded theory methodology used in th is  study has helped to 

provide a basis fo r  discussion in th is  q u a l i t a t iv e  thesis  paper. Grounded 

theory is based on data obtained by systematic social research. This 

methodology helped to bridge the l i f e  h is to r ie s /o r a l  narrat ives  method of  

study with the b i r th  cohort analysis in my theore t ica l  framework.

The importance of  cohort studies in order to analyze social change is 

s ig n i f ic a n t  to sociology. Cohort research provides a frame of  reference  

with in  which theories can be constructed and empirical inquiry  executed.

I f  sociology is to continue to be the analysis of  the structure  of  social  

re la t ionsh ips  as const ituted by social in te ra c t io n ,  the use of  h is to r ic a l  

b i r th  cohort analysis can only improve the d is c ip l in e  as a whole, and 

h is to r ic a l  sociology in p a r t ic u la r .

This study of  African American professional women act ive  from 1920- 

1960 contr ibutes to h is to r ic a l  sociology by providing the 1 i f e - h i s t o r i e s  of  

ind iv idua ls  in social contexts. This h is to r ic a l  study of  Black 

professional women is concerned with the dynamic in te ra c t io n  between human 

agency and social s truc ture ,  not as an abstract problem, but as an 

empirical issue in world h is to ry .  As Comte mentions, a l l  sociology is 

h is to r ic a l  sociology because i t  is in ev i tab ly  concerned with change, 

process and development (Braudel,  1969).

While I have already discussed the strengths of  my methodology and
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the o re t ic a l  framework, there are some disadvantages to th is  type of  

research method. Though well suited fo r  q u a l i t a t iv e  data, grounded theory 

has l im i ted  usefulness fo r  dealing with large scale s tructura l  features of  

society ,  such as demographic trends or systems of  social s t r a t i f i c a t i o n .  

Also, the methodology of  oral h istory  admittedly does not always produce a 

precise, ob jec t ive ,  and complete factual na rra t ive .  By i t s  very nature the 

oral memoir is a re trospect ive  and personal accounting, often capturing  

otherwise fu g i t iv e  information and revealing re la t ionships  and 

circumstances omitted from w r i t ten  records. However, oral n a r ra t ive  as 

autobiography is as complex as i t  is c o n t ro v e rs ia l . As Etter-Lewis (1994) 

states:

I t  [oral narra t ives ]  is influenced by several factors such as the 
oppositional model of  language (w r i t ten  versus spoken, o r a l i t y  versus 
l i t e r a c y ,  l i t e r a r y  versus non l i t e r a r y ) ,  canonical r e s t r ic t io n s ,  and 
cu l tu ra l  biases (p. x v i ) .

While there may be no simple or easy solut ion, searching beyond the

confines of  "acceptable" theory and pract ice is c r i t i c a l .

Future Research

Future research on African American professional women is needed in 

order to understand the s ignif icance of  t h e i r  contr ibutions to American 

h is to ry .  Apart from the work of  a n a t io n a l ly  recognized few, t h e i r  

contr ibut ions have been neglected and undocumented.

Of course, with the study of  any category of  people who have been 

absent from major studies in a v a r ie ty  of  d isc ip l in e s ,  there are many 

issues, or in th is  case, themes that  become important. The notion that  

African American women are an in v is ib le  cohort on the s ide l ines  that  eas i ly  

can be combined with other cohorts is a convenient f i c t io n  that  conceals
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t h e i r  power and importance. They have played major roles in a l l  of  

American culture  and continue to do so in spite  of  resistance.

Future research might include studies o f  the importance of  re l ig io n  in 

the l iv e s  of  these women. Some of  the women studied mentioned t h e i r  

re l ig io u s  a f f i l i a t i o n  and quite  often mentioned that  "God", gave them many 

opportunit ies in l i f e .  Other issues were chi ldren and marriage. Some of  

the women mentioned that  i t  was e i t h e r /o r  for  them, in terms of t h e i r  

professional career. I t  appeared to many women that  they could not juggle  

being a professional ,  a w ife ,  and a mother at the same time. I t  would also 

be quite  in te re s t ing  to see a comparative analysis of  professional Black 

women in the past, and the dilemmas of  the present Black professional  

woman. Has anything changed? I f  so, how?

These women have demonstrated repeatedly that  change requires nothing 

less than the complete a l te r a t io n  of what we do and be l ieve .  While 

researching the information for  th is  thesis I found some women were 

beginning to w r i te  and research more about various aspects of  the Black 

woman. At some point in the fu tu re ,  perhaps many d isc ip l ines  w i l l  begin to 

include more information about these women in t h e i r  analyses. The f u l l  

contr ibut ion of  the Black people to American h istory  can only be understood 

with the fu r th e r  documentation of the contr ibutions of  a l l  Black Americans, 

male and female. This paper is intended as one of  many steps toward 

knowledge and understanding.
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APPENDIX A (BIBLIOGRAPHICAL VIGNETTES)15

RUTH JANETTA TEMPLE f 1892-1984^

A long-t ime physician in Los Angeles, Ruth Temple specia lized in 

obste tr ics  and gynecology, but found her l i f e  work in the f i e l d  of  

preventive medicine and public health through the Total Health Program 

which she developed. As the second eldest of  six ch i ldren,  she cared fo r  

the younger four children while her mother worked. A man who heard her say 

tha t  she wanted to become a doctor paid her way through Loma Linda 

Univers i ty  School of  Medicine. A f te r  she graduated in 1918, Dr. Temple was 

f i r s t  a general p r a c t i t io n e r ,  but in 1923 began to spec ia l ize  in obste tr ics  

and gynecology. In 1941 the Health Department paid her scholarship to Vale 

Univers i ty  School of  Public Health where she received a master's degree in 

Public Health.

Appalled at the conditions in southeast Los Angeles she and her 

husband, Otis Banks, used t h e i r  own funds to s ta r t  Health Study Clubs with 

parents, slowly involving the whole community. From the clubs in 1928 came 

Community Health Day, Community Health Week (which began in 1945), and 

Health Information C en ters - -a l l  part of the Total Health Program of the 

Community Health Association. Dr. Temple was d i s t r i c t  health o f f i c e r  in 

southeast Los Angeles, assistant  c i t y  health o f f i c e r ,  and d i re c to r  of  the 

d iv is ion  of  Public Health Services. She was a member of  the American 

Medical Association,  the C a l i fo rn ia  Congress of Parents and Teachers, and 

Alpha Kappa Alpha.

15The following appendices are paraphrased from The 
Black Women Oral History Project (1987).
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EVA B. DYKES (1893-1986)

Born in Washington, D.C.,  Eva Dykes graduated from the M Street  High 

School and Howard Univers i ty .  With the encouragement of her uncle, Dr. 

James Howard, she continued her education at R adc l i f fe  College where she 

received an A.B. and A.M. as well as a doctorate in English ph i lo logy .  She 

was, with Sadie Alexander and Georgiana Simpson, one of  the f i r s t  three  

Black women to earn Ph.D. degrees in the United States (1921). She taught  

at Walden Univers i ty ,  Dunbar ( formerly M Street )  High School, then at 

Howard Univers i ty  fo r  15 years, where she was voted the best a ll -around  

teacher in the un ivers i ty  by the fa c u l ty  of the College of  Liberal Arts .  

Having become a Seventh-Day Adventist,  she combined her re l ig io u s  

convict ion and her academic in teres ts  by accepting an in v i t a t io n  in 1944 to 

teach at Oakwood College, a Seventh-Day Adventist school in H u n ts v i l le ,  

Alabama. She played a s ig n i f ic a n t  ro le  in the co l lege 's  e f f o r t s  to achieve 

accred i ta t ion  and expand i t s  curriculum. In 1973 she was honored by having 

the college l i b r a r y  named fo r  her. She studied music from the age of  f iv e  

and was p ia n is t ,  organist ,  and choir  d i re c to r ,  as well as the author of  

several books, including The Negro in English Romantic Thought.



MAY EDWARD CHINN. M.D. (1896-19801

May Chinn was a physician in Harlem for  more than 50 years. She was 

born in Massachusetts, the only ch i ld  of LuLu Ann and Will iam Lafayette  

Chinn. At age three, she and her parents moved to New York C ity .  She was 

educated in New York and New Jersey, p a r t i a l l y  at the Bordentown Manual 

Train ing and industr ia l  School. Dr. Chinn studied piano as a c h i ld  and 

taught piano to children when she dropped out of  high school before her 

l a s t  year . Although she never completed high school, she was admitted to 

Columbia Univers i ty  Teachers' College in 1917; she intended to pursue a 

degree in music, but in her second year changed her program to science. To 

earn money fo r  her studies,  she continued to play piano for  students in the 

music department. In the 1920's she accompanied Paul Robeson, and sang and 

played fo r  h e rs e l f ,  at concerts which they gave in churches in Harlem. In 

1926, she was the f i r s t  Black woman to graduate from Bellevue Hospital  

Medical College. She was also the f i r s t  Black woman to serve as an in tern  

at Harlem Hospital;  and, fo r  many years, the only Black woman to pract ice  

medicine in Harlem, where she had an o f f ic e  at the Edgecombe Sanitarium.

As her work in cancer was recognized, she began to send pat ients to 

Memorial Hospita l ,  and in 1944 she joined the s t a f f  of the Stang C l in ic ,  

helping to devise methods leading to the ear ly  detection of  cancer.

Although she r e t i r e d  from pr iva te  pract ice  in 1977, she continued to work 

in three Harlem day care centers sponsored by the New York State Department 

of  Health and as a consultant fo r  the Phelps-Stokes Fund.
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SADIE TANNER (M0SSELL1 ALEXANDER r 1898- 

In 1921 Sadie Alexander was one of the f i r s t  three Black women in the 

United States to be awarded a doctorate; she was also the f i r s t  Black woman 

to earn a law degree from the Universi ty  o f  Pennsylvania. Her fa th e r ,

Aaron Mossel l , had been the f i r s t  Black graduate of  the Univers i ty  of  

Pennsylvania Law School, and her mother, Mary Tanner Mossell ,  was the 

fourth generation of  the Tanner family  recorded as "free negroes" in the 

U.S. Census. A f te r  earning B.S.,  M.A., Ph.D., and LL.B. degrees from the 

Univers i ty  of  Pennsylvania, she engaged in p r iva te  pract ice  with the 

Philadelphia  f i rm of  her husband, Raymond Pace Alexander, u n t i l  his death 

in 1974. Subsequently, jo in ing  another f irm Dr. Alexander worked as an 

attorney in Phi ladelphia  fo r  more than 50 years. She pa r t ic ipa te d  in 

numerous c iv ic  organizat ions, including the National Urban League and Delta  

Sigma Theta, which she served as f i r s t  national president.
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DOROTHY (BOULDING1 FEREBEE. M.D. (1898 -1980)

Dorothy (Boulding) Ferebee was a dist inguished physician and 

humanitarian who served the Howard Univers i ty  community fo r  more than 40 

years. The only daughter of Benjamin Richard and Florence Ruffin  Boulding, 

she was born in Norfolk , V i r g in ia ,  and received part of  her education in 

Boston at G i r l s '  High School. She graduated from Simmons College in 1920 

and from the Tufts Universi ty  School of  Medicine in 1924. A f te r  internship  

at  Freedmen's Hospital and postgraduate t ra in in g ,  she became an ins truc tor  

in obstetr ics  at Howard Universi ty  Health Services unt i l  her reti rement in 

1968. A t i r e le s s  worker, Dr. Ferebee was an active p a r t ic ip a n t  in dozens 

of organizat ions; most notably she was founder of  Southeast Neighborhood 

House in Washington, D.C.,  which provides day care fo r  in fants and toddlers  

of  working mothers, and recreational f a c i l i t i e s  for  young people. From 

1935 to 1941, she was medical d i re c to r  of  the AKA (Alpha Kappa Alpha)

Mississippi Health Project,  an innovative plan to bring health care to

tenant farming fa m i l ie s .  The project  i n i t i a t e d  the f i r s t  mobile health  

c l in ic s  in the United States as a workable way of  teaching the rudimentary

pr in c ip les  of  health care and n u t r i t io n .  She was nat ional president of AKA

(Alpha Kappa Alpha) and of  NCNW (National Council of  Negro Women), 

president of  the Howard Faculty Women's Club; served on the boards of  the 

Gir l  Scouts of  America and the National YMCA; and was a medical consultant  

to the Peace Corps and the Department of State . Other memberships were 

AAUW (American Association of  Universi ty  Women), D.C. Commission on the 

Status of  Women, and National Council of  Administrat ive Women in Education.
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LENA FRANCES EDWARDS. M.D. ( 1900-1986)

Lena Edwards had a t i r e le s s  commitment to her profession as a 

physician and to her community. A daughter of  Marie Coakley and Thomas W. 

Edwards, a de n t is t  who taught at Howard U n ivers i ty ,  and younger s is te r  of  

another pro ject  interviewee, May Edwards H i l l ,  she was born and educated in 

Washington, D.C. She attended Howard Univers i ty ,  where she earned her B.A. 

and M.D. degrees. A f te r  an internship at Freedmen's Hospita l ,  she became 

the f i r s t  Black woman to complete a residency in obstetr ics  at Margaret 

Hague Hospital in New Jersey. A f te r  many years of  medical pract ice  in New 

Jersey, while also ra is ing  six chi ldren,  Dr. Edwards jo ined the fa c u l ty  of  

Howard Univers i ty  in 1954 where she taught obstetr ics  and gynecology.

She l e f t  Howard Universi ty  in 1960 to l i v e  and work for  f iv e  years in 

a migrant labor camp in Hereford, Texas, where she established a maternity  

c l i n i c  and used her own savings to open a health c l i n i c  serving 5,000 

laborers and t h e i r  fa m i l ie s .  In recognit ion of  her work, she was presented 

with the President ia l  Freedom Award in 1964. A devout Catholic , Dr.

Edwards was a pioneer in advocating natural c h i ld b i r th  and throughout her 

career has been instrumental in setting up programs for  unwed mothers, for  

a lcohol ics ,  and fo r  the poor and aged. She was a fe l low of the American 

College of  Obstetr ics and Gynecology and of  the In ternat iona l  College of  

Surgeons; other memberships included the American Medical Association,  

American Medical Women's Association, and Delta Sigma Theta.
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INABEL ( BURNS1 LINDSAY ( 1900-19831

For 22 years, Inabel Burns Lindsay served as dean of  the Howard 

Univers i ty  School of Social Work, which she helped to estab l ish  in the la te  

1930's. The youngest in a family  of  six chi ldren,  Inabel Burns was 

encouraged to attend Howard Universi ty  by her mother, Margaret Hartshorn 

Burns, and her brother Ocie. A f te r  graduating in 1920, she was awarded an 

Urban League fellowship to the New York School of Social Work. She 

returned home because of  her mother's f a i l i n g  health and taught in the 

public schools un t i l  her marriage in 1925 to Arnett Grant Lindsay, who had 

studied Negro h istory  under Carter G. Woodson.

The Lindsays moved to St. Louis, where Mrs. Lindsay worked as a case 

worker and l a t e r  as d i s t r i c t  superintendent. In 1937 she received her 

master's degree in social work from the Universi ty  of Chicago, and was 

asked to come to Howard Universi ty  to teach and to assist  in establ ishing a 

school of  social work. The new school was approved in 1944, and she was 

made Dean the following year. She received a doctorate in social work from 

the Univers i ty  of  Pittsburgh in 1952. A f te r  her reti rement from Howard in 

1967, Dr. Lindsay acted as a special consultant to DHEW (Department of  

Health,  Education and Welfare) and to the Senate Committee on Aging, and 

was a board member of  the National Council on Aging and the National Urban 

League. In 1974 the Metropoli tan Washington chapter of  the National  

Association of  Social Workers named Inabel Lindsay "Social Worker of  the 

Year."
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ZELMA (WATS0N1 GEORGE (1903 -

A soc io log is t ,  diplomat, and opera singer, George graduated from the 

Univers i ty  of  Chicago in 1924. Before her fa th e r ,  the Reverend Samuel 

Watson, died in 1925, he asked her to help educate the f iv e  younger 

chi ldren;  th is  took close to twenty years. She held positions as a social 

worker, probation o f f i c e r  to the ju ve n i le  court in Chicago, dean of  women 

and d i re c to r  of  personnel administrat ion at Tennessee Agr icu l tu ra l  and 

Industr ia l  State Univers i ty ,  and executive d i re c to r  of Avalon Community 

Center in Los Angeles. A f te r  she married Clayborne George in 1944, he 

encouraged her to sing the t i t l e  ro le  in a Cleveland production of  

Menott i 's  The Medium, thus launching her career as an opera singer. She 

sang th is  ro le  on Broadway and over the years has appeared in a number of  

opera productions in Cleveland and elsewhere. She received her Ph.D. in 

sociology in 1954 from New York Univers i ty ,  with her d is s e r ta t io n ,  A Guide 

to Negro Music.

In 1960 she was appointed a member of  the United States delegation to 

the 15th General Assembly of the United Nations. On December 16, 1960, she 

rose alone among the United States delegation with spontaneous applause fo r  

a reso lut ion recommending a "speedy and unconditional end to colonia l ism."  

The resolut ion had passed with a vote of  89 to 0, with nine abstentions,  

including the United States. From 1968 to 1974, Dr George was executive  

d i re c to r  o f  the Cleveland Job Corps Center, operated by AKA (Alpha Kappa 

Alpha). She was honored in 1974 by an Ohio Zelma George Day, and received 

the United Nations Dag Hammarskjold Award in 1961, the Dahl berg Peace Award 

in 1969, and the Mary Bethune Gold Medallion in 1973.
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ELMIRA16 f 1908-

Elmira received her B.A. in 1928, her J.D. in 1930, and two honorary 

doctorates in 1939. Elmira's maternal grandfather was a member of  the 

state  le g is la t u r e ,  elected during reconstruction.  He was also a m in is ter .  

Her maternal grandmother opened the f i r s t  school fo r  Black ch i ldren ,  in her 

home. Her paternal grandfather was a coachman fo r  a wealthy family  in 

Kentucky. Her paternal grandparents belonged to a family  given manumission 

by t h e i r  owner in his w i l l  at his death. The owner l e f t  them money to 

leave the s ta te  and go to a f ree  area. Elmira 's mother was a teacher and 

her fa th e r  was in m i l i t a r y  service most of his l i f e .  Her fa the r  died a 

'major'  (non sequitur)  and met a lo t  of d iscr im inat ion.  Elmira has a 

l e t t e r  from President Harding s tat ing that  although her fa ther  had a l l  the 

q u a l i f ic a t io n s  for  'major' ten years before he was granted i t ,  i t  was the 

policy  of  the United States Army not to commission any more Negro o f f ic e r s .  

Her mother was a graduate from Tuskegee In s t i t u t e .  While at Tuskegee, 

Booker T. Washington gave Elmira a job at the school.

Elmira was the f i r s t  American Black woman to enter her u n iv e rs i ty 's  

law school. She entered law school in 1928 while completing her B.A. work 

and allowed her f i r s t  year of  law school act as her la s t  year fo r  the 

baccalaureate degree. She graduated with the L.L.B. in 1930, which is now 

Doctorate of Laws Degree. She was also the f i r s t  Black assistant  attorney  

general in her s ta te .

16 The name Elmira is used as a fictional name in Mv 
Soul Is Mv Own: Oral Narratives of African American Women 
in the Professions by Gwendolyn Etter-Lewis. Etter-Lewis 
states that several women requested anonymity, therefore 
fictional names were used for persons and places.
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