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With the constant alarm concerning black lives in news headlines and con-
cerns about Donald Trump’s administration, many people feel a sense of great
despair. Despite little media attention to the victimization of black women,
they, too, suffer civil and human rights abuses at startling rates, as critical race
scholar Kimberl¢ Crenshaw and other notable black feminists have expressed.'
Concerning these matters, some people are asking themselves how to make
sense of the significant amount of anti-black violence and antagonism. Others
suggest that history is repeating itself, as the incidents of today seem to
resemble those of decades ago when blacks were fighting for equal treatment
during the US Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and ’60s. Many just cannot
seem to understand how their ancestors made it through such times. Yet
history informs us that ever since being chained and brought to the United
States, black people have learned to overcome extreme adversity, including
fighting discrimination in matters of employment, housing, education, and the
criminal justice system. People can reflect on the tenacity and resilience of
black forefathers and foremothers during this current state of racial unrest.
The topic under study here, in particular, is on how black women not only
survived, but thrived, in spite of racist and misogynistic confrontations during
early US history. Patrisse Cullors, Opal Tometi, and Alicia Garza, who created
the moniker #BlackLivesMatter, stand on the shoulders of women like Helen
Appo Cook, Mary Church Terrell, and Anna Julia Cooper. These women were
instrumental in forming one of the earliest black women’s organizations, the
Colored Woman’s League (CWL), a precursor to the well-known National
Association of Colored Women (NACW).> The CWL is an understudied
organization; yet it provides unique insight into race relations at the turn of
the century, and its focus on community action can be enlightening to con-
temporary calls for change. Ultimately, this article examines how the CWL
demonstrated an early pattern of local and national unity among black
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TKimberlé Crenshaw, co-founder of the African American Policy Forum, and others have worked together to
compile “#SayHerName: Resisting Police Brutality Against Black Women,” a report available on the forum'’s
website providing extensive details about police violence toward black women.

2please note that the Colored Woman's League is also commonly spelled with the letter “e” or, rather, as Colored
Women's League.
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women’s organizing efforts and how it cultivated its commitment to advancing
formal and informal education among black communities.

While aiming to find nuggets of encouragement and deepen my understand-
ing of black women’s fortitude during the nineteenth century, I became intri-
gued with the black women’s club movement and particularly the platform and
creation of the CWL, also known as the National League of Colored Women. A
number of scholars, including Deborah Gray White, Stephanie J. Shaw, Sharon
Harley, Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, and Bettye Collier-Thomas, have produced
scholarship referencing the various clubs black women formed and participated
in around the 1890s.” Despite being one of the first organizations of black
women, the CWL is usually mentioned in historical literature only in connection
with the formation of the NACW or the nineteenth-century black women’s club
movement in general.* Scholars tend to make only scant references to the
organization and do not offer specifics about the programs and activities it
offered. Through use of archival material, especially the CWL’s records, I was
able to learn more about the organization, its membership, and the contribu-
tions the members made to various black communities.

In June 1892, a group of women who were advocates for the education and
development of black people—including Terrell, Cook, Cooper, Charlotte
Forten Grimké, Josephine B. Bruce, and Mary Jane Patterson—organized the
initial branch of the organization, which was called the Colored Woman’s
League of Washington, D.C. From its beginning and apparent in its preamble,
the CWL had high aspirations to assemble black women at the local and
national levels. Historian Beverly Washington Jones explains that they recog-
nized they could achieve more with “many individuals all banded together
throughout the whole land with heads and hearts fixed on the same high
purpose” (316).° A factor that hastened its efforts to be recognized as a
national organization was the desire to address matters affecting black com-
munities in a larger, unified manner. Subsequently, they actively recruited
women from all over the country and eventually became incorporated.
Members facilitated the incorporation of the organization in January 1894,
and the number of states with branches of the league grew, including Virginia,

3See Deborah Gray White's Too Heavy a Load: Black Women in Defense of Themselves 1894-1994; Sharon Harley and
Rosalyn Terborg-Penn’s The Afro-American Woman: Struggles and Images; Stephanie J. Shaw’s What a Woman
ought to Be and to Do: Black Professional Women Workers during the Jim Crow Era; and Bettye Collier-Thomas's
Jesus, Jobs, and Justice: African American Women and Religion.

“There is a large body of literature on the black women’s club movement of the late nineteenth century and early
twentieth century in general. For sources with specific mention of the Colored Woman's League, see White's Too
Heavy a Load (27-29, 119); Daphne Spain’s How Women Saved the City (101, 222); Lavonne Leslie’s The History of
the National Association of Colored Woman'’s Clubs, Inc.: A Legacy of Service (28-29); and Booker T. Washington’s A
New Negro for a New Century: An Accurate and Up to Date Record of the Upward Struggles of the Negro Race
(386-90).

3See Beverly Washington Jones's Quest for Equality: The Life and Writings of Mary Eliza Church Terrell, 1863-1954 for more
on the CWL's incorporation and its preamble (316-17). The preamble and the constitution in its entirety is available in
the Fourth Annual Report of the Colored Woman's League of Washington, D.C, Year Ending January 1, 1897.
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Pennsylvania, and South Carolina. Nevertheless, the Washington, D.C. branch
remains the most noted in research.’

The CWL was able to develop a pattern of unity on the local and national
levels that enabled effective sociopolitical organizing because it was strategic
about its overall agenda. Similar to black empowerment advocates today, the
women were aware of the state of the black union at that time and desired to
make changes to the best of their abilities. In the acclaimed From Slavery to
Freedom, John Hope Franklin and Alfred A. Moss, Jr. detail the harsh
conditions that blacks across the United States encountered during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, including widespread discrimina-
tion in areas such as employment and housing, inadequate educational
opportunities, brutal lynchings, and other forms of racial violence outside
and inside of their communities. The CWL believed that the racism and
prejudice black people were experiencing was all “the more successful,
because of [their] lack of unity and organization” (Fourth Annual Report of
1897). As a result, the leaders asserted at the outset that the primary mission
of the organization was to express and enhance the moral, intellectual, and
social conditions of black people, “to foster unity of purpose” and “to
consider and determine methods which will promote the best interests of
the colored people” (Fourth Annual Report of 1897). ® While notable black
men of the period, such as W. E. B. Du Bois and Booker T. Washington, were
making their marks on racial relations, black women in the CWL began to
organize and develop suitable methods of resistance to both racial and gender
injustice because they were vehemently aware of their double jeopardy nearly
a century before Crenshaw ever coined the term intersectionality in 1989.

To fulfill its mission, the CWL was calculated and intentional about its
leadership strategies. Leaders of the organization aimed to be exceptional in
their tasks, and the members who served in the various officer positions were
highly regarded in their communities. Most of the women were from middle-
class and elite backgrounds and they frequently provided services to poor
black women. For example, Cook, the first president of the CWL who served
in that position until the early 1900s, was from a prominent family and
married John Francis Cook, Jr. who was also from a wealthy black family in
the Washington, D.C. area. Aside from remarkable leadership skills, Cook
possessed other skills that reflected her privilege, such as being a noted
linguist and musician.'® Other well-known nineteenth-century women like
Cooper, who would later become one of the first black women to receive a

®For information on CWL affiliations in other states, see Booker T. Washington’s A New Negro for a New Century,
387.

’See the preamble to the CWL's constitution in the Fourth Annual Report of 1897.

8The CWL's constitution, including the preamble, expresses these goals.

See Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics.”

'%ee Smith’s Notable Black American Women Book Il, 138, for more on Cook.
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doctorate, served in officer positions and assisted Cook in leading the CWL.
Because of the leaders” high social standings, the classist overtones in the
ideology of racial uplift that some of the women embraced has long been a
critique in scholarship.'' Angela Y. Davis notes in her renowned Blues
Legacies and Black Feminism that “[W]hat was and remains problematic is
the premise that middle-class women embody a standard their poorer sisters
should be encouraged to emulate” (43). Despite its limitations, the CWL had
leaders who helped expand the reach of the organization to multitudes of
black women and generated a meaningful impact across the nation.

In addition to formidable leadership, the committees of the CWL helped exhibit
the organization’s strength and demonstrated its concern and commitment to
various modes of education to further black people’s collective progress. There
were quite a few committees and some of their names, such as “Rescue Work” and
“Improvement of Moral and Social Conditions in the Alleys,” reflected some of the
organization’s goals. Other significant committees included Extension of League
Work, Alley Sanitation, Kindergarten, and Industrial; still, all of the committees,
despite the individual focuses, encompassed some element of formal or informal
education.'” Terrell noted examples of some of the CWL’s activities, including a
night school with classes in language, literature, and various other subjects as well
as a day nursery for working mothers, while Cooper, in an address at the
Columbian Exposition, spoke on its other undertakings in regard to self-help
and benevolence."? The reports of the individual committees of the CWL were
also detailed in the organization’s collective annual reports. For example, the fourth
annual report of 1897 provides the Kindergarten Committee’s report, which is the
lengthiest and presents information on the opening of a model kindergarten with
40 students under the leadership of Louise Pollock. Concerned with the state of
education for black children, the women, similar to many champions of education
today, were determined that the students have a solid foundation and no impedi-
ments to their learning. Some of the students required extra care with personal
hygiene matters, and a medical worker attended to the students as well. The report
reveals that a result of the committee’s efforts was the desire of school personnel to
make kindergarten programs a part of the public school system: “Through the
efforts of the Kindergarten Committee, our school officers and our Commissioners
have been interested in the movement to the end of soon making kindergarten
instruction a part of our Public School system, thus extending its benefits to all

"For more on the ideology of racial uplift, see White's Too Heavy A Load, 69-70 and Patricia Schecter's Ida B. Wells-
Barnett & American Reform 1880-1930, xii. Also, for more on leaders in the black women’s club movement, see
Darlene Clark Hine’s Black Women in America; Jessie Carney Smith and Shirelle Phelps’s Notable Black American
Women Book I; and Jessie Carney Smith’s Notable Black American Women Book Il.

2See Fourth Annual Report of 1897.

3See Anna Julia Cooper's address delivered at the World's Congress of Representative Women held at the
Columbian Exposition of 1893 while she was the corresponding secretary of the CWL in “Discussion of the
Same Subject [The Intellectual Progress of the Colored Women of the United States since the Emancipation
Proclamation] by Mrs. A. J. Cooper of Washington, D.C.," in The World’s Congress of Representative Women, ed.
May Wright Sewall, 711-15. For more on Terrell, see also Jones's Quest for Equality, 319.
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sections of our city, and opening up another avenue of employment for our
women” (10-11). Seemingly a lofty goal, public school kindergarten programs
are the norm today, which signifies to us in the early twenty-first century that some
of the requests that activists and general community members are making cur-
rently may be possible and can come to fruition with steadfast determination.

Recognizing the importance of unity even among committees, the CWL com-
mittees worked in tandem to realize their mission, including on matters of non-
traditional education. Other reports reveal that the committee on Mothers’
Meetings decided to hold its events in the areas of the cities where the kindergarten
schools were located, and the topics covered at the meetings included how to take
care of children, with special attention to their eating habits, bathing regimens, and
exercise routines.'* Reminiscent of a modern-day parenting class, these meetings
demonstrated the organization’s commitment to healthy families, relationship
development, and personal growth. The Industrial Committee, similarly, began a
housekeeping course for girls under age 18. Suggestive of a home economics class,
it replaced the sewing class and the girls seemed to be rather enthusiastic about the
new course.”” Moreover, Cook acknowledged the many other activities and
persistent engagement of the committees in her annual president’s reports. She
wrote extensively about their valiant efforts and expressed appreciation for indivi-
dual committee members, such as Sara I. Fleetwood who served on the Mothers’
Meetings Committee and Anna E. Murray who served as the chairperson of the
Kindergarten Committee.'® In another report, she bestowed similar praises and
opened with a summary of some of the tasks completed that year, which included
launching a branch of the CWL in Baltimore, establishing a Kindergarten Normal
Training class, and supporting a young female student at an Industrial School.'” As
a collective, the committees worked to ensure that, locally and nationally, black
women united to improve their conditions in the United States.

Representing a pinnacle moment of the organization, the first annual
convention of the CWL displayed a perfect merging of the women’s organiz-
ing efforts and their dedication to the proliferation of knowledge. According
to archival records, the leaders of the CWL organized its first annual con-
vention from July 14-16, 1896 at the Fifteenth Street Presbyterian Church in
Washington, D.C."® Nine vice presidents representing various states from

"See Fifth Annual Report of the Colored Woman’s League of Washington, D.C, for the Year Ending June 30, 1898.

5See Fourth Annual Report of 1897. See also “The Industrial Committee of the Colored Woman's League” in The
Christian Recorder, November 15, 1894, for more on the Colored Woman'’s League of Washington, D.C.'s proposal
to build apartment-style housing for “working girls.”

'6See Fifth Annual Report of 1898. Recognition of those making donations to support the activities of the CWL was
included in reports, such as the fifth annual report of 1898, as well. On a lighter note, Cook highlighted the
Entertainment Committee chairperson, Fannie E. Smyth, and some of the committee’s accomplishments for the
1898 year, which were a Japanese tea party during Thanksgiving, a Valentine’s Day Fete, and an Easter festival.

7See Fourth Annual Report of 1897.

"®The program for their first convention is the source | used for the information in this section of my article. See
National League of Colored Women's First Annual Convention of the National League of Colored Women at the
Fifteenth Street Presbyterian Church Washington, D.C. July 14th, 15th and 16th.
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Massachusetts to West Virginia assisted President Cook. Biographical
descriptions of a number of notable women, such as Ida Platt, Fanny
Jackson Coppin, Josephine Silone Yates, and Laura E. Titus, filled the pages
of the program as well as a drawing in honor of Frederick Douglass who died
the previous year. Each day of the convention encompassed a morning and
evening session, with the most substantive presentations being in the
evening.'” On the first evening of the convention, Coppin opened with a
speech entitled “Woman as an Educator,” while Lucy E. Moten and
Elizabeth M. Davis led a follow-up discussion so the attendees could express
their ideas and expand their perspectives on the role of education among
black women and its place in the fight for equality for black people. The
pertinence of black women professionals to the movement was also a critical
part of discussions. Several other addresses, including ones concentrating on
the role of women in certain fields, such as journalism and business, took
place throughout the conference. For instance, Ida Platt spoke on “Woman in
the Profession of Law,” Fleetwood offered a talk on “Woman as a Trained
Nurse,” and Anna H. Jones delivered a speech on the “Higher Education of
Women.” Fannie Barrier Williams, Terrell, and Cooper, women with
national and even international reputations, closed out the convention on
the final day with papers highlighting pressing conditions among blacks.
Just days after its first convention, the CWL joined with the National
Federation of Afro-American Women on July 21, 1896 to form the NACW,
the national umbrella organization for black women’s clubs.*® The decision
to merge these two national organizations was partly a response to Josephine
St. Pierre Ruffin’s appeal to defend black women’s reputations after a
Southern white journalist wrote a scathing letter ridiculing the moral char-
acter of black women.?' Contesting the stereotypical images of black women
and variations of what Patricia Hill Collins describes as “controlling images,”
the women of these organizations decided to unite to tackle issues facing
their communities more effectively. Perhaps the most significant factor in
their decision to unify was their awareness that they could be an even greater
force across the nation if they worked together and resolved their disagree-
ments. While these two organizations previously operated separately to
address conditions among blacks, they did not always have amicable relation-
ships between one another and evidence of their competitive rivalry is the

"®The evening sessions commenced with prayer and a musical selection, and talks from different members
followed.

2For more on stereotypical images of black women, see Patricia Hill Collins's Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge,
Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment. Also, Ruffin formed the Women’s Era Clubs of Boston in 1894
before organizing a conference that would create the National Federation of Afro-American Women in 1895. This
explains why some people include the Women'’s Era Clubs of Boston as a part of the merger forming the NACW.
A nineteenth-century newspaper article on the merger is “Uniting Their Forces,” The Washington Post, July 22,
1896, 4.

21See Jones's Quest for Equality, 320, for Terrell's recollection of the slanderous letter by the white journalist James
W. Jacks.
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lingering debate about whether or not the CWL was actually the first black
women’s organization to organize at the national level. Terrell, who would
become the first president of the NACW, discussed the debate in her auto-
biography A Colored Woman in a White World where she explained that
although the CWL was “the first to suggest that there should be a national
organization” (149; emphasis in original), the National Federation of Afro-
American Women was actually the first black women’s organization to
assemble a national gathering of black women.”* The CWL began establish-
ing a legacy (whether one wants to say locally or nationally) in addressing
matters facing blacks just a few years earlier.

These women, some of which remain unsung (s)heroes, made it through
the hardships of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and their
tenacity can serve as an example to encourage blacks and others in the
United States and wider global community who are facing the familiar giants
of discrimination and racial violence during the twenty-first century. The
CWL’s focus on community initiatives is a timely reminder for the contem-
porary US society that collective action is still a viable force and can be
instrumental in making effective and long-lasting change. Recovering the
history of a less-examined organization, this article contributes to existing
scholarship on black women’s activist legacies and reveals how, just about 30
years after slavery was abolished in the United States, women in the CWL
made substantial advancements in communities across the United States. We
can reflect on their achievements and endeavors so that we can gain, if not
inspiration, at least a sense of hope during alarming times in our contem-
porary period.
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