5-The Meaning of
Emancipation
According to
Black Women

“Cursed be Cannan!” cried the Hebrew priests. “A servant of
servants shall he be unto his brethren.” . . . Are not Negroes
servants? £7go/ Upon such spiritual myths was the anachronism of
American slavery built, and this was the degradation that once
made menial servants the aristocrats among colored folk. . . .

... When emancipation came . . . the lure of house service for
the Negro was gone. The path of salvation for the emancipated
host of black folk no longer lay through the kitchen door, with its
wide hall and pillared yards beyond. It lay, as every Negro soon
knew and knows, in escape from menial serfdom.!

After a quarter of a century of “freedom,” vast numbers of Black
women were still working in the fields. Those who had made it
into the “big house” found the door toward new opportunities
sealed shut—unless they preferred, for example, to wash clothes
at home for a medley of white families as opposed to performing
a medley of household jobs for a single white family. Only an
infinitesimal number of Black women had managed to escape
from the fields, from the kitchen or from the washroom. Accord-
ing to the 180 census, there were 2.7 million Black girls and
women over the age of ten. More than a million of them worked
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arrested by the advent of emancipation. As a matter of fact ¢ N
<till true that “colored women WEre lookefi upon as the ]egitimate
prey of white men .. ”9__and if they resisted white men’s seng

attacks, they were frequently thrown into prison to be Furthe,
victimized by a system which was a return to another for,, of

slavery.”'10 .
During the post-slavery period, most Black women workers

who did not toil in the fields were compelled to become domest;,
servants. Their predicament, no less than that of their sisters yj,
were sharecroppers or convict laborers, bore the familiar stamp of
slavery. Indeed, slavery itself had been euphemistically called the
“domestic institution” and slaves had been designated as innocy,.
ous “domestic servants.” In the eyes of the former slaveholders,
“domestic service” must have been a courteous term for a cop.
temptible occupation not a half-step away from slavery. Whjle
Black women worked as cooks, nursemaids, chambermaids and
all-purpose domestics, white women in the South unanimously
rejected this line of work. Outside the South, white women who
worked as domestics were generally European immigrants who,
like their ex-slave sisters, were compelled to take whatever em-
ployment they could find.

The occupational equation of Black women with domestic
service was not, however, a simple vestige of slavery destined to
disappear with the passage of time. For almost a century they
would be unable to escape domestic work in any significant
?:;rlib?;r:ahifo.rgla domlelstic worker’s story, recorded by a New
el mreir?n’ ; reflected Black women’s economic
e t}ml]) t“ﬁ; | :i:cadfes as well as for many years to
i S e rds of the Black women in her town

ire themselves out as cooks nursemaids, washer-
women, chambermaids, hucksters and e ’
s and janitresses, and were

caught up in conditions “
: . ... just a '
it ves g s o Just as bad as, if not worse than,

cC

Y

LACK WOMEN
ING TO B
ORD o

For more than thir}:y])(']earshthis Black woman had involuntarily
ved N all the households where she was employed, Working as
Jiv fourteen hours a day, she was generally allowed an after.
oon Visit with her own family only once every two weeks She
her own words, “the slave, body and soul”13 of her white
rs. She was always called by her first name—never Ms
J was not infrequently referred to as their “nigger,” in
;)t.h'ef words, their slave.'lj‘ .

One of the most humiliating aspects of domestic service in the
S outh——8"0ther affirmation of its affinity with slavery—was the
remporary revocation of Jim Crow laws as long as the Black
cervant was in the presence of a white person.

was, 1
—an

"1 have gone on the streetcars or the railroad trains with the
'w'hite children, and . . . I could sit anywhere | desired, front or baclf.
If a white man happened to ask some other white man, “What is
that nigger doing in here?” and was told, “Oh, she’s the nurse of
those white children in front of her” immediately thf:re was the
hush of peace. Everything was all right, as long as I was in the white

e streetcar or in the white man’s coach as a servant

’s part of th :
TR yself as a menial

—a slave—but as soon as I did not present m
t having the white children with me, I would be

no 7
... by my or the “colored people’s

forthwith assigned to the “nigger”” seats

coach.”15

lack women household

ion to the present, B 9
From Reconstruction P etrated by the “man of

workers have considered sexual abuse perp

time they have been victims ol ?Xt.ortion bsolute poverty for
to choose between sexual submission agd a st; I i
themselves and their families. The Georg!d WOd‘Zm, s husband kiss
live-in jobs because “I refused to let the ma

me.”’ 16
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(Sloonafter [+ e P e hi W?It?d o tome, thre,, “immorality” of 311‘3?‘ women. In this cl_'“‘ssic “catch-22” gjtya.

h,s arms around me, and was in the :Lc l:) :iss}l:']g ME, whe, tiom, household work is considered degrading becayse has

demanded to know what he .meant,d 83'(1 S,tol\:e Im away | Wag dispr0P0fti9“ate]3’ perff‘)rmed. by Bla():,k women, who in tury <

young then, and nevl I-named' - -"O“f t}}:e“ What g viewed as “inept 2fnd promiscuous.” But their ostengible inept-

ben a buden (o) i 45 100 eVCrhsmce_ that a Coloreg | ess and promiscuity are myths which are repeatedly confirmed

woman's virtue in this part of the country has no protectigy, ,, ’ Ey the degrading W‘?rk they are compelled to do. As W, E, B,

h t puBois said, any white man of de?ency" would certainly cut his

As during slavery times, the Black man W19 protested such treat. daughter’s throat before he permitted her to accept domestic
ment of his sister, daughter or wife could always expect be employment.zz

punished for his efforts.

When Black people began to migrate northward, men and

men alike discovered that their white employers outside the
i th were not fundamentally different from their former owners
'Smtlheir attitudes about the occupational potentials of the newly
t d slaves. They also believed, it seemed, that “Negroes are
ik nts, servants are Negroes.”?3 According to the 1890 census,
gngwa;e was the only state outside the South where the majority
ofeBlack people were farmworkers and sharecroppers as opposed
to domestic servants.2# In thirty-two out of forty-enght states:i
domestic service was the dominant occupation for men an
women alike. In seven out of ten of these states, there were more

When my husband went to the man who had insulted me, the g,
cursed him, and slapped him, and—had him arrested! The police
fined my husband $25.18

After she testified under oath in court, “(t)he old judge looked up

and said: “This court will never take the word of a nigger against |

the word of a white man.’ ”’19 ‘
In 1919, when the Southern leaders of the National Associa-

tion of Colored Women drew up their grievances, the conditions

of domestic service were first on their list. It was with good reason

that they protested what they politely termed, “exposure to moral
temptations”20 on the job. Undoubtedly, the domestic worker

Black people working as domestics than in all the other occupa-
tions combined.25 The census report was proof that Negroes are
servants, servants are Negroes.

from Georgia would have expressed unqualified agreement with

e ic servi lished
G Isabel Eaton’s companion essay on domestic service, publi
the Association’s protests. In her words,

' 0
in DuBois’ 1899 study The Philadelphia Neg;), re:‘;:isnta}:a\ieie
percent of all Black workers in t'he stalte2 :E['h emlr eydicament ;
engaged in some form of domestic w'ork. Ct—li14 e
women was even worse, for all but nine P‘fflc‘md ) Tomastics”
15,704—of Black women workers were emp OZCC lddave
When they had traveled North seeking t‘; esco l())ther st
they had discovered that there were SimP }t’ ‘:] il i
open to them. In researching her study,Ea ;’ *at had been il
women who had previously taught school,

I believe nearly all whit

el € men take, and expect to take, undue
liberties with their color

wy ed female servants—not only the fathers,
uthn; me.llny cases the sons also. Those servants who rebel against

Such familiarity must ejther leave or . e if

they stay.21 expect a mighty hard time,

Since slavery, the vulnerable

: condition of t orker
has continued to nourish mg he household w

ny of the lingering myths about the
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because of “preiudicle.
compelled to work in ]
Of the ffty-five emP

' r
prefcrred white servants Ov€

woman,

»28 Expelled from the classroom, ¢
the washroom and the kitchen,
oyers interviewed by Eaton, only ,
Black ones.2® In the words f 0::

I think the colored people are much maligncd in regard to hoﬂest
cleanliness and trustworthiness; my experience of them is thyy the A
are immaculate in every Way, and they are perfectly honest; indegg

[ can't say enough about them.30

Racism works in convoluted ways. The employers who thought
they were complimenting Black people by stating their preference
for them over whites were arguing, in reality, that menial servants
—slaves, to be frank—were what Black people were destined ¢,
be. Another employer described her cook as “. . . very industrioys
and careful—painstaking. She is a good, faithful creature, ang
very grateful”*! Of course, the “good” servant is always faithfy],
trustworthy and grateful. U.S. literature and the popular media
in this country furnish numerous stereotypes of the Black woman
as faithful, enduring servant. The Dilseys (4 la Faulkner), the
Berenices (of Member of the Wedding) and the Aunt Jemimas
of commercial fame have become stock characters of U.S. culture.
Thus the one woman interviewed by Eaton who did prefer white
servants confessed that she actually employed Black help
“. .. because they look more like servants.”32 The tautological

definition of Black people as servants js indeed one of the essential
props of racist ideology.

Racism and sexism frequently converge—and the condition of

white women workers js often tied to the oppressive predicament

f
3 women of color. Thus the wages received by white women
omestics have always beer, fixed

ON ' AGCOR

T
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; elled to accept household e

ompe™ Ployment earned ;
:haﬂ their Black counterparts. As far g their wage-eam:':lt;e "lore
tial WaS concerned, they were cloer, by far, to their Blagy l:(i)st:;

| than to their white brothers who worked for 4 living 33

[ Woren DEver re.sorted to domestic work unless th
ere certain of finding nothing better, Black womep were trapPeezi,
in these occupations until the advent of Worlq War I1. Even in
the 19498, thc-re were street-cqrner markets in New York and
other large cities—modern versions of slavery’s auction block—
inviting white women to take their pick from the crowds of Black
women seeking work.

Every morning, rain or shine, groups of women with brown paper
bags or cheap suitcases stand on streetcorners in the Brony and
Brooklyn waiting for a chance to get some work. . . . Once hired
on the “slave market,” the women often find after 2 day’s back-
| breaking toil, that they worked longer than was arranged, got less
| than was promised, were forced to accept clothing instead of cash
and were exploited beyond human endurance. Only the urgent
need for money makes them submit to this routine daily.34

New York could claim about two hundred of these “slave mar-
kets,” many of them located in the Bronx, where “almost any
comer above 167th Street” was a gathering point for Black
women seeking work.3% In a 1938 article published in 7he Nation,
“Our Feudal Housewives,” as the piece was entitled, were said to
work some seventy-two hours a week, receiving the lowest wages
of all occupations.3® .

The least fulfilling of all employment, domestic work has als.o
been the most difficult to unionize. As early as 1881, domestic
workers were among the women who joined the locals of [:hc
Knights of Labor when it rescinded its ban'on femla:!e n:cmnftfe
ship.37 But many decades later, union organizers cc ing tou



same obstacles 5, .

onted the very thelr

‘;‘;’;Z founded and led the New York Dofnes.

Union during the 1930s.%° By 1939;ﬁve Y(.farsl aftey

tic Wgrkers fnunde Jd—only 350 out of 100,000 .omest.lcs in the

the union was fo cruited. Given the enormous difficultieg ¢ or.

state -haddbee:striis however, this was hardly a small accomplig,
ganizing 4omestics,

domestic workers
predecessors. Dora

mentﬁ en—feminists included—have revealed 3 historica]
White women—

to acknowledge the struggles of household Workers,
reluctance to Iv been involved in the Sisyphean task of ameliorgt.
Trhcy have r;!.r:_ Yns of domestic service. The convenient Omissiop
e C}?n]dl »:Z)rkers’ problems from the programs of “mjdge.
Olf }:’)’u;:m(;nists past and present has often turned out to bea
5;18ed justification—at least on the part of 'the afﬂuent Women—
of their own exploitative treatment of their maids. In 190, tbe
author of an article entitled “A Nine-Hour Da.ly.for Domestlc
Servants” described a conversation with a feminist friend who

had asked her to sign a petition urging employers to furnish seats
for women clerks.

“The girls,” she said, “have to stand on their feet ten hours a day
and it makes my heart ache to see their tired faces.”

“Mrs. Jones,” said 1, “how many hours a day does your maid
stand upon her feet?”

“Why, I don’t know,” she gasped, “five or six I suppose.”
“At what time does she rise?”
“At six.”

“And at what hoyy does sh
“Oh, about eight, | think,
“That makes fourteen hoy
" v« (SThe & often sit down at her work.”

At what work? Washing? Ironing? Sweeping? Making beds?
Cooking? Washing dishes? Perhaps she sits for two hours at

e finish at night?”
generally.”
s. .
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her meals and preparing vegetables, and fo

has an hour in the afternoon, According
her feet at least eleven hours 3 day with
included. It seems to me that her cage
of the store clerk.” |
Al req cheeks and flashing eyes.
always has Sunday after dinner,” she saiq
“Yes, but the clerk has all day Sunday. Please don't go until [

have signed that petition. No one would be more thankful than |
to see the clerks have a chance to sit . . 39

ur days in the week she
to that, your maid is op
a score of stair-climbings
$ more pitiable than that

“My maid

This feminist activist was perpetratin.g the very o_ppres.sion she
ted. Yet her contradictory behavior and her inordinate in-
pmt'es' ity are not without explanation, for people who work as
o enerally viewed as less than human beings. Inherent
servantj arengﬁc of the master-servant (or mistress-maid) relation-
E 'the 'c)ilr;;e hilosopher Hegel, is the constant striving to annihi-
iy sc[i)ousness of the servant. The clerk referred to in the
ltz::riai?:n was a wage laborer—a human being] possessi:;gha:
; i ' dence from her employer and he
leai;( aTled;?rl\t:n(t)f (l)rrlldi}l?:nother hand, laborei ]SOICIY .for ;}z
B isfyin istress’” needs. Probably viewing
pur:,[:?:tea(s)fas?r:;srfeylenxgte}l]]:onml:; herself, the feminist could hardly
ls)i: conscious of her own active role ey OZPTC::‘;;O the Chris-
As Angelina Grimke had declared in herh Pg_d ot challenge
tian Women of the South, white women who 'lbility for its in-
the institution of slavery bore a heavy e Yérs Union ex
! in. the Domestic Workers .
Etmanity. In the same vein, ives in the oppression of
posed the role of middle-class housew!

Black domestic workers.

mployer in the
T'he housewife stands condemned as the worst emp
e

country . . .

Y
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of the United States make their mill,
N3

. an average of seventy-two hours |
they can squeeze out of their bud
have been paid.40

3
€ a d
(o after

The housewives
half employees WOr

pay them . .- whatever
the grocer, the butcher . - - (etc.)

en’s desperate economic situation—they pe.c
J are ignored to boot—did not shoy, sprm
break of World War I1. On the eve of]tg}?s
40 census, 59.5 percent of emPIOye:;
tic workers and another 10.4 pere,

worked in non-domestic service occupations.#! Since appro,;
mately 16 percent till worked in the fields, scarcely one out f
ten Black women workers had really begun to escape the old grip
of slavery. Even those who managed to enter industry and profes.

sional work had little to boast about, for they were consigned, 5
bs in these occupations. When the

a rule, to the worst-paid jo

United States stepped into World War II and female labor kept

the war economy rolling, more than four hundred thousand Black

women said goodbye to their domestic jobs. At the war’s peak,
heir numbers in industry. But even

they had more than doubled t
so—and this qualification 1 inevitable—as late as 1960 at least
one-third of Black women workers remained chained to the same

old household jobs and an additional one-fifth were non-domestic

Black wom
the worst of all jobs an
of change until the out
war, according to the 19
Black women were domes

service workers.*2
In a fiercely critical essay entitled “The Servant in the House,”

W._E. B. DuBois argued that as long as domestic service was the
rule for Black people, emancipation would always remain a con-
ceptual abstraction. .. . (T)he Negro,” DuBois insisted, “will not
approach freedom until this hateful badge of slavery and medic-
valism has been reduced to less than ten percent.”#3 The changes
prompted by the Second World War provided only a hint of
progress. After eight long decades of “emancipation,” the signs
of freedom were shadows so vague and so distant that one strained

and squinted to get a glimpse of them.
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Millions of Black people—and especially the women—were cop
vinced that emancipation was “the coming of the Lord "1

This was the fulfillment of prophecy and legend. It was the Golden
Dawn, after chains of a thousand years. It was everything miracy-
Jous and perfect and promising.2

There was joy in the South. It rose like perfume—like a prayer.
Men stood quivering. Slim, dark girls, wild and beautiful with
wrinkled hair, wept silently; young women, black, tawny, white and
golden, lifted shivering hands, and old and broken mothers, black

and gray, raised great voices and shouted to God across the fields
and up to the rocks and the mountains.3

A great song arose, the loveliest thing born this side of the seas. It
was a new song . . . and its deep and plaintive beauty, its great
cadences and wild appeal wailed, throbbed and thundered on the
world’s ears with a message seldom voiced by man. It swelled and
blossomed like incense, improvised and born anew out of an age
long past and weaving into its texture the old and new melodies in
word and in thought.4

Black people were hardly celebrating the abstra’ct principles of
freedom when they hailed the advent of emancipation. As that
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n sob shrieked in the wind and tosseq it 1

“ t huma N
... gred bree, free,”s Black people were ot Biv

upon the sea—free,

vent to religious frenzy- ;
women and the men alike wanted land, they wanted the il

and “. . . they were consumed with (Iiesire for schools.”s
Like the young slave child Frederick Douglass, many of the
four million people who celebrated emancipation had long i
realized that “knowledge unfits a child to be a slave.”7 Apg like
Douglass’ master, the former slaveholders realized that «, yoe
give a nigger an inch, he will take an ell. Learning will spoil thl;
best nigger in the world.”® Master Hugh’s proscription notwj,.
standing, Frederick Douglass secretly continued his pursuit f
knowledge. Soon he could write all the words from Webstey
Spelling-Book, further perfecting his skill by examining the fap,.
ily Bible and other books in the clandestinity of the night, Oy
course, Frederick Douglass was an exceptional human being who
became a brilliant thinker, writer and orator. But his desire for
knowledge was by no means exceptional among Black people, who
?;i:tl::i': ;::smffeslted a ;leep-seated urge to acquire knowl;dge_
g xisen }(: slaves also wanted to be. “unfit” for the harrow-
ce they led. A former slave interviewed during the

19305, Jenny Proctor recalled the Webster '
: ter's Spelling-Book whi
she and her friends had surreptitiously studied. g0k which

N

it till 'way in the night and the

studies that spelling book. W
and write 3 Jjty]e too.9 .

111 we lfghts a little pine torch, and
€ learn it too. I can read some now

Black peg
Ple learneq h
e o that emancipation’e «
i Pation’s “fort
m Malicious rymoy. They would have to Z;}l)ctr;:)ra;;:;

ar they

zy. They knew exactly what they waney thg

would have to ﬁg}.lt for political power. And after centuries
edue stional deprivation, they would zealously assert theiy right

isfy their profound craving for learning, Thys like their
nd brothers all over the South, the newly ]iber,ated Black
¢ Memphis assembled and resolved that educatiop was
priority. On the first anniversary of the Emancipation
tion, they urged the Northern teachers to make haste

gisters 3

eop]e o
their first
Proclama

and

. to bring their tents with them, ready for erection in the field,
by the roadside, or in the fort, and not to wait for magnificent
houses to be erected in time of war .. .10

The mystifying powers of racism often emanate from its irra-
tional, topsy-turvy logic. According to the prevailing ideology,
Black people were allegedly incapable of intellectual advance-
ment. After all, they had been chattel, naturally inferior as com-
pared to the white epitomes of humankind. But if they really were
biologically inferior, they would have manifested neither the de-
sire nor the capability to acquire knowledge. Ergo, no prohibition
of learning would have been necessary. In reality, of course, Black
people had always exhibited a furious impatience as regards the
acquisition of education.

The yearning for knowledge had always been there. As early as
1787, Black people petitioned the state of Massachusetts for the
right to attend Boston’s free schools.!! After the petition was
rejected, Prince Hall, who was the leader of this initiative, estab-
lished a school in his own home.12 Perhaps the most stunning
illustration of this early demand for education was the work of an
African-born woman who was a former slave. In 1793 Lucy Terry

Prince boldly demanded an audience before the trustees of the
newly established Williams College for Men, who had refused to
admit her son into the school. Unfortunately, the racist prejudices
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s Prince’s logic and eloquence could not
{ this Vermont institution. Yet she aggressivg)
Jesire for—and right to—education, Twg

years later Lucy Terry Prince successfully defcnd'ed a land c,la.'l"l
- it of the land, and according to suryj,;
before the highest cou to have addressed t}, n
records, she remains the first womall; €d the §y,.
me Court of the United States.
preSevcnteen ninety-three was also Bl et au ex-slave Woman,
who had purchased her freedom, established a scho?] in the city
of New York which was known as Ka.ty Ferguson’s Schog] for
the Poor. Her pupils, whom she recruited from the Poorhouse,
were both Black and white (twenty-eight and 'twenty respec-
tively)14 and were quite possibly both boys and girls. Forty year
later the young white teacher Prudence Crandall steadfastly de.
fended Black girls’ right to attend her Canterbury, Connecticut
school. Crandall persistently taught her Black pupils until she
was dragged off to jail for refusing to shut down her school 15
Margaret Douglass was another white woman who was impris-
oned in Norfolk, Virginia, for operating a school for Black chil-
dren.16
The most outstanding examples of white women'’s sisterly sol-
idarity with Black women are associated with Black people’s his-
torical struggle for education. Like Prudence Crandall and
Margaret Douglass, Myrtilla Miner literally risked her life as she
sought to impart knowledge to young Black women.17 In 1851,
when she initiated her project to establish a Black teachers’ col-
lege in Washington, D.C., she had already instructed Black
ch‘ild'ren in Mississippi, a state where education for Blacks was a
criminal oﬁen;e. After Myrtilla Miner's death, Frederick
nDozungcl:zls :eSCﬂbed his own incredulousness when she first an-
er plans to him. During their first meeting he won-

dered about h : ; et
relized that €I seriousness in the beginning, but then he

were so strong th
sway the trustees of t
defended her people’s

.
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he.r €y€ and tht g, true
eelings were those of mip.

$ another enterprise—y;|q
ble, and destined only to

. the fire of enthusiasm lighted ip
.m. artyr spirit flamed in her soul. My ¢
gled joy and sadness. Here [ thought
Jangerous, desperate and impractic,
pring failure and suffering. Yet I was deeply moved wit admira

tion by the heroic purpose of the delicate and fragile person wh
stood or rather moved to and fro before me.18 °

[t was not long before Douglass recognized thy none of the
warnings he issued to her—and not even the stories of the attacks
on Prudence Crandall and Margaret Douglass—coylq shake her
Jetermination to found a college for Black women teachers.

To me the proposition was reckless almost to the point of mad.
ness. In my fancy I saw this fragile little woman harassed by the
Jaw, insulted in the street, a victim of slaveholding malice and
possibly beaten down by the mob.19

In Frederick Douglass’ opinion, relatively few white people
outside the anti-slavery activists would sympathize with Myrtilla
Miner’s cause and support her against the mob. This was a period,
he argued, of diminishing solidarity with Black people. Moreover,

... the District of Columbia (was) the very citadel of slavery, the
place most watched and guarded by the slave power and where
humane tendencies were more speedily detected and sternly op-

posed.20

In retrospect, however, Douglass confessed that he.did B
understand the depth of this white woman'’s individual coxljrag}f‘
Despite the grave risks, Myrtilla Miner opf:n.efl hgr school in }t] 3
fall of 1851, and within a few months her initial six students ha

grown to forty. She taught her Black stpdents p
the next eight years, simultaneously raising moncy

assionately over
and urging

LT
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rt her efforts. She even acted
ia Mothe,

congressmen to suppo
m she brought into her home so ¢},
at they

to the orphan girls who

might attend the school 21
As Myrtilla Miner struggled to teach and as her pupil sty
ug.

gled to learn, they all fought evictions, arson attempts g
other misdeeds of racist stone-throwing mobs. They were the
ported by the young women’s families and abolitionists s”c}s,uP'
Harriet Beecher Stowe, who donated a portion of the royaltjes s
received from the sale of Uncle Tom's Cabin. 22 Myrtilla M-She
may have been “frail,” as F° rederick Douglass observed bUt"lher
was definitely formidable, and was always able, at lesson, times -
discover the eye of that racist storm. Early one morning, howe\; .
she was abruptly awakened by the odor of smoke and ra o
flames, which soon consumed her schoolhouse. A]thoughg}l,ng
school was destroyed, the inspiration she provided lived on, 3 i]r
eventually Miner’s Teachers College became a part of the Di;t 3
of Columbia public educational system.23 “I never pass the Mirr:g t
Normal School for colored girls,” so Frederick Douglass conffassedr

in 1883,

... without a feeling of self reproach that I could have said ought
to quench the zeal, shake the faith, and quail the courage of the
Noble woman by whom it was founded and whose name it bears.2

Sisterhood between Black and white women was indeed possi-
ble, and as long as it stood on a firm foundation—as with this
re.markable woman and her friends and students—it could give
birth to earthshaking accomplishments. Myrtilla Miner kept the
l«:)an(ciﬂe burning that others before her, like the Grimke sisters and
N ar:e;r;ce Cranda]l., haq left as a powerful legacy. It could not
fave b t:]ha n;erfe hlStOl‘lCél]. coincidence that so many of the white
women ! o de enclied thexr.BIack sisters in the most dangerous

uations were involved in the struggle for education. They

st have understood how urgengyy
men neede d
to

e ledge—a |
cquire knowledg amp unto thej; \
antO the path toward freedom, PEOPIE’s feet ang a light

U :
Black peop!e who did rece.:ive academic ingryepi -

aSSOCiath their knowledge with their People’s co]]Ctlo.n "nevitably

m. As the first year of Black schooling in éFtlve battle for

Incin

freedo .
o a close pupils who were asked “What do ;
ou t

sbout?” furnished these answers:

nati drew
hink mogt

,st. We are going . . . to be good boys and whep ]
et the poor slaves from bondage. And I am sory € get a man to
the boat of Tiskilwa went down with two hundc:wdto hear that
. it grieves my heart so that I could faint in one ;inF:::r (25::8

¢ n

years old)
,nd. ... What weare studying for is to try to get the yoke of slavery
proke and the chains parted asunder and slave holding cease for

ever. . . . (twelve year old)

3rd. ... Bless the cause of abolition. . .. My mother and step-father,
my sister and myself were all born in slavery. The Lord did let the
oppressed go free. Roll on the happy period that all nations shall
know the Lord. We thank him for his many blessings. (eleven year

old)
4th. ... This is to inform you that I have two cousins in slavery

entitled to their freedom. They have done everything that

who are
the will requires and now they won't let them go. They talk of

selling them down the river. If this was your case what w

do? . . . (ten year old)?®

ould you

een-year-old attending

y fascinating example
g from

me from a sixt
tremel

temporary meanin
he desire to be free.

The last surviving answer ca
this new Cincinnati school. It is an €X
of the way the students gleaned a con
world history that was as close t0 home as t
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. o back and ¢ the SE€ in which the By,
sth Lt 051207 lved. They had no learning and ;4
Saxons and ¢ t look, some of them are ot

’ of letters: But no ’ our firg
knowledge Afed and see what 2 great man he was,

: tg'nOW his a,b,¢, but before his death he cop,

time did not K7 " He was never discouraged but alway,

' s
;orr":ac:d and studied the harder. I think if the colored peg
Jike King Alfred they
¢ American

Mey
€ at One

manded

ple
will soon do away the evil of slavery Isct: d,y
L eany

see how th
much slavery -

As far as Black people’s faith in knowledge was concerned, this
ssteen-year-old child said it all
This unquenchable thirst for knowledge was as powerfy] among
the slaves in the South as among their “free” sisters and brother
i the North. Needless to say, the anti-literacy restrictions of the
dJave states were far more rigid than in the North. After the Nat
Turner Revolt in 1831, legislation prohibiting the education of
slaves was strengthened throughout the South. In the words of
one sl.ave code, “. . . teaching slaves to read and write tends to
dnssat{sfac”tion in their minds, and to produce insurrection and
zigillc;r;us}: With the exception of Maryland and Kentucky,
slavés,zs"rhem state absolutely prohibited the education of
'rOt?ghout the South, slaveholders resorted to the lash
and the whipping post in order to hei "1 !
b wil 0 o, bk counter their slaves’ irrepress-
n. Black people wanted to be educated.

T:e Poignancy of the slaves’ s
where. Frederikg Bremer fo
to read the Bible. “O, thi

truggle for learning appeared every
und a young woman desperately tryiné
“Ttum and over i s book,” she cried out to Miss Breme®
them. I try ang fry. Tits leaves and I wish I understood what is 0"
i " | should be 59 happy if I could read, but [ can

s can call this a land of freedom where ;
50
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ng Taylor was a nurse and teacher in the first Black
¢ the Civil War. In her autobiography she described
nt efforts to educate herself during slavery. White
children, sympathet?c adults, - well as hff grandmother, assisted
her t0 acquire the skills of reading and writing.30 Like Susie King’s
mother, numerous slave women ran great risks as they im-
arted t0 their sisters and brothers the academic skills they had
cecretly procured. Even when they were compelled to convene
their schools during the late hours of the night, women who had
managed to acquire some knowledge attempted to share it with
their PﬁoPle-31
These were some of the early signs—in the North and South
alike—of that post-emancipation phenomenon which DuBois
called “a frenzy for schools.”’32 Another historian described the

ex-slaves’ thirst for learning in these words:

gusie Ki
jment O
of persiste

grand

With a yearning born of centuries of denial, ex-slaves worshipped
the sight and sound of the printed word. Old men and women on
the edge of the grave could be seen in the dark of the night, poring
over the Scripture by the light of a pine knot, painfully spelling out

the sacred words.33

According to yet another historian,

y found a keener desire to learn

(M)any educators reported that the
South than

among the Negro children of the Reconstruction
among white children in the North.34

About half of the volunteer teachers who joined the massive
educational campaign organized by the Freedman’s Bureau were
women. Northern white women went South during Reconstruc-
tion to assist their Black sisters who were absolutely determined
to wipe out illiteracy among the millions of former slaves. The
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dimensions of this task were herculean: according to DuBy;,
ate was 95 percent.3* In the historjeg Ch’ the
Ton;

revailing illiteracy T ! e
}:)ling the Reconstruction Era and in the historical accoyp;

Women's Rights Movement, the experiences of Black and
women working together in the struggle for educatiop have ite
ceived sparse attention. Judging, however, from the articje ) t;]e.
Freedman’s Record, these teachers undoubtedly inspireq . S
other and were themselves inspired by their students. A]maoch
universally mentioned in the white teachers observations wag ¢ hst
former slaves' unyielding commitment to knowledge. [p th:
words of a teacher working in Raleigh, North Carolina, “llt is
surprising to me to see the amount of suffering which many of
the people endure for the sake of sending their children t,
school.”36 Material comfort was unhesitatingly sacrificed for the
furtherance of educational progress:

N}
S ()f the

A pile of books is seen in almost every cabin, though there be no
furniture except a poor bed, a table and two or three broken

chairs.37

As teachers, the Black and white women seem to have devel-
oped a profound and intense mutual appreciation. A white
woman working in Virginia, for example, was immensely im-
pressed by the work of a Black woman teacher who had just
emerged from slavery. It “. . . seems almost a miracle,” this white
woman exclaimed, that “. . . a colored woman, who had been a
slave up to the time of the Surrender, would succeed in a vocation
to her 50 novel . . ."38 In the reports she authored, the Black
woman n question expressed sincere—though by no means ser-
wl;—g}:atl‘tude for the work of her “friends from the North.”3
Rech:stenfcht];z ;’f tt}}]]: ii{;s] B;t}rlayal anq the overthrow of Radical
cod A r1))“1)80 f;nz?ts in educatlgn had become

progress during that poten-

X WOMEN'S PERSPECTIVE
A
evolutionary era Fisk University, Hampton [ 109
her Black colleges and universiti 0 Instityte gpg
several other - 1 War South 40 ities had beep established
. the pOSt‘CM ar South. 0 Some 247,333 pupils were 41t ¥
B school_s—and these were the building blogy § end-
mgu ¢h's first pubh(': school system, which would benef Bla:]: the
4 ite children ahk(?. Alth(,’ugh the post-Reconstryction Pefigj
nd the attendant L of ] im Crow education drastically dimin-
Fed Black people’s educational opportuites, the impac of
Reconstruction experience could not be entirely oblterated, The
dream of land was shattered for the time being and the hope for
olitical equality waned. Bgt the beacon of knowledge was not
casily cxtinguished—and this was the guarantee that the fight for

Jand and for political power would unrelentingly go on.

Had it not been for the Negro school and college, the Negro would,
to all intents and purposes, have been driven back to slavery.
. His reconstruction leadership had come from Negroes educated
in the North, and white politicians, capitalists and philanthropic
teachers. The counter-revolution of 1876 drove most of these, save
the teachers, away. But already, through establishing public schools
and private colleges, and by organizing the Negro church, the
Negro had acquired enough leadership and knowledge to thwart

the worst designs of the new slave drivers.4!

Aided by their white sister allies, Black women played an indif-
pensable role in creating this new fortress. The history of women'§
struggle for education in the United States reached a true peak
when Black and white women together led thc? post-Cnvn'l War
battle against illiteracy in the South. Their ’umty and ?th(]jant}i
preserved and confirmed one of our history’s most fruitful pro

mises.

T
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