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introduction Without Fear and Hesitancy


[W]omen of all nationalities can come together without fear and hesitancy secure in the knowledge that they meet as equals and as workers striving together. We can think together objectively and opportunely and co-ordinate for the greater benefit of mankind.

—Mary McLeod Bethune



The uprisings of 2020 sparked a national and global conversation about the significance of Black women in movements for social change.1 In grassroots demonstrations around the world, Black women occupied a central role in the crusade to end state-sanctioned violence and anti-Black racism. Utilizing public spaces such as city parks and busy streets, they advocated for equality and justice while calling on others—regardless of race, gender, class, ethnicity, sexuality, religion, and nationality—to join the fight for human dignity. From activist Tamika Mallory delivering an impassioned speech on the history of racial violence before a crowd of protesters in Minneapolis, Minnesota, to Black Lives Matter co-founder Patrisse Cullors promoting the growing movement to defund the police, Black women were at the forefront of the protests sparked by the police killings of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Tony McDade, and too many others.2 Though some at the time marveled at the sight, the prominence of Black women in these protests was not a sudden development.3 By taking to the streets to advocate for human dignity and global justice, these activists were building upon a long tradition of Black women’s human rights advocacy.

Without Fear: Black Women and the Making of Human Rights tells those women’s stories. It unfolds a sweeping history of the lives and ideas of a cadre of Black women in the United States to explore how, for well over a century, they were at the forefront of the struggle for human rights.4 While the term human rights means and has meant different things to different people, the women featured in this book generally understood it to mean divinely inspired protections guaranteed to all people by virtue of their humanity.5 To that end, these activists and intellectuals embraced three core elements of human rights philosophy: a focus on natural rights (inherent in all humans), universality (applicable everywhere), and equality (the same for all people).6 They framed their demands not only as citizenship rights tied to a particular state, but as concerns that extended well beyond the borders of an individual nation. For them, the struggle for rights and freedom in the United States has always been inextricable from the struggle of all people to attain the liberties guaranteed to them, regardless of their social status, nationality, or identity.

Much of our understanding of the history of human rights has been shaped through a focus on diplomatic relations, international laws, nation-states, and nongovernmental organizations.7 Without Fear offers a different perspective, capturing human rights thinking and activism from the ground up, with mostly excluded actors at the center of the narrative. By moving across the local, national, and global, the book depicts the dynamic interplay of these ordinary individuals—often invisible—with the public officials—mostly white and male—who have dominated the discourse on human rights.8

Looking at these women raised a host of questions: What does the struggle for human rights look like from the perspective of the marginalized? How did these individuals draw inspiration from the concept of human rights to challenge racism and white supremacy in their communities and beyond? How did Black women in the United States work to advance the universal and inalienable rights for all people at home and abroad? How did Black women influence—or attempt to influence—the debate over human rights from outside the halls of power? How did they work to ensure that the core ideals of life, liberty, and security would be extended to all?

Without Fear offers a window into the everyday application of human rights among an often-overshadowed group of activists and intellectuals in the United States. In standard and mainstream accounts, the history of human rights is told primarily through the ideas of white men—European philosophers and thinkers such as Friedrich Nietzsche and Ernst Troeltsch—and organizations such as the United Nations and Amnesty International.9 These intellectuals and institutions have all fundamentally shaped human rights history. Research, however, reveals a wide array of activists and leaders from all walks of life who contributed to this long-term project. Without Fear highlights an overlooked group in the development of human rights as a force for change.

Centering Black women in the United States is not meant to place them above others in a comprehensive history of human rights. Indeed, a diverse constellation of historical actors in various locales, especially in the Global South, have contributed much to our understanding of human rights as idea and as praxis. My goal in highlighting Black American women is to illuminate how a historically marginalized group effectively made human rights theirs—moving beyond an esoteric concept to an organizing principle that fueled local, national, and global activism. The women who take center stage in this book—some eminent and notable and others who worked in relative obscurity for all their lives—labored to redefine the rights and dignity of all people. And they did so, in the words of African American educator Mary McLeod Bethune, “without fear and hesitancy.” 10

For most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Black women in the United States were largely shut out of the formal halls of power, influence, and education—spaces usually dominated by white men.11 They found little assistance from their white female counterparts who, with some exceptions, were more preoccupied with securing rights for themselves or “uplifting” the less fortunate—often by advocating for middle-class white values and behaviors—than addressing global racism and its vicious impact.12 Nevertheless, as early as the 1830s, Black women in the United States began to weave connections between their struggle and freedom struggles in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, and elsewhere. They were laying a groundwork for a new conception of human rights beyond the philosophical, one that was shaped by the terrors of slavery, global racism, and colonialism. Subsequent generations of Black women, who came in waves throughout the following decades, would expand on and champion the inherent rights of all people in every part of the world. Though these activists and thinkers were from different regions and social backgrounds, their identities as Black women shaped their ideas and approaches to human rights activism and fused a desire to eradicate both global racism and sexism. Organizing on the local level, in cities and towns across the nation and frequently in urban centers, they sought to give voice to the concerns of ordinary Black people and to contextualize the violence perpetrated against them within a global framework. Even without the backing of federal agencies, mainstream charitable organizations, or large cooperative entities, these women found ways to promote a human rights agenda through pragmatic collaborations and partnerships.

With creativity and ingenuity, these Black women significantly altered the trajectory of national and global politics by calling attention to the devaluation of Black lives all over the world, especially in places under colonial rule. Drawing on a wealth of sources—such as speeches, writings, archival material, oral histories, and historical newspapers—Without Fear highlights this intellectual thread and the sustained activism of these women. Pulling into focus the life stories and ideas of both historical and contemporary figures reveals how they have pioneered a human rights agenda aimed at dismantling systems of oppression since the early nineteenth century.13

The prominence of Black women leaders in these national and global political movements is not mere happenstance. Because they occupy a marginalized space and shoulder multiple and intersecting forms of oppression—including racism, sexism, and classism—Black women have been uniquely positioned to combat injustices in our society.14 As the most subordinate group within racial and gender hierarchies, Black women in the United States have understood what it means to live without full citizenship and human rights.15 Their political advocacy throughout American history was therefore manifold—they articulated a vision of freedom and dignity not just for themselves but for other oppressed people as well.16 At the core of these women’s political consciousness was a realization that the systems of oppression that imperiled the lives of Black people were fundamentally in opposition to the rights of humanity. The effort to uphold and protect these rights—including the inalienable rights to life, liberty, and security—became a driving force for many Black women in the United States.

Without Fear brings into bold relief the ways these women saw themselves—as citizens, as intellectuals, as political agitators—in an American context and on a global stage. They bore witness to the worst of American racism and sexism during many of the historical moments when the United States presented to the world an image of progress and equality. And they watched closely as the United States continuously failed to extend the promises of democracy to Black people, to immigrants, to women, and many others. Yet, generation after generation, Black women never failed to raise the clarion call for global justice, determined to remake the nation and world into one they wanted to live in—a society that guaranteed human dignity and safety for all. They pressured their country and the world to deliver on the most fundamental principles of human rights: dignity, respect, and equality. What follows is an account of some of these women’s stories—their aspirations, their strategies, and their global visions.








chapter one Universal, Natural, and Equal Rights

In April 1898, Ida B. Wells, one of the most influential activists of her generation, called on President William McKinley to create federal legislation “for the suppression of the national crime of lynching.” 1 Born in Mississippi in 1862, Wells launched a massive anti-lynching campaign during the late nineteenth century that began in the United States and extended across the Atlantic.2 She had initially turned her attention to racial violence after three of her friends—business owners Calvin McDowell, Thomas Moss, and Henry Stewart—were lynched in Memphis in 1892. McDowell, Moss, and Stewart had been recognized as upstanding citizens in the community and were targeted by white residents because of their economic success. Although Memphis was not a hotbed of racial violence at the time, the 1892 lynching of these three men by a white mob demonstrated the precarity of African American life.3

When another high-profile lynching took place a few years later, Wells decided to take on the president of the United States. She had been devastated to learn of the lynching of Frazier Baker, the first African American postmaster of Lake City, South Carolina.4 A former farmer and treasurer of the Colored Farmers’ Alliance in Florence County, South Carolina, Baker had been the postmaster of the Effingham post office from 1892 to 1894. In 1897, he was appointed postmaster in the predominantly white community of Lake City. His appointment angered residents who then harassed Baker and his family for months, including by filing unsubstantiated complaints against him. Around 1 a.m. on February 22, 1898, close to three hundred white people set fire to the post office, where the Baker family resided. The Bakers tried to escape the blaze, but members of the white mob fired shots into the home, killing Frazier Baker and his two-year-old daughter, Julia.5

The horrific killings of Baker and his young daughter coincided with the nadir of race relations in the United States: the period following Reconstruction when African Americans endured unrelenting racial terror and disenfranchisement.6 Wells had covered many acts of racist violence in her work as a journalist during these years, but the deaths of Frazier and Julia Baker were especially enraging. With her five-month-old baby in tow, she made the long trek from Chicago to Washington, D.C., to meet with McKinley.7 Along with several other prominent figures, including eight white congressmen from the Illinois delegation, Wells presented a petition to the president on behalf of the group. During the meeting, Wells called on the nation to reckon with the rampant violence directed at Black Americans. She also tried to secure financial support for Baker’s wife, Lavinia, and the couple’s five surviving children. Despite her efforts on the family’s behalf, Wells was unable to secure financial reprieve or legal justice for them.8 By April, all she could do was try to sway public sentiment by raising awareness about the lynching. Her passionate remarks to McKinley, which had been reprinted in the influential African American newspaper the Cleveland Gazette, helped galvanize Black activists across the nation.

Wells’s remarks served another significant purpose: they attempted to place the problem of lynching within the context of international crimes. She skillfully used her appeal to McKinley to argue that lynching was a human rights issue. White mob violence was not simply an offense because it undermined Black people’s status as U.S. citizens, but because it undermined their very status as humans. Drawing connections to other marginalized groups across the globe, Wells boldly asserted that these lynchings “stand side by side with Armenian and Cuban outrages.” 9 Her decision to invoke global humanitarian crises was intentional. By referencing the Armenian massacres of the mid-1890s—during which the Ottoman Empire killed 100,000 to 300,000 people—Wells did more than capture the president’s attention.10 Her comparison underscored the gravity of the situation, implicitly asking Americans to see the links between racial violence and genocide. It was also a poignant reminder that American leaders were culpable of the same humanitarian violations.

Wells’s reference to Cuba was also significant, alluding as it did to the imperialist impulses of U.S. leaders.11 Members of the McKinley administration had feared for months that Cubans would gain their independence from Spain.12 Given the island’s proximity to the U.S., the administration worried that Cuban independence would place American citizens at risk and limit American access to the island’s goods, including raw sugar, minerals, and tobacco.13 To protect U.S. interests, McKinley requested authorization from Congress on April 11, 1898, to invade the island and go to war with Spain. He insisted that the intervention was necessary for “the cause of humanity and to put an end to the barbarities, bloodshed, starvation, and horrible miseries now existing there.” 14

Many Black Americans rejected McKinley’s claims, but some viewed the impending involvement as a potential avenue to bolster the fight for rights at home. On March 7, George Henry White, the only African American member of Congress, argued that the war would open a space for Black people to demonstrate their ability to fight and defend the nation.15 Several African American newspapers supported his point. However, Wells was among a chorus of voices who resisted intervention and viewed McKinley’s imperialist response as an outrage akin to the practice of lynching.16 Her remarks on her meeting with McKinley, published in the Cleveland Gazette two days before McKinley’s request to Congress, cast a shadow over U.S. intervention in Cuba: “Nowhere in the civilized world save the United States of America do men, possessing all civil and political power, go out in bands of 50 to 5,000 to hunt down, shoot, hang or burn to death a single individual, unarmed and absolutely powerless.” 17

Wells’s hard-hitting remarks exemplify how Black American women of the nineteenth century framed racial violence—and the broader struggle for recognition and protection—through the lens of human rights. Long before the phrase began to circulate widely in public discourse, activists were already thinking about the freedoms that should be enjoyed by all individuals, regardless of race, gender, and nationality. In the years following the American Civil War, Wells joined a cadre of Black women working to bring an end to racial injustice by tapping into this nascent global discourse.18 At a moment when Black people were still fighting to be recognized as U.S. citizens, these women emphasized the need for rights and liberation on the basis of their humanity. Theirs was an appeal to the world as much as it was an appeal to the nation. In the absence of international law or formalized institutions that safeguarded such protections, these women functioned as “human rights couriers.” 19 They carried with them a vision of liberation that transcended the borders of the nation—one that would set the stage for a vibrant political movement in the decades to follow.



Long before Ida B. Wells demanded federal protection and equal rights for Black Americans, Black women activists and intellectuals were working to build a movement for human rights from the ground up. The fight for these rights began in the eighteenth century, and naturally, much of their focus was initially confined to the newly formed nation. The rhetoric around liberty that guided the American Revolution helped to usher in several laws that abolished slavery in the Northern states, including Pennsylvania and Rhode Island.20 In the aftermath of the revolution, Black people took advantage of this political climate and publicly advocated for equal rights through the courts. In Massachusetts, for example, Elizabeth Freeman sued for her freedom on the basis that the state constitution guaranteed Black people equal rights.21 “All men are born free and equal,” according to Article I of the Massachusetts State Constitution of 1780, “and have certain natural, essential, and unalienable rights.” 22 Emphasizing these words, Freeman laid out her defense before the Court of Common Pleas in Great Barrington, Massachusetts. She won her case in 1781.

The founding of free Black communities and new institutions—churches, mutual aid societies, libraries, and political clubs—created avenues for Black Americans to demand political rights during the Revolutionary era and beyond. The presence of Black women in these spaces defied the norms of the day held by white and Black men about women’s role in society. For instance, in 1819—after seeking permission for nearly a decade to preach within the African Methodist Episcopal Church—Jarena Lee seized her moment and stepped in for a minister. The power and religiosity of her sermon convinced the bishop of the church that her calling to the ministry was legitimate, and he awarded her a license that allowed her to preach throughout the North and the Midwest, which she did for thirty years.23 During the 1830s, Black women in Northern cities also rose to the public stage, demanding liberation and expanded rights and opportunities for Black people.

In Boston, Maria W. Stewart became one of the first Black women to publish political essays and one of the first American women to address a co-ed audience at a secular meeting. Born in 1803, Stewart was an indentured servant in Connecticut during her adolescence before settling in Boston as a free woman in the 1820s. In 1831, she brought her writings to William Lloyd Garrison, publisher of the Liberator, a leading abolitionist periodical. He published Stewart’s essay “Religion and the Pure Principles of Morality, the Sure Foundation on which we Must Build” as a pamphlet. Its message on the equality of all people so resonated with its audience that Stewart was later invited to give a public lecture at Franklin Hall to a diverse, mixed-race audience.24

A staunch abolitionist and an early feminist, Stewart’s writings and speeches grappled with the many challenges Black people were facing in the United States. While she did not use the term, her writings and speeches during the 1830s exemplify how the core tenets of human rights—natural rights, universality, and equality—were central to Black women’s vision of liberation. Stewart made broad appeals to common humanity and God-given rights while emphasizing the need for equal rights and opportunity for all. During an address at the African Masonic Hall in Boston in February 1833, Stewart condemned slavery and insisted on freedom and equality for Black people. She argued, “[G]ive the man of color an equal opportunity with the white from the cradle to manhood, and from manhood to the grave, and you would discover the dignified statesman, the man of conscience, and the philosopher.” 25 Her comments underscored the link between equal rights and societal outcomes. Black people could only reach the highest echelons of society if given the same access their white counterparts received.

Stewart reinforced these points in the same speech: “African rights and liberty is a subject that ought to fire the breast of every free man of color in these United States, and excite in his bosom a lively, deep, decided and heart-felt interest.” Challenging stereotypical and racist perceptions of African societies, Stewart reminded her audience that “we sprung from one of the most learned nations of the whole earth; from the seat, if not the parent of science.” She asserted, “Yes, poor, despised Africa was once the resort of sages and legislators of other nations, was esteemed the school for learning, and the most illustrious men in Greece flocked thither for instruction.” 26 Stewart looked to the nation’s founding documents to make a case for why Black people should not be enslaved: “According to the Constitution of these United States,” she noted in 1831, “he [God] hath made all men free and equal.” 27

Her political vision and her ideas about freedom were also imbued with a global consciousness. Stewart understood the quest for liberty in the United States as part of a larger movement across the globe. Her call for Black liberation was a call for universal rights—the rights shared by all on account of their humanity. “All the nations of the earth are crying out for Liberty and Equality. Away, away with tyranny and oppression,” she argued in 1831. “And shall Afric’s sons be silent any longer?” Her rhetorical question underscored the urgency of the moment. If people of other nations demanded “liberty and equality,” so, too, should people of African descent. Stewart believed Black women had a key role to play in human rights activism: “O, ye daughters of Africa, awake! awake! arise! no longer sleep nor slumber, but distinguish yourselves. Show forth to the world that ye are endowed with noble and exalted faculties.” 28 Stewart’s emphasis on African heritage and her appeal to “show forth to the world” capture the global dimensions of her political vision. During an era in which millions of Black people on U.S. soil were enslaved, Stewart crafted a political and personal identity that extended far beyond the nation’s geographical borders.29

While much of Stewart’s writings and speeches during the 1830s directly addressed Black people living in the United States, the activist also appealed to white Americans to act in the broader interests of humanity. For Stewart, slavery represented a moral failing on the part of all white Americans, one that had global implications. According to her, “Charity begins at home, and those that provide not for their own, are worse than infidels.” She continued, “We know that you are raising contributions to aid the gallant Poles, we know that you have befriended Greece and Ireland; and you have rejoiced with France, for her heroic deeds of valor.” Pointing to these relationships, Stewart carefully noted the contradictory actions and ideas of white Americans who could extend support for others abroad, yet overlook the millions of Black people at home. Her writings framed racism and inequality as not solely national problems, but global ones. And she reminded her readers that Black people valued freedom as much as anyone else: “Our souls are fired with the same love of liberty and independence with which your souls are fired.” 30 To further illustrate her point, she evoked the Haitian Revolution, the ultimate symbol of global Black liberation, and praised the “firmness of character, and independence of spirit,” of the Haitian revolutionaries.31

Stewart’s public remarks on rights and freedom made her a target of those who refused to accept Black people as equals in American society. She also endured resistance for speaking and writing on political matters as a Black woman.32 Only two years after her first speech, she was forced to retreat from public life in response to the growing backlash against her ideas and her presence at the podium. In her final talk, delivered on September 21, 1833, Stewart issued a call that “God at this eventful period should raise up your own females to strive, by their example both in public and private, to assist those who are endeavoring to stop the strong current of prejudice that flows so profusely against us at present.” 33

At a moment when Black women were not viewed as political or religious actors, Stewart made her mark by daring to assert her ideas before mixed-race and mixed-gender audiences. The act of speaking was courageous enough. But Stewart had gone one step further by radicalizing liberal principles of the era, including the “rights of man,” to make a bold demand for Black rights and freedom based on shared humanity.34 In this way, Stewart articulated an early vision of human rights and laid the groundwork that generations of Black women would stand on.



A decade after Maria Stewart delivered her first speech in Boston, Black women were still fighting to be heard in predominantly male public spaces. As national laws further restricted Black people’s movements and limited their opportunities, they began to encounter a new set of challenges. Black women abolitionists, such as Harriet Jacobs and Sojourner Truth, worked to raise greater awareness of the horrors of slavery in the hope that Americans would sense the urgent need to bring an end to its practice. While abolitionism was front and center during the antebellum years, Black women activists and intellectuals also emphasized the significance of universal, natural, and equal rights. These three interlocking ideals, which have formed the core of human rights thinking since the Western Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, became the lens through which these women worked to advance a burgeoning global movement.35 With limited access to the formal political arena, Black women in the United States employed a range of tactics to assert their voices in a national and global conversation on what philosopher Thomas Paine famously termed in 1791 “the rights of man.” 36

While Black women understood that many did not view Black people—and other people of color—as worthy of the rights and privileges afforded to white people, they nonetheless pointed out the contradictions of those who upheld “inalienable rights” for some and not for all. They made a bold demand for the inclusion of Black people—including women—within the Enlightenment traditions of thought that had long excluded people of African descent. These women’s writings and speeches were among the first to consistently employ the language of human rights in the United States, several decades before the term was widely used and popularized in public discourse.37

Such was the case for abolitionist Lucy (Lucie) Stanton Day Sessions, who emerged as an unlikely, yet crucial voice on human rights during the nineteenth century. Like Maria W. Stewart, Sessions used her writing and oratory skills during the antebellum period to call on American leaders to extend human rights to all, regardless of race, class, and sex. Sessions’s views on rights and freedom were deeply informed by her upbringing. She was born Lucy Stanton on October 16, 1831, in Cleveland, Ohio, the only child of Samuel and Margaret Stanton.38 Samuel, a barber and freeperson from the South, died when she was only eighteen months old. Margaret later married Samuel’s business partner John Brown, a wealthy African American man from Virginia, with whom she had four more children.39 Following the loss of her father, Sessions received support from her stepfather, who became one of her staunchest advocates. Her family home was a frequent stop on the Underground Railroad—a hiding place for many enslaved men and women en route to Canada across Lake Erie. As a child, she listened intently to the stories of those who escaped and came to understand the brutality of slavery, making a vow that she would work to abolish it.40

Barred from attending public school because of her race, Sessions was educated at a local school funded by her stepfather and several Black families in the area.41 In 1846, she began attending Oberlin College, where she was actively involved in the Litterae Laborum Solomen (LLS)—an exclusive women’s debating society. The group, previously called Oberlin’s Young Ladies’ Association, had been established in 1835 “to aid the intellectual growth of its students beyond the classroom, particularly in matters of religion and literature.” 42 In August 1850, Sessions was elected president of the organization—the first African American woman to serve in this capacity. That year, she also completed a two-year program in the Ladies’ Literary Course at Oberlin, becoming the first Black woman to graduate from college in the United States.43 During a period in which an estimated four million Black people were enslaved and barred from learning to read and write, Sessions’s accomplishments were especially noteworthy as they challenged white supremacist ideas about Black intellectual inferiority.

Sessions was aware of the significance of her accomplishments and, true to her vow, worked to improve conditions for other Black people. Her speeches became one avenue through which she condemned slavery and advocated for human rights. Her 1850 “A Plea for the Oppressed” was her most significant public address. Delivered at the commencement ceremony for Oberlin College, Sessions spoke on the plight of Black people living under slavery and the importance of universal rights. “The colored man is still crushed by the weight of oppression,” she argued. “He may possess talents of the highest order, yet for him is no path of fame or distinction opened. He can never hope to attain those privileges while his brethren remain enslaved.” 44

This powerful speech reflected her unwavering commitment to advocating for the rights and freedom of Black people. She emphasized the humanity of the enslaved while she condemned Americans who failed to endorse the rights of all people, and called on “all the friends of humanity” to defend abolitionism and “universal freedom.” According to Sessions, “Those who rob their fellow-men of home, of liberty, of education, of life are really at war against them as though they cleft them down upon the bloody field.” 45 By situating slavery as both a sin and a counter to universal and equal rights, Sessions articulated a commitment to the ideal of human rights, much as Maria Stewart had done twenty years prior. Sessions’s speech, delivered weeks before the passage of the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act, captivated members of the audience. Those in attendance responded with applause, and Rev. John Keep, a white trustee of the college, stood up to publicly express his endorsement of the speech, arguing that it exemplified how the presence of Black people enriched the college campus.46

Sessions then explored various avenues to help expand the rights and opportunities of Black people across the country. Shortly after graduation, she became the principal of a free Black school in Columbus, Ohio. Drawing on her experiences growing up in the area, Sessions provided a space for local Black students to gain literacy during a period in which Black students in the state were still excluded from public schools. Two years later, she fell in love with African American abolitionist and librarian William Howard Day and relocated to Cleveland with her spouse. The two were united not only in marriage, but in their deep commitment to advancing Black literacy. While Sessions continued to teach, Day worked for the Cleveland Library Association and established the Aliened American, the first abolitionist newspaper in the city.47 In the newspaper’s inaugural issue in April 1853, Sessions included an antislavery short story she wrote entitled “Charles and Clara Hayes.” Centered on two enslaved siblings whose biological father was an enslaver, it is one of the earliest short stories by an African American author published in the United States.48

Within a few years, Sessions and her husband began to expand their political work beyond the borders of the United States. They relocated to Canada West (present day Ontario) in 1856, where she gave birth to their daughter, Florence Day, two years later.49 While living in Buxton, Ontario, a Black community near Chatham, Canada, Sessions remained active in the antislavery movement. Holding fast to her belief that all people, regardless of race or nationality, deserved to be free, she joined the Chatham Vigilance Committee in southwestern Ontario. The group, which was established in the 1850s, provided aid to fugitives and protected them from slave catchers. Working alongside a group of distinguished Black abolitionists, including Black nationalist Martin Delany and journalist and teacher Mary Ann Shadd Cary, Sessions and other members of the Chatham Vigilance Committee waged a direct assault on the Fugitive Slave Act.50

Described by one historian as a “law with teeth” because of its backing by the federal government, the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 was arguably the most impactful law that aimed to stop enslaved people from running away during the nineteenth century.51 Its predecessor, the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793, had empowered enslavers to capture runaway slaves. However, the 1850 version was far more vicious. Under this stricter law—part of the Compromise of 1850 that brokered a temporary peace between free and slave states—federal commissioners paid bounty hunters to return runaways, making it more difficult for enslaved Black people to escape. Those who attempted to flee relied heavily on the help and support of a nationwide network of abolitionists working through the Underground Railroad.

The Chatham Vigilance Committee, described by abolitionist Mary Ann Shadd Cary as one of the “most aggressive” abolitionist groups of the period, provided safe passage for runaways traveling to Canada.52 In 1858, Sessions and her associates facilitated the dramatic rescue of ten-year-old Sylvanus Demarest, who had been seized in London, Ontario, northeast of Chatham, by a white man claiming to be his owner.53 When the train they were on arrived in Chatham, one hundred armed members of the committee forcibly removed the boy from it. He remained with the Shadd family until his relatives could be located. Sessions’s involvement with the Chatham Vigilance Committee exemplified her unwavering commitment to abolishing slavery and advocating for the rights of Black people. Her subtle, yet persistent efforts helped to advance human rights activism in the years before the Civil War.

After the Civil War, the era of Reconstruction, which lasted from 1865 to 1877, marked one of the most promising, yet turbulent eras of American history. With access to the vote, African American men elected the nation’s first Black senators, federal representatives, lieutenant governors, and state representatives. The passage of the Reconstruction Amendments was vital in this regard. The Thirteenth Amendment, ratified in 1865, abolished legal slavery. The Fourteenth Amendment, ratified in 1868, conferred national citizenship on all individuals born in the United States, regardless of their race and overturned the 1857 Dred Scott decision in which Chief Justice Roger Taney insisted that African Americans “had no rights which the white man was bound to respect.” 54 The Fifteenth Amendment, ratified in 1870, granted Black men the right to vote. These developments significantly expanded Black political rights for a time, but the fight for rights and freedom was not over.55

Black women were on the front lines of the struggle for voting rights and worked within the suffrage movement while facing prejudice from their white allies. In 1866, while attending the Eleventh National Women’s Rights Convention in New York City, activist and author Frances Ellen Watkins Harper boldly challenged white women who advocated for women’s rights but excluded those of Black women. Her remarks at the convention captured the essence of her political vision: “I do not believe that giving the woman the ballot is immediately going to cure all the ills of life. . . . You white women speak here of rights. I speak of wrongs.” 56

By this time, Harper had been working many years in the struggle for rights. Born in Baltimore in 1825, Harper became one of the first Black American writers to be published when she released her book of poems Forest Leaves sometime around 1845. Similar to Stewart and Sessions, Harper emphasized equal rights and humanity in her essays and speeches. Writing in the Anglo-African Magazine in 1859, she challenged her male colleagues who insisted that wealth was the key to ending racial prejudice in the United States.57 Instead, Harper made a case for equal rights as the only means by which Black people could improve their social standing. “Our greatest need is not gold or silver, but true men and true women. We need men and women whose hearts are the homes of a high and lofty enthusiasm, and a noble devotion to the cause of emancipation,” she explained. “The important lesson we should learn and be able to teach,” Harper continued, “is how to make every gift, whether gold or talent, subserve the cause of crushed humanity and carry out the greatest idea of the present age, the glorious idea of human brotherhood.” By referencing “humanity” and “human brotherhood,” Harper emphasized the importance of unalienable rights that transcended the nation-state.

Years later, in confronting white women at the 1866 National Women’s Rights Convention, she reiterated the need for full citizenship for African Americans: “We are all bound up together in one great bundle of humanity, and society cannot trample on the weakest and feeblest of its members without receiving the curse in its own soul.” 58 The emphasis on the need for rights on the basis of shared humanity offered a glimpse into how Harper’s vision was shaped by both national and global concerns. By excluding Black women from their vision of suffrage, Harper pointed out that white women were not only failing to acknowledge Black women’s rights as citizens of the United States, but as citizens of the world.



During the nineteenth century, U.S. leaders presented an image of strength to the world as they worked to build their standing as a great power on the international stage.59 Although the Civil War had devastating consequences on all aspects of American life, their messages of unity, hope, and healing took center stage. Yet it was clear to many that the deep divisions that led to the war remained largely fixed in place. Southerners resisted Black political progress with all their might—as evidenced by the violence employed to bring a swift end to Reconstruction.60 The pattern of white mob violence that Black activists denounced in the decades prior had stemmed from the same impulse that brought an end to Reconstruction: white supremacy. To counter it, Black women did not hesitate to point to the myriad hypocrisies at the center of the nation’s mistreatment of Black people.

Building on the tradition of Black women thinkers since the eighteenth century, the generation of Black women activists who had come of age during the era of slavery increasingly framed their demands for rights and freedom through the lens of universal rights. While they never strayed far from a call for citizenship rights, these leaders recognized that the egregious treatment of people of African descent represented a breach of universal principles that were foundational to their concept of morality. They noted the failure of U.S. leaders to protect Black people, which undermined the stated values of the Constitution, and positioned this lack of protection as a failure to acknowledge the rights shared by all “simply because they are part of the human species.” 61

Black churches provided one significant avenue for Black women to demand human rights during this period. Such was the case for African American missionary Amanda Berry Smith.62 Born in 1837 in Long Green, Maryland, Smith was the daughter of enslaved African Americans. Her father, Samuel Berry, who had purchased his own freedom by selling brooms, mats, fruits, and vegetables, went on to purchase Smith’s freedom and the freedom of her mother, Miriam Berry.63 In 1840, the family moved to York County, Pennsylvania. Although she did not receive much formal schooling, Smith learned how to read and write from her parents.64 After the Civil War, she married James Henry Smith, a deacon in the African Methodist Episcopal Church. After her husband died in 1869, Smith began attending religious revivals. Her life was forever changed when she heard a sermon by the Reverend John Inskip of the Greene Street Methodist Church and felt called into God’s service. Shortly thereafter, she began preaching at revival meetings across the city. Smith drew upon the teachings of the Bible to make a case for the expanded rights and opportunities of Black people and other marginalized groups. In 1896, Smith called on attendees at the Seventh Street Methodist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia to “[c]ome down from your elevated position, humble yourselves and place yourselves on an equal footing with others.” 65 For Smith, any expression of Christianity without a commitment to racial equality was hollow.

Christianity, in Smith’s perspective, provided a venue from which to advance the broader goals of liberation and equality.66 As an evangelist, she looked to the Bible for framing her understanding of universal rights. This is a point Smith makes clear in her autobiography when she explains the significance of Galatians 3:28 in her conversion process: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female, for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.” “I never understood that text before,” she admitted, “but now the Holy Ghost had made it clear to me.” 67

Smith’s travels abroad fundamentally shaped her religious views, opening her eyes to the global dimensions of racial injustice. In 1878, Smith traveled to Great Britain to lead religious revivals on what she initially thought would be a short visit, but which blossomed into twelve years abroad. As a missionary during these years, she was widespread in her travels, including to India and Liberia. While her primary focus was spreading her religious ideas to various communities across the globe, her experiences in India and Liberia proved critical for expanding Smith’s ideas.

Black self-sufficiency was one of the core themes of her 1893 autobiography, published three years after she returned to the United States. Echoing the abolitionist Maria W. Stewart—who in 1831 argued that “if no one will promote or respect us, let us promote and respect ourselves”—Smith emphasized the need for people of African descent to devise strategies for addressing the lingering effects of slavery and colonialism.68 They included collective action and forging international alliances. Smith’s desire to build transnational networks reflected her sense of global belonging.69

The Black Women’s Club movement, which emerged during the late nineteenth century, built on these sentiments.70 Led primarily by formally educated, middle-class Black women, the movement was a response to the violence and oppression Black people endured during the nadir of race relations. As the Supreme Court handed down the Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) decision—which upheld the doctrine of “separate but equal” institutions for Black and white people—African American women were in the process of organizing various associations to address the social and political needs of Black people. Largely excluded from the public arena, Black women found spaces in their voluntary associations to advocate for change and fill in the gaps where the federal government failed to provide aid. Black clubwomen provided an array of resources, including homes for the elderly, childcare, and food for the poor. They fought for racial uplift and political rights, emphasizing racial pride and the value of education.

While these ideals were at the core of the Black Women’s Club movement, they were by no means the women’s only focus. Much like earlier activists and intellectuals, African American clubwomen of the late nineteenth century promoted an expansive vision of freedom that reflected their dual commitment to securing civil and human rights.

Woman’s Era, the first nationally distributed newspaper published by and for Black women, provides a window into Black clubwomen’s ideas on human rights during the nineteenth century. Established in 1894 by clubwoman Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin—and funded with the help of paid subscriptions—Woman’s Era was published in Boston and developed into a nationally circulated paper.71 The writers whose words graced the pages of Woman’s Era were a dynamic group of Black clubwomen, including Ruffin, Chicago-based clubwoman and lecturer Fannie Barrier Williams, and New York Age journalist Victoria Earle Matthews. Woman’s Era represented a counter to mainstream white media outlets that marginalized Black women’s ideas.72 In it, Black women found a public forum for the myriad social issues of the day, including civil rights, racial violence, discrimination, and racial uplift.73

The monthly paper debunked stereotypical representations of Black women, such as when they condemned the racist remarks of John Jacks, the president of the Missouri Press Association.74 In 1895, Jacks had written a letter to white suffragist Florence Balgarnie, a staunch feminist and pacificist in the U.K., describing Black women as “prostitutes” and saying they are “naturally liars and thieves.” 75 Balgarnie shared the letter with Ruffin, who then disseminated it to the other clubs. Ruffin and her associates wasted no time in addressing these reprehensible remarks, and they went a step further by organizing the First National Conference of Colored Women.76 “Too long have we been silent under unjust and unholy charges; we cannot expect to have them removed until we disprove them through ourselves,” she argued at the conference.77 For Ruffin and the other Black women who came together, the newly formed group, as well as the platform within the pages of Woman’s Era, provided collective opportunities for Black women to publicly challenge racism and discrimination.78

The paper significantly bolstered Black women’s morale and amplified their voices during a period when their ideas were rarely taken seriously. As editor Fannie Barrier Williams explained in a letter to the newspaper’s readers, “The Woman’s Era is the face of our colored women turned upward to the star of hope.” 79 While the newspaper emphasized domestic issues and the themes of racial uplift and respectability that dominated their movement, it also captured professional Black women’s broad vision of human rights. “To thousands of our women,” Fannie Barrier Williams observed in 1894, “[the] paper will come as the first intimation of the wideness of the world about them and the stretch of human interest and sympathy.” 80 “The time is fast coming,” Ruffin declared in 1895, “when individual and class needs may all be safely merged into the broader interests of our common humanity, and a spirit of mutual respect and confidence between women of all classes and races be quickened thereby.” 81 Black women in Knoxville, Tennessee, expressed similar sentiments in a short article on their formation of the Woman’s Mutual Improvement Club: “Too long have we turned a deaf ear, a blind eye, to the direct and indirect appeals of humanity. But never more shall it be thus.” They declared, “We have put our hands to the plow and shall not turn back; with united aims, united hopes and united prayers we join the never-ending warfare of good against evil.” 82

The themes of unity and collective action for the sake of political progress ran throughout the pages of Woman’s Era. Victoria Earle Matthews, editor of and writer for the New York section, passionately appealed to Black women readers not to sit idly by as others vilified Black women.83 Woman’s Era’s writers worked to build greater awareness of the need for demanding universally expanded rights and opportunities. In an 1894 editorial entitled “Women in Politics,” Fannie Barrier Williams reminded readers that the struggle for women’s rights was deeply connected to broader discussions of the rights of all people in every part of the world. According to Williams, “Nothing in the whole social progress of humanity is more interesting and more suggestive of the persistency of rightness than the steady gain of womankind in those larger relationships of human life and civilization.” 84 In another article, she extolled the virtues of truth, and argued that individuals who pursued truth—such as revolutionary leaders John Brown and the Haitian general Toussaint Louverture—were vital to human progress.85 Not surprisingly, the newspaper lent its full support to anti-lynching crusader Ida B. Wells during the 1890s, praising her efforts to spread the light of truth in the United States and abroad.86





Around 1892, after the brutal killings of her friends in Memphis pushed her to expose the horrors of lynching, Ida B. Wells decided to head to Great Britain.87 Presenting statistical data on lynching based on her meticulous research, Wells debunked claims that Black people were lynched because of criminal activities or that Black men were lynched in droves because they were guilty of sexually assaulting white women. Instead, she argued that lynching was a tool that white supremacists used to prevent the social advancement of Black people in the aftermath of slavery. “Truth is mighty,” she pointed out, “[and] the lynching record discloses the hypocrisy of the lyncher as well as his crime.” 88

Federal intervention was at the heart of Wells’s political advocacy. She knew that other strategies to combat lynching, such as political agitation and mass protests, mattered little without federal protection.89 Her earliest writings on lynching underscored this point: it would continue in American society for as long as federal officials looked the other way. The emphasis on federal legislation was a practical matter. As Wells would later point out in A Red Record, even in cases where white vigilantes were arrested and charged with lynching at the local level, they were easily acquitted by a jury of their peers. She passionately argued it was the federal government that “must give to the individual citizen under the Stars and Stripes the same measure of protection which it gives to him when he travels in foreign lands.” 90 By invoking “foreign lands,” Wells called attention to the government’s role to protect its citizens when abroad, meaning they certainly should receive protection when on American soil.

In 1893, shortly after the lynching of Henry Smith, a Black laborer in Paris, Texas, British reformers Catherine Impey and Isabella Fyvie Mayo came together to establish the Society for the Recognition of the Brotherhood of Man to “combat American racial prejudice and violence.” 91 Membership in the society was limited to those who embraced the ideals of “freedom, equal opportunity, and brotherly consideration.” 92 In the context of nineteenth-century Britain, the society functioned as a critical space in which activists could advocate for human rights. Impey and Mayo were already well established in British and American reform circles. In 1888, Impey, a Quaker from Somerset, had published Anti-Caste, Britain’s first anti-racist magazine.93 Mayo, a Scottish widow and writer, had been an active supporter of Indian rights.

In an effort to build an international following and raise greater awareness of race relations in the United States, the two women extended invitations to several African American leaders, including Wells and New York–based journalist and activist T. Thomas Fortune. During Wells’s first trip to Britain, which began on April 21, 1893, and lasted for six weeks, she delivered several speeches about American race relations.94 At a May gathering in London, she debunked the idea that “the prejudice against the coloured race has quite passed away.” 95 To the contrary, she told British listeners of the myriad ways African Americans were treated as second-class citizens, speaking of the indignities Black people faced under the system of Jim Crow and sharing that she had been forcibly removed from the ladies’ car of a train several years before.96

At her talks, Wells reminded her listeners why she had traveled abroad, especially of the fact that British views of African Americans might educate white Southerners who saw themselves as above her people.97 Employing religion, Wells framed lynching as unchristian. And, to her listeners’ surprise, she also spoke candidly about its barbarity when such discussions were usually guarded. “The mob,” she argued, “are no longer content with shooting and hanging, but burn [N]egroes alive.” 98

While Wells’s graphic details about lynchings unsettled many, she delivered these lectures to raise awareness of racial violence and help place international pressure on the United States to respond. While touring Britain, Wells published the pamphlet United States Atrocities: Lynch Law, a reprint of her well-known treatise Southern Horrors, for British audiences. S. J. Celestine Edwards, a West Indian Methodist preacher in Britain, wrote the pamphlet’s introduction. Released in May 1893, the society distributed the work to influential British leaders of the period.99

By early May, the tour was overshadowed by a conflict between Impey and Mayo, and Wells was asked to take sides. Two weeks into her tour, Impey had proposed marriage to George Ferdinands, a mixed-race dentist who was a young protégé of Mayo’s. And though he had not accepted the proposal, Mayo was greatly displeased by Impey’s actions. Mayo demanded that Impey leave the group and that Wells disassociate herself from Impey. Wells tried to stay out of the conflict, but could not escape it, even financially. Mayo refused to pay for Wells’s expenses in retaliation for Wells’s refusal to denounce Impey. In the absence of full financial support from her benefactors, Wells received enough assistance from Edwards to tour for only six weeks, and so this first trip came to a sudden halt.100

That September, Wells received an invitation from the society, now under Edwards, to return to Great Britain. But by the time Wells arrived in March 1894, Edwards had fallen gravely ill while the feuding between Mayo and Impey continued as vehemently as before.101 Determined to continue her tour, Wells reached out to Rev. Charles Aked, a white preacher from Liverpool, who helped her craft her own schedule. Employing his connections and the promised endorsement of famed abolitionist Frederick Douglass, she delivered a series of urgent lectures decrying lynching as a crime against humanity.

What is striking about Wells’s writings and speeches during this period is her careful attempt to situate her anti-lynching campaign within a larger effort to advance human rights. She called attention to how white mob violence ran counter to the rights of people on the basis of their humanity. Her ability to broaden the scope of the issue captured the attention of her international audience, as was the case in May 1894, when Wells spoke before a crowd at the Eccleston Square Congregational Church in London. Immediately following her speech, attendees passed a resolution that underscored the activist’s message:


That this congregation . . . desires to express its strong condemnation of those who practise or approve such inhumanity, and expresses the hope that the Christian people of America will take such steps as shall speedily stop the cruelty and injustice by giving to the negro a fair trial before punishing him for any crime with which he may be charged.102



Another visit to Hope Street Church in Liverpool, pastored by Rev. Richard Acland Armstrong, followed suit. In the aftermath of Wells’s visit in April 1894, the church members similarly denounced lynchings in the United States and pledged to help bring an end to the practice, justifying their stance “in the name of our common humanity” and as “lovers of justice, of freedom, and of brotherhood.” 103

Wells’s speeches resonated with many, but she also faced a question from those in the United States on “why I come abroad to tell of the race’s grievances, and if more good might not be done in America?” She explained that she would “if the same opportunity were afforded us to be heard, but we, as a race, cannot get a hearing in the United States.” 104 Wells was aware that placing the horrors of lynching before a British audience no doubt pressured the United States, hoping that it would ensure that “sentiment[s] will be aroused and laws enacted which will put a stop to an American disgrace.” 105

Employing a practice long used by American activists, Wells attempted to shame her country by drawing comparisons to other nations. As she would later explain, “We refuse to believe this country, so powerful to defend its citizens abroad, is unable to protect its citizens at home. Italy and China have been indemnified by this government for the lynching of their citizens. We ask that the government do as much for its own.” 106

Wells’s speeches during this period capture how human rights often framed Black women’s political vision. She strategically wove in specific details of lynchings to appeal to the empathy of audience members while adopting the language of human rights and emphasizing the dignity of all people and their need for international protection.107 In 1894, in Bristol, Wells pointed out the terrible complacency of American leaders: “[E]verybody in authority, from the President of the United States down, had declared their inability, to do anything.” 108 She went on to quote Sir Edward Russell, editor of the Liverpool Daily Post, who had emphasized the importance of “great nations” shaming each other. She added, “If the South would throw as much energy into an effort to secure justice to the negro as she has expended in preventing him to obtaining it all these years. . . the problem would soon be solved.” 109

Wells transformed the way many of the British public understood lynching.110 On April 25, 1894, the Baptist Union passed an anti-lynching resolution, and a month later, Samuel J. Barrows, editor of the Christian Register, publicly endorsed her campaign. By the summer, she had obtained the support of several influential groups in Britain, including the British and Foreign Unitarian Association, the British Women’s Temperance Association, and the Aborigines’ Protection Society.111 Her speeches and writing across Britain compelled audiences to respond.

By crossing national borders in the mid-1890s, Wells articulated the importance of not only forging transnational networks, but the need to view racist violence as far more than a national offense. Her travels abroad also opened a critical space to move from rhetoric to action and helped others better understand how the developments taking place in the United States were a global concern. By the end of her tour, in July 1894, Wells had delivered more than a hundred speeches across Britain, and several groups had endorsed her message through the passage of anti-lynching resolutions.112 While the immediate audience of Wells’s lectures were British citizens, the speeches also circulated widely among British subjects in the Caribbean and other parts of the globe.113

By the time Wells returned to the United States, her anti-lynching campaign had garnered significant attention. While her trip and reporting sparked some controversy, she secured many new supporters, both abroad and in the United States. These developments, as well as the long list of resolutions that followed her speeches in Britain, offer only a glimpse into how Wells showed lynching to be a weapon wielded by white Americans to keep Black Americans “in their place” through fear. Her efforts, combined with the political work of a cadre of Black women, reinforced a message that would reverberate in the decades to follow: that racist violence directed toward Black people was a violation of universal rights and contradicted the very essence of human dignity. Making this case did more than tug at heartstrings—it articulated the human rights nature of the problem as well as its urgency. This crisis prompted Wells to demand a response from President William McKinley in 1898.114 Although her demands fell on deaf ears, they did serve another purpose. Her powerful words helped to spur on a new generation of Black activists and intellectuals, who would build on her work in the years to follow.






chapter two Make the World Safe for Darker Peoples

African American entrepreneur Madam C. J. Walker was likely disappointed when her legal advisor, Freeman B. Ransom, scoffed at her involvement in the International League for Darker Peoples (ILDP). She had hired him some years earlier to manage her company and provide legal counsel. Born in Grenada, Mississippi, in 1882, Ransom graduated at the top of his class at Walden University with degrees in law and divinity in 1908. After completing postgraduate work at Columbia University, he moved to Indianapolis and eventually came to work for Walker’s manufacturing company.1 With time, Ransom became a trusted friend and confidant to Walker, offering candid advice on various aspects of her personal and professional affairs.2 When Walker held a meeting on January 2, 1919, at her home in Irvington, New York, along the banks of the Hudson River—with the Jamaican Black nationalist Marcus Garvey, labor organizer A. Philip Randolph, Harlem clergyman Adam Clayton Powell, Sr., and several others—Ransom expressed his disapproval.

While Ransom was deeply skeptical of this gathering, it represented a significant development in human rights history. It was the first meeting of the ILDP, one of the most impactful Black internationalist organizations of the twentieth century. Against the backdrop of World War I (1914–18), the ILDP emerged as a crucial vehicle for Walker and her colleagues to advocate for universal rights. The group was committed to advancing Black liberation in the United States and abroad. They worked to ensure that marginalized groups the world over would not be left on the sidelines.3 While global leaders addressed peace and freedom as imperatives in the aftermath of the war, the ILDP tapped into the surging anti-colonial fervor of the period to demand expanded opportunities for all through “education, organization, and agitation.” 4

For all its laudable attributes, however, Ransom viewed the ILDP as a problem—one that could potentially bring Walker unwanted attention and thereby jeopardize her fortune.5 By the early 1900s, Walker had already distinguished herself as the first self-made female millionaire in the United States.6 Ransom was committed to ensuring that she would not make any decisions that might threaten her status as one of the most prominent and influential Black women in the country. In a letter to Walker on January 25, 1919, he described the ILDP’s platform as “impractical, revolutionary, and foolish.” 7 He criticized the activists involved in the group, especially those he viewed as too radical because of their socialist leanings and militant approaches to securing Black rights. Ransom even took issue with Walker’s decision to use her home as a meeting space, arguing that “one’s home is sacred and it should never be made the place for gathering of theorists, propagandists, etc.” While his resistance to the ILDP was largely motivated by his singular interest in protecting Walker’s financial success, many of Ransom’s critiques mirrored those of federal officials who saw radical organizations like the ILDP as threats to national security.8

During the early twentieth century, the ILDP represented a direct challenge to global white supremacy. The ILDP, which drew support from a wide range of activists and intellectuals, was a “space of resistance.” 9 It offered a platform for Black people to engage in radical and internationalist politics and forge meaningful alliances across geographic borders. One significant goal of the ILDP was to make demands at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference, in hopes of pushing for racial reform.10 The conference, which emerged in the aftermath of WWI, was a watershed moment in U.S. and global history. Far beyond its moniker as the “war to make the world safe for democracy,” World War I also represented a catalyst for Black internationalist politics. The millions of Black people across the globe who served in the war effort as soldiers and workers demanded full citizenship rights, recognition, and inclusion in return. Articulating a broad vision of human rights rooted in the experiences of people of African descent, Black people across the nation and world demanded the end of discrimination, racism, colonialism, and imperialism.11 Their efforts culminated in a series of international conferences during these years that offered vital spaces in which to organize transnationally.

Black women played an instrumental role in these efforts. Building on the earlier work of eighteenth-and nineteenth-century activists, a new generation of Black women leaders and intellectuals agitated for human rights, drawing inspiration from several global developments during the WWI era. While earlier advocates had struggled to find public spaces and platforms from which to advance human rights activism, Black women during the early twentieth century found myriad opportunities in which to assert their demands. A constellation of factors—including the growth of Black radical and internationalist organizations soon after WWI and increasing professional opportunities for Black women to improve their socioeconomic standing—fueled these women’s activities. As an increasing number of Black American women secured professional positions as teachers, nurses, social workers, and more, they became more mobile and self-sufficient.12 With an expansion of resources and new opportunities to travel abroad and forge international networks, Black women’s goals to advance human rights on the global stage were far more attainable than in previous years. They still encountered numerous roadblocks, including racism and sexism, but seized the moment to leave their mark. While never losing sight of the struggle for citizenship rights on American soil, these women framed their demands as part of a campaign for the rights and freedom of all people, especially those on the margins of global society. All these concerns came to a head at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference.



Convened in Paris on January 18, the conference brought together more than thirty nations for the purpose of establishing peace terms following the end of WWI. While the conference was certainly a vital space for world leaders to gather and strategize ways to avoid conflict in the aftermath of war, Black activists viewed the gathering through a different prism. For them, it was a venue to challenge white supremacy and ensure that the interests of colonized subjects would not be overlooked. In President Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points, issued a year before the conference, many Black leaders found a source of inspiration. They advocated for a “fifteenth point” that would extend rights and freedom to people of African descent and other people of color globally.13

Madam C. J. Walker worked to advance these core ideals during the early twentieth century. Her personal and political experiences fundamentally strengthened her ideas on Black rights and freedom. She had developed an interest in global affairs long before the establishment of the ILDP. Born Sarah Breedlove in Louisiana on December 23, 1867, to sharecroppers Owen and Minerva Breedlove, her early life was shaped by personal tragedies and economic hardships. Orphaned at the age of seven, Sarah was raised by her older sibling, Louvenia. Because of these challenges, as well as the increasing attacks on Black schools and teachers following the end of Reconstruction, Sarah only managed to attend school for three months.14 After traveling across the South in search of job opportunities, she began working as a washerwoman while in her early teens. In 1882, she married Moses McWilliams, a laborer, with whom, at seventeen, she had a daughter, A’Lelia. Sometime around 1888, McWilliams died, possibly the victim of a lynching. In the aftermath of his death, Sarah focused her attention on earning an income to care for herself and her child.

Around 1889, she and her daughter moved to St. Louis, Missouri, where she worked as a cook and a laundress. In 1894, Sarah married John Davis, but the marriage ended because of Davis’s abuse and infidelity. Shortly after their separation in 1903, Sarah began seeing a younger man by the name of Charles Joseph “C. J.” Walker. A local salesman, C. J. shared Sarah’s interest in entrepreneurship, and the two soon became business partners.

The timing was perfect. In 1904, Sarah’s life took a dramatic turn when she began using Annie Malone’s hair grower product and became one of Malone’s sales agents. A year later, Sarah launched her own line of hair products for Black women. With support from C. J., whom she married in 1906, Sarah’s new venture began to grow.15 Searching for new opportunities and a less competitive environment, she relocated to Denver and then Pittsburgh before settling in Indianapolis, where she established her headquarters. Adopting her husband’s name and initials, she forged an “entrepreneurial and philanthropic identity” as Madam C. J. Walker.16 Her business was a great success, making her one of the wealthiest Black women in the nation.

By the turn of the century, Walker had joined forces with a diverse group of Black men and women committed to ending racism, colonialism, and imperialism. An opportunity to travel abroad in 1913 bolstered her transnational political work. That year, Walker coordinated a two-month trip to Central America and the Caribbean with prominent African American singer Anita Patti Brown to explore new markets for Walker’s hair products.17 While the primary purpose of the trip was to help expand the growing enterprise, the self-made millionaire capitalized on the moment to deepen her political networks.

In Port-au-Prince, Haiti, Walker mingled with Haitian politicians and members of the elite, but also visited the less privileged. She was especially concerned with the plight of the incarcerated, and used her influence to raise awareness of the inhumane conditions of prisons on the Caribbean island. Writing in the Indianapolis Freeman in January 1914, Walker described Haiti’s prison system as the “one degrading thing about Haiti.” She called attention to wrongful arrests and the lack of basic human necessities in the prisons. “[M]en and boys are on the slightest pretex [sic] and least provocation, beaten and thrown into prison and very often forgotten,” she explained. “This is done with little or no provision for the feeding of these unfortunate prisoners, and very often they would die of actual starvation were it not for the kindness of some friend or organization.” 18 Although she was a visitor without any citizenship rights in Haiti, and so could do little to significantly transform the prison system, Walker used her wealth and influence to send an international message about the importance of respecting the rights of all people, no matter their economic class or political beliefs. To that end, she tried to raise awareness about the inhumane conditions in Haiti’s prisons by preparing a Christmas dinner—with turkey, chickens, cakes, and more—for political prisoners during her stay.19

When the United States occupied Haiti in 1915, Walker joined the chorus of voices across the Black diaspora denouncing the actions of U.S. leaders.20 The circumstances surrounding the occupation closely mirrored earlier U.S. imperialistic efforts in Cuba and throughout Latin America and the Caribbean.21 Following the assassination of Haitian President Jean Vilbrun Guillaume Sam by a mob, President Wilson sent marines to the island, claiming it was for altruistic reasons. However, Wilson had had his eye on Haiti for several years. U.S. leaders had been concerned over a small group of Germans who oversaw two-thirds of the coffee exports from the island. The Americans had long feared that Germany would seize control of Haiti and had begun strategizing ways to exert their influence as early as July 1914. That month, the United States began spying on the Haitian military, trying to assess their strengths and vulnerabilities. By November, Wilson had a plan in place for U.S. occupation. He just needed the perfect opportunity to make a move. In the months before Sam’s assassination, the Wilson administration had even moved $500,000 from the Haitian National Bank to New York City, effectively placing the United States in control of Haiti’s national bank. The United States’ opportunity came with the Haitian president’s assassination on July 17, 1915.

Under the guise of offering help to restore peace and stability, Wilson sent 330 marines to Port-au-Prince. Their arrival marked the beginning of a long and brutal occupation that would last nineteen years. An estimated six thousand Haitians were killed by U.S. troops during the occupation, and close to six thousand more people died in labor camps.22 These atrocities compelled many Black Americans to protest. In 1920, novelist James Weldon Johnson published a scathing critique in Crisis, the magazine of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), which was founded in 1909. His article was entitled “The Truth About Haiti: An N.A.A.C.P. Investigation.” 23 Johnson pointed out American bigotry by drawing a direct connection to the Jim Crow South: “A great deal of this prejudice has been brought about because the Administration has seen fit to send southern white men to Haiti.” 24 He called on U.S. leaders to quickly end the occupation, noting that it had “failed” there. “The colored people of the United States,” Johnson insisted, “should be interested in seeing that this is done, for Haiti is the one best chance that the Negro has in the world to prove that he is capable of the highest self-government.” 25 His observations underscored Haiti’s prominence in the African American political imagination as a place that embodied the possibilities of Black self-determination.26

Johnson was not alone in his critique. Black women were among the most vocal critics of the occupation of Haiti, and Walker was one of them.27 In the same manner that Wells had denounced U.S. involvement in Cuba a few decades prior, Walker openly criticized American involvement in Haiti, also condemning colonialism during the WWI era—specifically addressing how European powers controlled African nations such as Togo and Cameroon.28 It is not surprising, then, that Walker went on to play a pivotal role in the establishment of the ILDP, inviting a diverse group of Black activists into her home—including nationalists and socialists—to discuss international developments and the challenges facing Black people and other marginalized groups.29

Walker already had long-standing ties to many of those with whom she collaborated. For example, she was a longtime supporter of the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). Founded by Black nationalist Marcus Garvey with the assistance of his first wife, Amy Ashwood, in Jamaica in 1914, the UNIA was the largest and most influential Pan-Africanist movement of the twentieth century. The global organization promoted racial pride, anti-colonialism, economic self-sufficiency, racial separatism, and political self-determination. While the UNIA maintained a patriarchal structure, Black women still found various opportunities to hone their organizing and leadership skills.30 From Kingston, Jamaica, Garvey oversaw UNIA affairs before relocating to Harlem, New York, where he incorporated the organization in 1918. At its peak, from 1919 to 1924, the UNIA attracted an estimated six million members in more than forty countries. Although Walker did not become an official member of the UNIA, she supported the organization’s efforts and maintained a close relationship with its leaders. During the early 1920s, she financially supported the establishment of Negro World, UNIA’s official organ, and her advertisements frequently graced its pages. She also helped Garvey purchase a building for UNIA meetings in New York.31

At the first ILDP gathering, the founding members appointed Rev. Adam Clayton Powell, Sr., president; Isaac B. Allen, vice president; Lewis G. Jordan, second vice president; A. Philip Randolph, secretary; and Gladys Flynn, assistant secretary.32 These officials came from different backgrounds and didn’t agree in all their beliefs. Powell, who was born at the end of the Civil War to enslaved parents in Franklin County, Virginia, had graduated from Union University in 1892 and would receive three Doctor of Divinity degrees—from Yale University, Union University, and Howard University. At the time he was appointed president of the ILDP in 1919, Powell was serving as pastor of Harlem’s Abyssinian Baptist Church.33

His colleague, Isaac B. Allen, was born in Barbados in 1884 and migrated in the early twentieth century to the United States, where he would become a real estate agent in Harlem. From 1917 to 1918, he served as president of a local UNIA division.34 A staunch protester of lynching, Allen served as a UNIA delegate to the National Liberty Congress of Colored Americans in Washington, D.C., in 1918.35 Like Allen, Lewis G. Jordan was actively involved in UNIA circles. An avid proponent of African American emigration from the U.S., Jordan supported the UNIA’s plans to establish an autonomous Black nation in Liberia during the early twentieth century.36

One of the most prominent Black activists elected to ILDP’s leadership that evening was A. Philip Rudolph. Born in 1889, Asa Philip Randolph was an influential labor organizer who would establish the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, the first African American labor union, in 1925. Sixteen years later, in 1941, he would propose a march on Washington to end segregation in the defense industries. The threat of a march proved successful. President Franklin D. Roosevelt agreed to the proposed terms and in June of 1941 signed Executive Order 8802, which allowed African Americans to be accepted into training programs. He also created the Fair Employment Practices Committee on June 25, 1941, to implement these new policies. Even by the time the ILDP was founded, the astute organizer had already established himself as a well-respected leader in the Black community. Little is known about Randolph’s associate Gladys Flynn, but it appears that she at one time served as secretary to William Dean Pickens, a leader in the NAACP.37

Others present at the founding meeting in Walker’s home included African American sociologist Richard R. Wright from Philadelphia, Rev. Junius C. Austin of Pittsburgh—who went on to become pastor of the Pilgrim Baptist Church in Chicago—and Dr. L. Ellicore of Monrovia, Liberia.38 Several Black women were present as well, including African American sculptor May Howard Jackson. Born in Philadelphia in 1877, she attended J. Liberty Tadd’s art school and, in 1895, became the first Black student to receive a scholarship to attend the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts.39 In 1902, Jackson established a private art studio in Washington, D.C., where she resided with her husband. She rose to prominence during the Harlem Renaissance and was known for sculpting busts of famous individuals such as Paul Laurence Dunbar and W. E. B. Du Bois.40 While she had not studied abroad like many of her contemporaries, she was well connected with others involved in racial justice and socialized often with Walker and her associates.41 She was likely present at the ILDP’s founding meeting due to her interest in the organization’s goals and her personal connections to those present that evening.

Together, this group was intent on advocating for the rights and freedom of Black people and other marginalized groups and devising strategies to address these concerns at the Paris Peace Conference. They opened ILDP membership to anyone who pledged to “aid the struggles of darker peoples, in all lands, for social, economic, and political justice.” 42 Their members represented multiple racial backgrounds and nationalities. The ILDP’s publication, World Forum, provides a window into its internationalist political platform and broad commitment to human rights. Membership required a fee and a commitment to contribute “mind and money to help ‘make the world safe for darker peoples.’ ” With these words, the ILDP forcefully rejected President Wilson’s earlier rationale for why the United States must join the First World War: “to make the world safe for democracy.” Instead, the ILDP articulated an anti-imperialist vision of liberation that prioritized the defeat of global white supremacy. Their interest was not protecting democracy but securing universal rights and liberation. Reflecting their conception of global racial taxonomies, ILDP leaders centered their work around the advocacy for rights of six specific groups: “Africans, Japanese, Chinese, Haitians, American and West Indian Negroes.” 43

The ILDP’s writings in World Forum underscored their fundamental commitment to strengthening relations between people of African and Asian descent in an effort to secure human rights and combat racial oppression. It was building on a long and rich history of political exchanges and connections between the two groups.44 Several historical developments of the twentieth century strengthened these alliances, including the Russo-Japanese War (February 8, 1904–September 5, 1905), a conflict over Russian and Japanese territorial claims in Manchuria and Korea. As one historian explained, Japan’s successful defeat of the Russian military served as a powerful “example of people who demonstrated the fallacy of white assertions that people of color were innately incompetent or inferior.” 45 Japan’s defiance of European colonial powers left a favorable impression on many Black activists and therefore helped to deepen Afro-Asian connections. Those who accepted this perspective generally overlooked Japan’s own imperialistic ventures in East Asia.46 ILDP leaders reasoned that, together, “darker peoples” could effectively wage a war against white supremacy, which they described in World Forum as “the common evil.” To facilitate this goal, the ILDP pledged to publish articles in various foreign languages as a vehicle for disseminating their ideas widely. But first, it needed to expand its membership and financial resources.

Walker had been appointed the treasurer of the organization—a reflection of her influential role as a philanthropist and financier. She provided significant economic support for the ILDP, making it possible for the organization to cover the expenses for overseas travel. On at least one occasion, Walker offered her own funds to aid ILDP members traveling abroad.47 The title of treasurer, however, only captured a glimpse of Walker’s influence in and contributions to the organization. She also weighed in on all of its matters, including its direction and its primary focus. Walker supported the group’s “peace proposals,” a set of demands introduced by Randolph, which called for self-determination for all African nations.48 “Rapacious and unscrupulous ‘world power’ politics has raped Africa of over 100,000,000 souls and billions of wealth,” Randolph argued. “No ‘League of Nations,’ ” he added, “can long endure which ignores the just claims of Africa. The world cannot be ‘made safe for democracy’ while Africa is unsafe for the Africans.” 49

Walker played an instrumental role in these efforts. Only five days after the ILDP’s establishment, she set out to arrange a meeting with Shu¯roku Kuroiwa, publisher of the Tokyo newspaper Yorozu cho¯ho¯. Born in Kochi, Japan, in 1862, Kuroiwa emerged as a leading Japanese “journalist, translator, and novelist” during the early twentieth century.50 In 1892, he launched Yorozu cho¯ho¯, which frequently featured translated works from English and introduced Japanese people to an array of writings from the Western world.51 The newspaper rose to prominence in Japan during the early twentieth century because of its famous annual contest to select the best novel. Within four years of its founding, Yorozu cho¯ho¯ boasted an annual circulation of 24,450,000 readers.52 As a result of Kuroiwa’s transnational outreach, many of its readers were based in the United States. In the early twentieth century, Kuroiwa sent editors of the paper there to help bolster its readership and circulation. Komori Yoshihisa, a young graduate student from Japan, served as one of the paper’s overseas correspondents.53 Kuroiwa’s approach certainly amplified the paper’s presence both in Japan and in the United States, but it was his appointment as one of the Japanese representatives selected to participate in the 1919 Paris Peace Conference that caught the attention of the ILDP.

Walker arranged a meeting with Kuroiwa for January 7, 1919, with one clear goal: to secure Japan’s assistance in advocating for racial equality at the Paris Peace Conference.54 To make this possible, Walker shrewdly sent along a floral arrangement to the Japanese delegation in New York and hosted a gathering at the illustrious Waldorf-Astoria Hotel for Kuroiwa to meet several ILDP members: Rev. R. D. Jonas, a white preacher, and African American activists Thomas Wallace Swann, a journalist; Charles T. McGill (Magill), a writer for the Chicago Defender; Louis W. George, an advertising executive; and Randolph.55 Unbeknownst to Walker and her colleagues, Rev. Jonas was an informant who had eased his way into the group to collect intelligence for the British and the U.S. Bureau of Investigation (later renamed the Federal Bureau of Investigation).56 Freeman B. Ransom would raise the alarm with her, noting his uneasiness with and distrust of the reverend.57 Walker would eventually heed his advice and walk away from the ILDP because of it, but in January 1919, she and the ILDP were working to build transnational and transracial alliances in the days leading up to the Paris Peace Conference.

The full details of the January 7 meeting remain a mystery—archival records reveal little about what Walker and other ILDP members shared with the Japanese delegation that evening—but at its conclusion, Kuroiwa agreed to assist the group. According to one account, he pledged full “cooperation between the Japanese and the dark people of Asia and Africa.” With this pledge in hand, the ILDP went on to organize a follow-up mass meeting at Mount Olivet Baptist Church with the Japanese delegation, scheduled to take place en route to Paris on January 16, 1919. At this meeting, ILDP members made plans to address racial discrimination as well as the “terms of peace and the darker peoples.” 58 The ILDP’s work to secure Japan’s support at the conference reflected the group’s overall commitment to creating international coalitions to call for the rights and liberation of all people on the basis of their humanity. To that end, the ILDP resolved to demand “the abolition of colored discrimination” in Paris.59

Despite their best efforts, however, the ILDP’s plans did not materialize. At the conference, the Japanese delegation did present a proposal to include a clause on racial equality in the Treaty of Versailles, the peace document signed by Germany and the Allied nations at the end of WWI. They had even skillfully replaced the words “equality of races” to “equality of nations” to render the proposal less offensive.60 Eleven out of seventeen nations voted in favor of the proposal. However, it was quickly blocked when President Wilson strongly objected. Wilson, one of the lead negotiators at the conference, insisted that the proposal’s approval required a unanimous vote. With this new provision in place, Japan’s racial equality proposal was ultimately rejected by the League of Nations Commission. Despite its rejection, the proposal left a lasting impression on Black activists the world over who praised the Japanese delegation for their stance. Many of them interpreted the move as evidence that Japan stood on their side in the struggle for freedom.61 In reality, Japan’s racial equality proposal was largely driven by nationalistic aspirations—a quest for power—rather than a genuine desire to advance racial equality for all.62

For the ILDP, the dismissal of the proposal at the Paris Peace Conference was a major blow. In the aftermath of its rejection, members of the ILDP struggled to keep the group afloat. A month after its launch, Walker resigned from her position. Her letter to the ILDP, which was subsequently published in the New York Age, cited health issues and plans to travel.63 However, Walker had grown increasingly concerned about the organization.64 In the weeks following its launch, Ransom, her advisor, remained firm in his position that it would have a negative impact on her thriving hair-care business and bring unwanted attention to Walker. By February 1919, some of his reservations were validated. Walker was placed under government surveillance, and when she tried to travel to Paris several weeks later, the government denied her application for a passport.65

By then, Ransom’s cautionary words had begun to sink in.66 Walker was initially planning to leave her mansion to the ILDP in her will, most likely in an effort to ensure that the group would be able to continue their work after she was gone. But Ransom strongly advised against it, raising many of the same issues he had raised before. This time, Walker decided to heed his advice. She removed the ILDP from her will and instead left her fortunes to the NAACP.67

Despite losing Walker as a member, the ILDP tried to forge ahead, launching several initiatives to attract new members and supporters. On the evening of February 20, 1919, the group sponsored an event, “Ethiopia Calling Her Children,” at the Manhattan Casino, featuring performer Grace Wilson of the Kappa Gamma Kappa sorority. An advertisement for the show promised to offer attendees updates “on what the International League of Darker Peoples [is] doing.” 68 Although no longer a member, Walker was present to offer her support, an indication that she remained committed to the mission and future success of the ILDP. She maintained her support for the ILDP—and Black internationalist politics in general—until her death in May 1919.

The creative efforts of Walker’s colleagues in the ILDP did not yield the results they desired. In March, several weeks after Wilson’s dynamic performance, Powell resigned from his position. In an odd turn of events, he insisted that he had not granted the group permission to consider—and later select—him as president at the founding meeting in January. “While I believe in the objects and principles of the league and hope to remain a member,” Powell wrote in his letter of resignation to the group, “my limited time and ability will not allow me to serve as president.” With his resignation also came his firm request that the group refrain from using his name for any purpose.69 The departure of these two prominent leaders of the organization had a dramatic effect. In a matter of weeks, the ILDP folded for good. However, the overall goals of the organization—to expand the rights and freedom of people of color globally—remained at the center of Black political activism during the subsequent years.



The height of the ILDP’s political work coincided with the women’s peace movement, an international effort to advance peace and nonviolent activism in the aftermath of WWI. Led primarily by middle-class white women reformers, it provided a significant platform for women in the United States, Britain, and elsewhere to agitate for pacifism and social reform. These women came together in various organizations, including the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, the Women’s Peace Society, and the Women’s Peace Union, to advocate for peace and stability as well as an expansion of women’s rights. Despite internal racial tensions in the movement, some middle-class Black women found a space in it from which to advance their political work.70 By providing opportunities for Black clubwomen to forge interracial and transnational alliances, the women’s peace movement bolstered Black women’s engagement in international human rights activism.

Such was the case for African American suffragist Addie Waites Hunton, a champion for human rights during the early twentieth century. At the moment that Walker was maneuvering to bring the issue of racial injustice to the Paris Peace Conference, Hunton and several other Black activists, including civil rights leader W. E. B. Du Bois, were preparing for the 1919 Pan-African Congress, also scheduled to take place in Paris. Born Addie Waites in Norfolk, Virginia, in 1866, Hunton was educated in Boston and later attended the Spencerian College of Commerce in Philadelphia.71 During the early 1890s, she became a principal at State Normal and Agricultural College in Alabama.72 Following her marriage to organizer William Alphaeus Hunton in 1893, she became involved in local and national politics. In 1896, she attended the founding meeting of the National Association of Colored Women (NACW), the first national organization of Black women.73 Three years later, she and her husband relocated to Atlanta and had two children.74 There, they would witness the riots of 1906.75 In addition to working alongside other charter members of the NACW, Hunton was actively involved in the NAACP.76 She began writing for the Crisis around 1911 and contributed to several other magazines, lending her voice to an array of pressing issues of the day, including women’s equality and politics.77 Her husband died in 1918. Still, Hunton was able to continue her activism.

Hunton had traveled in Europe prior to attending the First Pan-African Congress, in London in 1900. In 1908, she visited Europe and attended school in Germany for a short period of time.78 Several years later, in 1918, she returned to Europe as part of the American Expeditionary Forces and helped to staff YMCA facilities for Black soldiers in France.79 She was already in Paris when Du Bois reached out to her for her assistance to plan the Pan-African Congress. Years earlier, Du Bois had played a pivotal role in bringing activists together in London at the First Pan-African Congress. The meeting in 1919 was to build upon many of the themes of the earlier gathering, but the context of WWI and Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points brought about a new sense of necessity.

If the Paris Peace Conference was a display of world leadership, then the Pan-African Congress was a show of force from Black leaders who wanted to make an impact on their counterparts. It emerged as one of the most significant sites for Black political participation, with Du Bois spearheading it alongside Senegalese political leader Blaise Diagne, assisted by Black educator Ida Gibbs Hunt.80 Held adjacent to the Paris Peace Conference, the Pan-African Congress took place from February 19–21 and brought together fifty-seven participants representing North America, Africa, and the Caribbean.81 Much like the ILDP, the participants at the Pan-African Congress set out to challenge global white supremacy. At the core of their mission was a call for the end of racism and a demand for the expansion of rights for Black people and other people of color. The “race riots” that erupted in the United States and Britain that year, along with the global call for peace and democracy in the aftermath of the war, demonstrated the need for Black activists to demand radical changes to the social order.

Hunton was one of only a handful of Black women who were present at the gathering.82 In the presence of the mostly male attendees, she skillfully marshalled her influence as the only Black female speaker on the program to advocate for expanded opportunities for Black women. Her message on the “necessity of seeking [women’s] co-operation and counsel” was sorely needed.83

Similar to Hunton’s appearance at the Pan-African Congress, Mary Church Terrell left her mark in May 1919 at the International Congress of Women in Zurich, which developed into the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF). Representing the United States as an official delegate, Terrell was one of the first African American women to earn a college degree and was one of the most prominent civil rights activists, clubwomen, and suffragists of the period. The daughter of formerly enslaved African Americans, she was born Mary Eliza Church on September 23, 1863, in Memphis, Tennessee.84 Her parents, who had become successful business owners in the aftermath of slavery, faced harassment from local police. The challenges they endured in these years coincided with the eruption of a race riot in 1866 in which forty-six Black people were killed by white residents, including by police officers.85 In 1870, shortly after Mary’s parents separated, she headed north to attend the Model School, an affiliate of Antioch College, in Yellow Springs, Ohio.86 Five years later, she enrolled at Oberlin College in Ohio, where her ideas about rights and liberation began to mature. As a student there, Mary wrote a paper advocating for women’s rights, foreshadowing the role she would later play in the suffrage movement.87

Shortly after graduation, in the fall of 1885, the twenty-two-year-old Terrell accepted a teaching position at Wilberforce University, also in Ohio. Within a year, she began casually dating Robert “Berto” Terrell, a formerly enslaved African American who had graduated from Harvard University in 1884. During this period, Robert held several jobs at various times—as a teacher, a banker, and a lawyer.88 As the relationship gradually strengthened during these years, Mary also focused on deepening her knowledge of world affairs and expanding her political activism. A study-abroad trip to Berlin in 1888 was impactful in this regard. Mary later noted that her experience traveling to Europe opened her eyes to the plight of Black people in the United States:


I thought of the rights, privileges, and immunities cold-bloodedly withheld from colored people in the United States which practically everybody else is allowed to enjoy. I thought how they are disfranchised in that section where the majority live in spite of the fourteenth and fifteenth amendments, while the whole country looks on with utter indifference at this flagrant violation of the Constitution and thus, by reprehensible silence and connivance, actually gives its consent.



“The injustices and discrimination of many kinds rushed through my mind like a flood,” she added.89

In the years following her trip abroad, Mary’s personal and political life changed drastically. She married Robert in her father’s home in Memphis on October 28, 1891. That same year, she attended the convention of the National Council of Women—a decision that marked the beginning of her political work around women’s suffrage.90 In the ensuring years, Terrell became one of the nation’s leading women’s rights activists, working alongside a cadre of Black women leaders such as Hunton and Wells (now Wells-Barnett). In 1896, Terrell was elected president of the newly formed NACW, a position she used to advocate for expanded rights and opportunities for Black women. Drawing on her own painful experiences of losing three infants, Terrell called on members of the group to help establish additional resources for Black mothers, especially nurseries, kindergartens, and mothers’ clubs.91 Two years later, on April 3, 1898, Terrell and her husband would welcome their daughter, Phyllis. After several failed pregnancies, her arrival was especially meaningful for the young couple.

As she engaged in the new responsibilities of motherhood, Terrell remained unwavering in her political work around women’s and civil rights. Under her presidency, the NACW launched a total of eighty-six clubs in twenty-six states across the nation by January 1899.92 During the early twentieth century, Terrell began to intensify her political activities—building new alliances at home and abroad. In 1904, she attended an international women’s conference in Berlin, and five years later, became a founding member of the NAACP.93 Serving on the NAACP’s executive committee (and later as a member of the organization’s first board of directors), Terrell advocated for the passage of anti-lynching legislation. Similar to her associate Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Terrell argued for federal protection for Black citizens against white mob violence.

She also denounced lynchings in her writings during this period. In a June 1904 essay entitled “Lynching from a Negro’s Point of View,” Terrell condemned white violence and lawlessness. Drawing on her deep knowledge of American history, Terrell also reminded readers that the racist violence facing Black people in the United States was a byproduct of slavery. “Lynching is the aftermath of slavery,” she argued. “The white men who shoot [N]egroes to death and flay them alive, and the white women who apply flaming torches to their oil-soaked bodies to-day, are the sons and daughters of women who had but little, if any, compassion on the race when it was enslaved.” 94 She reinforced these points in several articles on violence, segregation, and the convict lease system for Nineteenth Century and After, a widely circulated British periodical.95

Terrell’s advocacy for Black women and girls remained consistent in these years. At the 1912 NACW convention, she led the effort to write a petition in support of sixteen-year-old Virginia Christian, a laundress in Hampton, Virginia. That year, Christian was charged with killing her abusive white employer, fifty-one-year-old Ida Belote.96 Terrell implored NACW members to join the effort to prevent Christian from facing execution. Despite their advocacy on her behalf, Christian was executed on August 16, 1912, becoming the first African American girl to be killed by the electric chair. The following year, on March 3, 1913, Terrell joined an integrated women’s suffrage march in Washington, D.C., organized by white suffragist Alice Paul. Terrell was joined by several other African American suffragists, including Wells-Barnett.97

By 1919, Terrell was well positioned to address the domestic and international challenges facing Black people. Her dynamic speech at the International Congress of Women in Zurich, delivered before more than two hundred delegates, addressed racism, imperialism, and human rights.98 The focal point of her message was the need for the white women listening to recognize that their appeals for women’s rights, peace, and justice rang hollow if they remained reluctant to acknowledge the full rights and privileges of Black people and other marginalized groups across the globe. Later, summarizing her speech in her autobiography, A Colored Woman in a White World, Terrell noted the irony, as had the ILDP, that “thousands of colored soldiers . . . had crossed the sea ‘to make the world safe for democracy,’ ” yet they could not enjoy freedom at home. Terrell went on to advocate for “justice and fair play for all the dark races of the earth,” saying, “ ‘You may talk about permanent peace till doomsday . . . but the world will never have it till the darker races are given a square deal.’ ” To that end, Terrell critiqued world leaders at the Paris Peace Conference, who had just weeks before rejected the racial equality proposal. She lamented that “the two most highly civilized and the most Christian nations in the world had denied racial equality to Japan which she had a right to demand.” 99 To reinforce her position, Terrell also drafted and introduced a human rights resolution at the gathering in Zurich, one that would not sidestep racism and imperialism:


We believe no human being should be deprived of an education, prevented from earning a living, debarred from any legitimate pursuit in which he wishes to engage or be subjected to any humilition [sic] on account of race or color. We recommend that estates members of the League of Nations should do everything in their power to abrogate laws and changes customs which lead to discrimination against human beings on account of race or color.100



The resolution, which the delegates formally adopted in Zurich, represents one of the earliest articulations of a human rights resolution that would encompass the needs and concerns of all peoples, regardless of race and ethnicity. Terrell’s speech and her bold resolution predate the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights by close to thirty years.

Black women leaders in the International Council of Women of the Darker Races (ICWDR) would later echo Terrell’s expansive political vision. Established in 1922, the ICWDR represented the first time that Black women set up an independent international organization of their own.101 The group brought together women interested in global affairs—an estimated fifty African American women and fifty foreign women of color.102 “We are a band of women, though small,” they noted in 1923, “working with every other group of women to bring about the thing for which we all stand—justice and fair play for every woman in every land.” 103 Among the group’s members were well-known Black clubwomen such as Terrell, Mary McLeod Bethune, and Margaret Murray Washington.104 Lesser-known Black women activists, such as Janie Porter Barrett, also found a space in the ICWDR to advocate for expanded rights and opportunities for Black people in the United States and across the globe. Barrett had served as the first president of the Virginia State Federation of Women’s Clubs in 1908.105 She was drawn to the ICWDR during the early 1920s as her interest in global affairs grew in the aftermath of WWI.

Similar to the ILDP, the ICWDR effectively functioned as a human rights organization. During the early 1920s, it worked to bring greater awareness to the many challenges facing Black people in the diaspora, as well as people of color in Haiti, India, China, and other parts of the globe.106 It boasted several members from the African continent, most notably the Pan-Africanist Adelaide Casely Hayford from Sierra Leone. Many of the ICWDR’s members had affiliations to other political organizations of the period, such as the NAACP and the National Urban League. At the ICWDR’s founding meeting in 1922, Washington and Terrell were elected president and vice president, respectively. Addie Hunton was appointed the second vice president, a position that she skillfully leveraged to advocate for human rights.107

During the early twentieth century, the ICWDR provided a central space for Black women activists to agitate for global justice. Mirroring the earlier critiques from Madam C. J. Walker, James Weldon Johnson, and others, Hunton addressed the human rights abuses taking place in Haiti at the hands of the U.S. military.108 Her visit to Haiti as a member of a delegation organized by the WILPF further strengthened her resolve to bring greater awareness to the mistreatment of Haitian citizens.109 For ten days in March 1926, she traveled throughout the island, conducting interviews and taking notes on what she observed. Her visit to a local prison and conversations with several political prisoners there provided a glimpse into how the occupation denied Haitians access to legal representation and fair trials.110

In a 1926 speech delivered before a small audience in Brooklyn, Hunton detailed her conversation with journalist Joseph Jolibois fils, editor of Le Courrier Haïtien (the Haitian Courier), who had been imprisoned because of his public critiques against the American presence in Haiti. She emphasized the many ways the American government worked to silence Haitian journalists and squash dissent.111 She also discussed the roadblocks working-poor Haitians faced, including limited access to formal education. And while she acknowledged the schools that the American government established in Haiti, Hunton pointed out how these institutions were American-centric and failed to address the specific needs of Haitian people.

Hunton emphasized economic issues as well, including the many ways the American government was financially exploiting Haitian people. Although she highlighted the efforts of the U.S. to provide medical services, she shared her concern that these improvements often were not creating Haitian institutions, but rather lining American pockets. She also lamented the fact that American doctors, who adopted an air of superiority, ignored the Haitian doctors’ understanding of, and longtime history of treating, tropical diseases.112 Her speech and the critiques she shared that evening previewed the report on the conditions in Haiti and the impact of U.S. involvement that she and the other members of the trip would help to develop.

One year later, Hunton joined forces with white American pacificist Emily Greene Balch—who became the second American woman to win the Nobel Peace Prize—to condemn the U.S. occupation of Haiti.113 Drawing upon the information they had collected from their interviews while visiting the island, the two concluded that the occupation served no useful purpose. In Occupied Haiti, the published report of the delegation’s findings, Hunton and Balch began their account with an examination of the connections between Haitians and African Americans. “Haitians are like the colored people of the United States,” they argued, “in having an African inheritance with an inter-mixture, of greater or less volume, of white blood and Western civilization.” 114

Describing the occupation of Haiti as a “bad mistake,” Hunton and Balch pointed to the United States as the cause of much of the turmoil in Haiti. At the heart of their critique was how the occupation stripped Haitians of their autonomy and upheld racist ideas of Black inferiority: “There was almost nothing before the Occupation to make Haitians racially self-conscious or to create an ‘inferiority complex’ with its inconsistent but equally natural resultants—a morbid lack of self-confidence and self-assertiveness.” 115 Pointing to the perpetuation of racism, Hunton and Balch framed the occupation as an imperialist project—one that had lasting and devastating consequences.

In the years following her trip to Haiti, Hunton was among the most vocal supporters for Haitian liberation. She joined forces with Bethune and musician Harriet Gibbs Marshall to establish a Haitian women’s organization that set up an industrial school for children in Haiti.116 But she was busy with other causes, too. In the fall of 1929, she attended a peace school near Budapest, where she delivered a series of lectures on the women’s peace movement as well as on the connections between people of color in the United States and across the world.117 And in 1933, Hunton joined a delegation, led by Du Bois, which met with acting Secretary of State William Phillips to protest the State Department’s collaborations with the Firestone company because of its exploitation of Liberia’s resources.118

Her advocacy for Black liberation and self-determination was matched only by her unwavering commitment to expanding leadership opportunities for Black women. During the early 1930s, Hunton tried to convince WILPF to launch a fundraising program to help amplify its international work among Black women. She also called on the organization to advocate for the appointment of an African American woman as an official observer to the League of Nations.119 Although WILPF rejected the suggestions, Hunton’s efforts underscored her desire to expand rights and opportunities for Black women during a period in which they were largely shut out of the formal political process. Ultimately, Hunton grew frustrated with the women’s peace movement due to its resistance toward interracial collaboration and its segregationist practices. She resigned from it in 1934.120

Although her relationship with the women’s peace movement was a fraught one, Hunton did not allow her experiences in it to temper her internationalist activities. In a fiery speech at an NAACP conference in May 1932, she emphasized the difficulties that Black people and other marginalized groups faced. She addressed the challenges of colonized nations, expressing despair at the “flagrant violation of the rights of darker peoples” in “India, Africa, Haiti and other parts of the world.” 121 In the case of Haiti, she expressed some optimism that, with the support of Black people throughout the world, the first independent Black nation “would once again be free.” 122

Hunton then called on Black Americans to continue to work together to defeat white supremacy and help colonized nations secure rights and freedom. Linking national and global concerns, she passionately argued that “the problem of the colored group in the United States is but a part of the great world urge for the suppression and exploitation of the weak by the strong.” She went on to remind attendees that African Americans “are still a part of the world order,” concluding her remarks by appealing to activists and leaders, near and far, to “build a bridge of justice and cooperation” if they desired to “establish a world wherein Truth and Justice shall be supreme.” 123 Hunton’s powerful vision would reverberate long after she died on June 21, 1943. A new generation of activists would draw inspiration from her words as well as her deeds even before then, in the turbulent years of the Great Depression.






chapter three The Rights of Dark People in Every Part of the World

In the summer of 1937, Pearl Sherrod, a forty-one-year-old working-class African American activist, left her apartment in Detroit with a friend in tow to make the long trek to Vancouver, Canada. She arrived days later, just in time for the opening session of the annual conference of the Pan-Pacific Women’s Association. She was not an official delegate—no African American woman had been invited to attend—yet Sherrod had an urgent message that could not wait. As hundreds of white and Asian women gathered to address international women’s issues, Sherrod, a light-skinned Black woman with a slender build, clad in a stylish fur coat, pushed through the crowd to get to the podium. The stunned conference leaders obliged her, curious and waiting patiently to find out more about this stranger who had captured everyone’s attention. “I am thankful to God that the time has come for the best representative[s] of all races to meet together in conference on matters vitally concerning the common weal,” she began. “It is needless to say that the value of such conference will depend upon candor and frankness of spirit on all sides.” 1

Sherrod then condemned racism and global white supremacy. Reminiscent of anti-lynching crusader Ida B. Wells, who had traveled across the United States and Great Britain forty years prior, Sherrod denounced the continuing horrors of lynching, displaying newspaper clippings as evidence of its widespread occurrence in the American South. “[T]o the black man, justice is only a word in name but not in reality,” she explained. “Quite frequently,” she added, “the black man is lynched and burned without even a fair trial.” She reminded conference attendees that the problems facing Black Americans were indicative of the challenges facing people of color all over the world. “There can never be peace on the Pacific or Atlantic until justice is given to all mankind.” She demanded the recognition of the rights of people of color across the globe: “[I] appeal to the white race all over this world to give the dark races their constitutional rights.” Saying that “all men were born equal,” she insisted that it was “unreasonable that one should have any rights to predominate over the other.” She called on conference attendees to broaden their political vision and work toward securing the “rights of dark people in every part of the world.” 2

Years before the establishment of the United Nations and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948)—a landmark document that outlined which inalienable rights should be protected internationally—Sherrod articulated a broad vision of human rights. Similar to earlier Black women activists, she believed that demands for citizenship rights would mean little if Black people did not also have universal, natural, and equal rights that would be recognized worldwide.3 And, like her predecessors, Sherrod framed the challenges Black people faced on American soil as part of a global struggle that necessitated the attention of political women all over the world. In Sherrod’s calculus, if the members of the Pan-Pacific Women’s Association were committed to advancing “cross-cultural exchange and interracial harmony,” then they also needed to confront racial discrimination.4 Her bold petition, during a moment of great political and economic instability, captures Black women’s tenacity while offering a glimpse into the unconventional, yet effective, ways Black women worked to advance human rights in the 1930s.





By the time Sherrod appeared at the Vancouver conference, she had spent some time immersed in politics in Detroit. She began her activities during the Great Depression—a period of turmoil and instability for all Americans, but especially for Black Americans, who were experiencing economic hardship long before the stock market crashed in 1929. The onset of the Depression only further exacerbated an already volatile situation. On a national level, less than a quarter of African American families owned homes, and an estimated 38 percent of the Black population relied on public assistance to meet their basic necessities.5 The significant decline in the nation’s income—from $81 billion in 1929 to $40 billion in 1932—had devastating consequences.6 By 1932, half of the Black population in Pittsburgh and Chicago were unemployed and the national unemployment rates were only rapidly increasing.7

Black residents in Detroit faced especially high unemployment rates. An estimated one-third of all employed residents in the city were only working part-time by the winter of 1931. In 1932, Ford Motors, one of the largest employers in the city, laid off more than two-thirds of its workers.8 Activists in the Young Communist League and the Detroit Unemployed Council organized a hunger march on March 7 of that year, which brought together thousands of unemployed autoworkers, including many African Americans.9 The marchers called on Ford to provide jobs, better wages, health care, and other benefits.10 Despite the peaceful nature of their protest, their demands were met with force. Local police officers, as well as members of Ford’s private security team, attacked protesters with guns, tear gas, and water cannons.11 By the end of the Ford Hunger March, five workers had been killed and an estimated sixty injured.

The march demonstrated how the economic crisis of the 1930s lit a fire under those who were determined to speak out against the injustices Black people endured on American soil. In Detroit, as in other parts of the country, people of African descent developed a range of survival tactics and strategies in response to the Great Depression. These conditions also gave rise to the proliferation of Black nationalist groups in Detroit that emphasized self-defense, economic self-sufficiency, and political self-determination.12 Global economic instability brought on a new sense of urgency for Black women activists to agitate for rights and liberation in every aspect of society. In 1930, a group of Black women established the Housewives’ League of Detroit to address economic concerns in Black communities. Under the leadership of Fannie B. Peck, whose husband served as pastor of the Bethel AME Church, members of the league worked tirelessly to “stabilize the economic status of the Negro through directed spending” at Black-owned businesses and other businesses that hired Black workers and served Black customers.13 By the mid-1930s, the league boasted ten thousand members in Detroit.

The crux of Black women’s argument and the center of their focus was human rights—broadening rights for all people, regardless of race, gender, or economic status. They framed their demands for better health care, housing, and quality education as not solely contingent on their American citizenship, but as their due as humans. By employing this expansive message, Black activists and intellectuals worked to bring international attention to their cause.

This was the approach of Sherrod, an unlikely activist who was part of a grassroots network of Black freedom fighters advocating for human rights years before the term became popular. She was born Pearl T. Barnett in Alabama around 1896—the year of the landmark Plessy v. Ferguson decision—to Jerry Barnett and Laura McCloud.14 Her father was born into slavery sometime around 1849. He grew up in Porters, a small farm community located about twenty miles southwest of Montgomery.15 In the aftermath of slavery, Jerry and several of his relatives worked on a local farm, most likely as sharecroppers. Like many young Black Southerners during this period, Jerry’s work to help his family make ends meet took precedence over his educational pursuits, as he did not learn to read or write. 16

In 1871, when he was around the age of twenty-two, Jerry married Laura (“Lou”), a nineteen-year-old laborer from the area. Born around 1852, Laura also worked on a local farm and, like her husband, had limited access to formal education.17 Their marriage significantly altered the course of Laura’s life. Over the next twenty-six years, Laura gave birth to twenty children—indicating that she spent most of their union either pregnant or recovering from pregnancy.18 With a large family and menial jobs, the young couple struggled to make ends meet. Their financial challenges were further compounded by multiple personal losses. Though the specific circumstances are unclear, five of the couple’s young children had died by 1900.19 Likely struggling with grief, Jerry and Laura did the best they could to raise and support their remaining children, whose ages ranged from three to twenty-six. In 1910, the family faced yet another loss. Laura passed away at the age of fifty-six. Pearl, who was around thirteen years old at the time, was forced to grow up quickly, having to shoulder her mother’s loss even as she was expected to work on the farm to help the family maintain their livelihood.20

At the age of fifteen, Pearl left home to relocate to Clarksburg, West Virginia. While census records only offer glimpses of the young teenager’s complicated life during these years, Pearl may have been compelled to move when she discovered she was pregnant. By then, she was in a sexual relationship with twenty-eight-year-old Ceabron Sherrod, a laborer from Mississippi, and the two were living together.21 Perhaps her family had insisted that the father of Pearl’s child take her in. Despite her young age, Pearl seemed determined to be with Ceabron. She remained in a relationship with him after they welcomed their first child, Vernell, in August 1911. Pearl had two more children with Ceabron: a son, Emerson, right before Christmas in 1912, and a daughter, Jimmie Lee, in 1913.22 On February 18, 1917, Pearl and Ceabron were legally married in Alabama, where they had relocated, most likely for employment.23 By the early 1920s, the two were back in Clarksburg, where Ceabron worked as a coal miner while Pearl cared for the couple’s young children.24

The years between 1926 and 1930 were an extraordinarily difficult period for Pearl Sherrod. Her father passed away sometime in 1926.25 His death was followed by the deaths of her brothers Sam, in May, and Charlie, in December. Within a few years, her relationship with Ceabron fell apart, and Pearl later accused him of abandoning her and the children.26 Now a single mother of two school-aged children, Pearl began working as a laundress to help meet the household expenses.27 She remained in Clarksburg for two more years before relocating to Detroit, where she continued to work in domestic service, like most Black women employed during this period.

Sherrod’s entrance into Black politics and human rights activism was somewhat unconventional. Whereas many Black women in Northern cities during the 1930s were involved in political activity through women’s clubs and Black churches, Sherrod found her political awakening in the newly established Nation of Islam (NOI). Established in Detroit in 1930, the NOI emerged as one of the most influential Black nationalist and internationalist religious organizations of the twentieth century. Against the backdrop of a global economic crisis, the NOI provided a vital space for Black men and women in the United States to assert their political and religious agency. While the group maintained a patriarchal leadership structure, many Black women turned to the NOI because of the hope, stability, and protection it offered.28 Its restrictive gender roles also did not thwart Black women’s ability to shape their own lives and pursue their own interests outside the confines of home and family.29 Some women held positions as “Mission Sisters,” serving as recruiters throughout Black communities. These women played a significant role in spreading the NOI’s teachings during the group’s formative years.30

In the aftermath of a difficult split from her husband—and with increased financial demands as her family’s sole provider—Sherrod may have turned to the NOI for help. She joined the group shortly after she arrived in Detroit, around the time that the NOI’s founder, street peddler Wallace D. Fard, began visiting the homes of Black residents in the city during the summer of 1930, selling clothing while spreading his religious teachings.31 His views represented a blending of elements from orthodox Islam and Black nationalism. He instructed Black people to abandon Christianity for what he framed as a more authentic religious practice and rejected classifications such as “Blacks” and “Negroes,” teaching his followers that they were “Asiatics.” 32 It remains a mystery whether Fard crossed paths with Sherrod, though it is certainly plausible. Perhaps he showed up at Sherrod’s apartment in “Paradise Valley”—Detroit’s predominantly Black neighborhood during the interwar years. Or perhaps his ideas reached her through other converts. Sherrod could have heard about Fard’s teachings from friends and neighbors in the tight-knit Detroit community.

Still, there is no denying that Fard’s teachings left a lasting impression on the young single mother. During a period in which African Americans endured rampant acts of violence, racial discrimination, and disenfranchisement, many found the NOI’s teachings appealing and empowering. Fard’s internationalist vision—his emphasis on the linked fate of African Americans and other people of color—sparked a political awakening in Sherrod. She developed a consciousness about global racism and a growing interest in international developments. When Fard mysteriously disappeared in 1934, Elijah Muhammad, one of his most loyal followers, assumed leadership of the NOI. He immediately instituted a series of changes to women’s roles and responsibilities in the organization. Under Muhammad’s leadership, the organization took on a more militant and even more patriarchal tone.33 Sherrod left the group during this transition.

Even after leaving the organization in 1934, she held fast to the belief that Black people were “Asiatics.” Accepting this classification meant that the fight for Black rights could not be divorced from the struggle to secure the rights of others, especially those in Asia. Building on this premise, Sherrod became involved in a new organization in the city known as The Development of Our Own (TDOO).34 Established in 1930 by George Grimes, a city worker, TDOO became a significant political site for working-class Black activists in Detroit to ally with other activists of color.35 It was not a human rights organization, but it offered a medium through which Sherrod was able to internationalize her ideas about political rights and freedom.

Within a year of its founding, TDOO underwent an organizational shift when radical activist Satokata Takahashi became its leader.36 Born Naka Nakane in Japan in 1875, Takahashi relocated to Victoria, British Columbia, sometime around 1900 before relocating with his family to Tacoma, Washington, in 1921.37 Claiming to be affiliated with the Japanese embassy, Takahashi advocated Afro-Asian solidarity and drew a significant following of politically minded Black people in the urban North during the early 1930s.38 Under Takahashi’s leadership, the organization flourished, drawing an estimated following of ten thousand members—mostly South Asian Indians, Filipinos, and people of African descent.39 Among these individuals were many members of the NOI—like Sherrod— who embraced the political view that Black resistance to Western imperialism was deeply tied to Asian people.40

For Sherrod, joining TDOO helped to propel her political career and especially her advocacy for human rights. The actual number of women in TDOO is unknown, but surviving records reveal that the organization provided opportunities for women to obtain formal leadership positions. In addition to serving as secretaries, some women were organizers and recruiters.41 Sherrod assisted the group in various capacities before marrying Takahashi in February 1934. She had initially crossed paths with him during one of his speaking tours—likely while she was still involved in the NOI.42 Personal affections aside, the marriage between the two was certainly guided by political strategy. The union helped to increase TDOO’s visibility across the Midwest, if only because it raised so many eyebrows. During the Jim Crow era, interracial unions were considered taboo, and the marriage between an African American woman and a Japanese man was newsworthy.43

Sherrod and her new husband skillfully used the news coverage of their wedding as a way to distract the public from Takahashi’s mounting legal troubles. In September 1933, he began to draw the ire of FBI (then called the Bureau of Investigation) officials who were determined to quash his “seditious activities.” They had begun surveillance of him because of his radical politics, especially his efforts to encourage African Americans to look favorably on Japan as it started to build its empire in East Asia.44 However, before they could arrest Takahashi, he was picked up by the Immigration and Naturalization Service in December for committing a string of immigration violations, including entering the country without inspection and failing to possess a valid visa.45

On April 21, 1934, days after Takahashi was deported to Japan, a public announcement about Sherrod and Takahashi’s union two months prior appeared in the Detroit Tribune. In a lengthy article subtitled “East Unites with West,” the Tribune described the couple’s marriage ceremony, which had taken place at the Third Baptist Church in Toledo, Ohio. The article shrewdly described his travels as a means to mask his deportation, noting only that he left for Japan and would return to the United States in the next three months.46

Within days of Takahashi’s deportation, Sherrod assumed leadership of the organization, taking control of her husband’s newspaper column in the Detroit Tribune. If members of the organization imagined she would simply use the space to reinforce her husband’s views, they were disappointed. She did advocate for political collaborations between African Americans and Japanese people, but she went further and used the column to articulate a vision of human rights. She criticized U.S. foreign policy as incompatible with African American efforts to create a more equal society and insisted on a more internationalist approach to eradicating racism.47 Calling for an immediate response to white supremacy, Sherrod argued that “[i]t will take nothing but organization to stop the barbequing and torturing of our race in the South.” “This does not have to take any aggressive measure against the whites,” she carefully explained, “but we need to develop ourselves. . . . [We] owe it to the dark people of America.” 48

To reinforce her point, Sherrod pointed to several key national developments, including the infamous Scottsboro case.49 On Wednesday, March 25, 1931, nine African American teenagers were arrested in northern Alabama and falsely accused of raping two white women. News of the incident rapidly spread throughout the South, and before long, it had become a national story. Hundreds of white people gathered outside the jail where the teenagers were being held in Scottsboro, intent on taking matters into their own hands. With the help of the National Guard, the teenagers were transferred to a jail in Gadsden, in nearby Etowah County, as they awaited trial. On April 9, 1931, after four separate trials, the all-white juries found eight of the defendants guilty as charged.50

When the presiding judge, Alfred E. Hawkins, sentenced the eight teenagers to death, mass protests erupted across the United States and even globally. The Communist Party of the United States played a leading role in raising international awareness about the case and provided legal assistance for the teens through the International Labor Defense (ILD).51 With an execution date set for July 10, 1931, the ILD worked tirelessly to help free the Scottsboro boys. From local rallies and parades to letter-writing campaigns, the ILD led a mass movement of nearly half a million people to challenge the guilty verdicts and death sentences.52 Their efforts, combined with support from organizations like the NAACP, brought together a heterogenous coalition of groups in the United States and abroad seeking justice for the Scottsboro boys. They were ultimately successful in helping them avoid execution.

The mothers of the Scottsboro boys were among the leading figures in these campaigns. The most well-known was Ada Wright, the mother of Andy and Roy Wright. A widow from Chattanooga, Tennessee, Wright was in her mid-forties when she was thrust into the international spotlight.53 In March 1932, the ILD sent her on an international speaking tour to increase awareness of the case. Accompanied by ILD secretary Louis Engdahl, Wright visited Austria, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Belgium, the United Kingdom, and France.54 Her speeches left an indelible mark on many audiences, and they rallied together in their support of the Scottsboro boys. While the boys would remain in prison for years—Roy and Andy were not released until 1937 and 1944, respectively—the efforts of Ada Wright and countless others brought greater awareness to the case and strengthened transnational political collaborations.

Two years after Ada Wright traversed the globe to speak on the injustices taking place in the U.S., Sherrod invoked the Scottsboro case in her newspaper column. At the heart of her critique was not only the act of injustice that had taken place, but the complacency of American leaders. During the early 1930s, the ILD had tried to arrange a meeting between several of the Scottsboro mothers and President Franklin D. Roosevelt. The mothers had hoped to share their stories with the president and appeal to him to aid their efforts to set their sons free. Their plans failed, however, when the White House police informed the group that Roosevelt was unavailable.55 Writing in the Detroit Tribune, Sherrod lamented Roosevelt’s lack of response to these women.56 She asked readers: “Does it please us to know that Mr. Roosevelt, our chief executive of the United States, refused an audience of those poor Scottsboro mothers, whose sons have been falsely accused and kept in prison so long?” “We can help them,” she reasoned, “only by organizing and developing ourselves to increase our power.” 57

One of the key aspects of Sherrod’s column was her focus on human rights issues. She took advantage of the space to address inequalities in various parts of the globe. Writing in the Detroit Tribune in June 1934, Sherrod brought attention to some of the challenges nonwhite people were facing in nations under colonial rule in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean.58 “Let me remind you that fully three-fourths of the population of the world are colored people and only one-fourth are white,” she stated. “But the greater part of the colored world is today under white political control.” 59 By emphasizing the sheer volume of people of color, Sherrod sent a message of empowerment to readers, reminding them that they had the power to defeat white supremacy.

While she never referred to herself as a feminist, Sherrod’s writings, as well as her actions, reveal that she challenged patriarchy and worked to empower women. In an article published on May 5, 1934, Sherrod promoted the principles of equal opportunity, insisting that men and women should have access to quality education. “[L]et us remember,” she explained, “that everyone has sufficient brain for any profession or occupation he desires.” Appealing directly to fathers, she asked, “Do you desire your sons to marry girls of higher standard? Then develop them.” 60 In another article, she emphasized Black women’s leadership roles as vital to racial progress.61 Articulating a commitment to universal liberation for all people of color and supporting women’s rights, she also attempted to build political alliances with like-minded women.

In addition to her weekly column, Sherrod launched a letter-writing campaign to solicit the support of Black activists in the Midwest, like the Chicago Black nationalist leader Mittie Maude Lena Gordon, founder of the Peace Movement of Ethiopia. Sherrod was hoping to work with others in support of their shared interest in Afro-Asian solidarity.62 Her efforts offer a window into her political agenda, especially her deep commitment to advancing rights for women, people of color, and other marginalized groups. She also pursued these goals by collaborating with other women in TDOO to run several community programs, including a soup kitchen and an adult night school for impoverished Black residents of Detroit.63

By 1937, Sherrod was exploring new avenues for transnational political collaborations. Such partnerships were vital to advancing the cause of human rights, and this goal was in her mind when she went to the Pan-Pacific Women’s Association conference in Vancouver, Canada, that July. Established in Honolulu in 1930, the Pan-Pacific Women’s Association had been organized for the purpose of bringing together women activists from the “Pacific Rim settler colonial nations with those from Japan and China towards promoting social reform in the region.” 64 Tsune Gauntlett, then president of the association and the leading Japanese delegate who presided over the proceedings, called for a “new social order” that would abide in “peace” among the Pacific Ocean nations.65

The conference drew 125 official female representatives from eight countries: Australia, Canada, China, Hawaii, Japan, New Zealand, the Philippines, and the United States.66 Despite their focus on world peace and interracial harmony, the Pan-Pacific Women’s Association had paid little attention to the unique challenges facing Black women. None of the thirty official representatives from the U.S. at the 1937 conference were African American, and previous conferences had not addressed African American concerns.67

Sherrod had decided it was time to address this lack of representation. Arriving in a fancy car with a female friend and wearing expensive clothing, she made a grand entrance. Most likely a strategy—which was successful—to garner respect, she immediately drew the attention of conference attendees, who were impressed by her show of wealth.68 However, Sherrod was after far more than a flamboyant display. She and the woman who accompanied her disclosed that they had come to ensure that “the position of the coloured folk shall not be lost sight of.” 69

Sherrod used her platform to call for an immediate end to racial oppression. Recognizing the difficult task ahead, she went on to explain that “[w]e are confronted with a problem whose factors are intricate and whose outcome is as far-reaching as any that has ever taxed human wisdom for solution.” Maintaining a sense of optimism, she insisted that racial equality and rights were attainable on a global scale, but only with the unified effort of women activists of all races and ethnicities. “Now I am appealing to you international women,” she continued, “to let us join hand and heart together and find the cause of the broken peace which is injustice and discrimination[,] and let us kill the germ of it.” 70

Sherrod’s spontaneous oratory left a lasting mark. Of the few who left records of their reactions, Gauntlett was deeply moved by Sherrod’s remarks, as was Elsie Andrews, a white feminist activist from New Zealand, and several Canadian journalists who covered the speech and highlighted Sherrod’s passionate delivery and the urgency of her message.71 As the first African American woman to attend the group’s conference, her visit changed the course of the Pan-Pacific Women’s Association. Sherrod opened a space for women of African descent to engage in political dialogue with the white and Asian members of the international women’s organization. And in the years to follow, the group also made a concerted effort to extend invitations to women from formerly colonized nations.72



Sherrod’s emphasis on equal opportunity was reflective of a broader human rights commitment among Black women activists during the Great Depression. While Sherrod worked to build a grassroots movement from her base in Detroit, African American educator Melva L. Price agitated for expanded opportunities for Black people from her home in Harlem. Born in Belmont, North Carolina, on November 14, 1902, to William J. and Josie (Jessie) A. Price, Melva came of age during the Great Migration as thousands of Black Southerners relocated to Northern and Western cities.73

Like many other African American parents in the early twentieth century, the Prices had been denied an education.74 William Price was born into slavery in North Carolina in 1861 before securing his freedom at the end of the Civil War in 1865.75 During the late nineteenth century, he worked on a local farm—perhaps as a sharecropper.76 In 1885, he married Jessie, a fellow North Carolina native who worked in domestic service.77 The couple lived in South Point Township, a small community of 5,600 residents, located west of Charlotte.78 By 1900, the couple had three children, one of whom died during childhood.

With young children at home, the Prices worked diligently for their economic well-being during an era of turmoil and political instability. The arrival of their youngest daughter, Melva, forced them to tighten their budget. At this point, they lived and worked on a farm. Determined to improve educational opportunities for Melva and her two older sisters, Eva and Laura, but also likely motivated to gain better social standing, the Prices decided to head north around 1905.79 They also may have been responding to racial violence. Seven years before, in November 1898, white supremacists in Wilmington, North Carolina, had murdered African Americans and dismantled the Reconstruction-era government that had been in place.80 The massacre devastated the lives of Black residents in the state and rolled back decades of Black political progress. While Northern cities had their own challenges, Black southerners often viewed them as havens in a period marred by Jim Crow segregation and white supremacist violence.

The Prices’ relocation, at first to Brooklyn when Melva was three, paid off for the family. Within five years of arriving, the couple had found steady employment. Josie began working as a laundress and William secured a job as a building contractor.81 They rented an apartment in a predominantly Black neighborhood in Harlem and enrolled their children in the best schools they could find—sometimes ones far from their residence. Before the family moved closer to the school, Melva traveled about an hour to attend P.S. 158, an integrated and co-ed school in Brooklyn. She excelled in her studies, graduating as valedictorian of her class—the only Black girl in a class of thirty-seven—in 1916.82

Even by the age of thirteen, Melva was involved in local activism and civic work, serving as secretary of the Sunday school at Friendship Baptist Church and as a member of the East New York Loyal Temperance Legion.83 Several newspapers took notice of her extraordinary accomplishments. A local school board member praised her at length: “A little girl of the Negro race carried off everything in sight, intellectually speaking.” 84

Melva went on to attend Bushwick High School, where she graduated with honors. She then attended Hunter College, taking courses in music and language.85 In 1924, she graduated from Hunter with honors, including membership in the honor society Phi Beta Kappa, earning several accolades for her outstanding performance.86 Two years later, she completed a master’s degree in teaching at Columbia University. Throughout her teaching career, Melva acquired proficiency in multiple languages, including Spanish, French, Portuguese, Russian, Polish, and ancient Greek.87

Price was passionate about teaching and deeply committed to advancing educational opportunities for Black students in the city. While getting her degree, she had been a student teacher, first at Thomas Jefferson High School, which significantly expanded opportunities for Black students in East New York when it opened in 1924.88 There, Price was among the first group of Black educators and taught courses in Latin. She next taught at an elementary school in Harlem. Once she graduated, Price obtained a full-time position teaching Latin at Wadleigh High School, an all-girls’ school also in Harlem. Only a few months later, she left to become chair of Latin at James Madison High School, a larger co-ed school in Brooklyn.89

In a short period of time, Price had moved from a teacher-in-training to the head of a department at a large school. No doubt her actions were at least partly guided by her deep commitment to Black students. But those efforts began to take a toll on her health. While juggling teaching and graduate study, she had struggled to keep up with the growing demands on her time and had missed some of her classes due to “nerves.” 90 Price may have also been struggling with anemia, which forced her to take a short time away from teaching to rest and recuperate.91 Racist experiences added insult to injury. In April 1933, while attending the Conference on Militant Pacifism in Washington, D.C., Price was refused service at the Hamilton Hotel, where she and other attendees had planned to grab a meal.92 Although white delegates at the conference left the hotel in defiance of the act of discrimination, this was likely a harrowing moment for Price.

Through the 1930s, Price continued to change schools, searching for the best job opportunities as economic times were getting more difficult. During the Great Depression, when many Black Americans fought to survive under constrained circumstances, she expanded her social activism by taking up human rights issues such as quality health care and better education for all. To that end, she aligned herself with the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) and the oldest Black Greek-letter sorority, Alpha Kappa Alpha (AKA).93 Organized in 1905, the YWCA chapter in New York was established to provide aid for young female migrants in the city—especially those who lived alone.94 The mostly middle-class Black women who joined the group drew on their religious beliefs to advance racial uplift through community outreach and educational programs.95

Like her work with the YWCA, Price’s involvement with the AKAs provided an avenue to improve social conditions for Black Americans. In some ways, the work with the AKAs was more expansive, allowing her to address a diverse array of such social issues as racial violence, as well as disparities in education and health care in the city and elsewhere. In 1935, Price joined AKA leaders at a meeting in New York, where the group called on those in attendance to write their congressmen and senators to support a proposed federal anti-lynching bill.96 Their demand represented a continuation of the earlier work of Ida B. Wells at the turn of the century—legislation that was still not enacted. Only months after that gathering, Price helped the AKAs raise funds to cover legal expenses of the Scottsboro boys.97 During these years, the AKAs also established more than a dozen traveling clinics in the Mississippi Delta, offering an array of services and resources for Black residents.98 The clinics were so successful that, by 1937, they reached an estimated 1,500 Black families in the area, distributed thousands of pamphlets, and offered instruction on childcare, nutrition, and hygiene.99

Price also continued her work closer to home. Black residents who had come to Harlem as part of the Great Migration encountered many of the same struggles they had left behind.100 In the realm of education, Black families faced the dilemma of limited—and often segregated—schools for their children. By the start of the Depression, there were only fourteen public schools in Harlem, and Black adults in the city only had access to three organizations’ adult education classes—those offered by the Young Men’s Christian Association, the YWCA, and the New York Urban League, an integrated civil rights organization founded in 1917.101 Private institutions and community agencies, often Black-owned, also provided an array of educational opportunities for Black residents.102 When people could not get into classes, city streets provided informal spaces of instruction, furnished by stepladder preachers from all walks of life.103

In March 1936, Price joined a group of activists and teachers to address the educational disparity through the Provisional Committee for Better Schools in Harlem.104 They held a conference on the urgent issue of limited access to quality education and the deteriorating conditions in predominantly Black schools in the area. Attendees included Myles A. Paige, the first African American to be appointed a New York City Criminal Court judge, and Rev. John W. Robinson, pastor of St. Mark’s United Methodist Church in Harlem. The event provided a crucial space in which to raise public awareness and collaborate with others holding similar interests.105 Beyond equality in the level of education, Price wanted Black students to have instruction that exposed them to Black thought, history, and culture. For this reason, she aligned herself with educators and activists in the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, including the group’s founder, Carter G. Woodson, known as the father of Black history.106 They advocated widely for the teaching of Black history in public schools and shared curriculums and other resources with local teachers.

Price’s social work with the AKAs provided a vital platform for the young teacher to advance human rights activism. In the absence of formal organizations explicitly committed to human rights, groups like the AKAs offered a medium for Black women to advance universal rights for all people, regardless of citizenship status. This was especially evident during and after the Italo-Ethiopian War. In 1935, Italian Prime Minister Benito Mussolini’s troops invaded Ethiopia, one of only two African nations that had not yet been colonized.107 The invasion lit a fire among Black activists across the nation and in other parts of the globe and helped to illuminate the links between racism and fascism abroad. Black writers and editors openly denounced Italy’s actions, and ordinary citizens created numerous groups to provide support for Ethiopians. For Black women in the United States, the Italo-Ethiopian War provided the impetus for a renewed interest in global affairs, spurred attempts to strengthen transnational political collaborations, and above all, encouraged a desire to advocate for human rights.

In the aftermath of the 1935 invasion, Price was among the vast network of Black activists working to help Ethiopian refugees.108 In May 1937, she joined several civic and religious leaders at a meeting in Harlem to discuss plans to aid Ethiopians displaced by the conflict. Among one of the ideas proposed at the meeting was the appointment of a delegate who would be able to attend a May 25 conference in Geneva, Switzerland, held by the League of Nations.109 The activists hoped that they would be able to rally members of the international community in support of Ethiopian refugees by bringing the matter to the league. Two years later, Price joined forces with Dr. William Lloyd Imes, a clergyman and educator from Memphis, Tennessee, Prince Akiki Nyobango of Uganda, and several others to brainstorm ways to support refugees from Ethiopia as well as China.110

Black American activists during the 1930s pointed to the connections between Italy’s 1935 invasion of Ethiopia and Francisco Franco’s 1936 military coup in Spain as evidence of the unbridled rise of fascism.111 Price joined the Negro People’s Committee to Aid Spanish Refugees, which worked diligently to aid the thousands of Spanish and Ethiopian people who had been displaced. The Negro People’s Committee to Aid Spanish Democracy, part of the Spanish Refugee Relief Campaign, was a short-lived but impactful organization that was established to help “resettle the half-million homeless men, women, and children who fled Franco’s dictatorship after the defeat of Spanish democracy.” 112 The organization’s executive committee included several well-known Black activists and intellectuals, including educator Mary McLeod Bethune, labor organizer A. Philip Randolph, attorney and writer Pauli Murray, writer Alain Locke, and Black internationalists Thyra Edwards and Max Yergan.113

The committee linked its efforts to aid Spanish refugees with its interest in supporting refugees from Ethiopia. For Price, Edwards, and others, supporting these refugees also represented a challenge to fascism and imperialism in Europe during the 1930s.114 Their stance was a bold one, and it contradicted the official position of the United States. Indeed, when the Spanish Civil War broke out in 1936, American officials maintained a neutral position.115

Price and her colleagues’ involvement bolstered the efforts of an estimated three thousand Americans who volunteered during the Spanish Civil War, many of whom served in the Abraham Lincoln Battalion. Drawn from major cities in the United States, including New York City, many of the men who fought to defend the Republic of Spain were industrial workers and children of recent immigrants.116 Of those who volunteered from the United States, around ninety were Black men, including Harry Haywood, a leading figure in the Communist Party.117 Reflecting on his decision to join the brigade, Vaughn Love, a volunteer from Harlem, emphasized the links between racism and fascism: “I’d read Hitler’s book, knew about the Nuremberg laws, and I knew if the Jews weren’t going to be allowed to live, then certainly I knew the Negroes would not escape.” 118 Jamaica-born Canute Frankson of Detroit, who volunteered as a mechanic in Spain, expressed similar sentiments. “There’s only one hate and that is the hate for fascism,” he explained.119 The Spanish Civil War opened a unique opportunity for African American men to serve in an integrated army abroad, and a few were promoted to the rank of commander. During the conflict, Oliver Law, a labor organizer from Chicago, became the first Black American man to command white American soldiers.120

Although African American women could not serve in combat, they also volunteered to participate in the Spanish Civil War, often in medical services. Salaria Kea was one of Melva Price’s associates and one of the first Black women to sail for Spain during the Civil War.121 Born in Milledgeville, Georgia, on July 13, 1913, Kea was raised in Ohio. Her father, George Kee (Kea), worked as an attendant at the Ohio State Hospital for the Insane in Columbus, until he was tragically killed by a patient in early 1914.122 Shortly after his death, Salaria’s mother, Vertie relocated the family to Akron to be closer to her husband’s friends, who had offered help to the young widow and her four children. When her mother moved back to Georgia two years later, Salaria and her three brothers—Andrew, George, and Arthur—stayed in Akron with a local family.

Salaria worked during her teen years with Dr. Bedford Riddle, a successful African American physician in Akron. The experience sparked her interest in medicine. Unable to find a nursing school that would accept Black students, she decided to head to Harlem on the advice of Dr. Riddle. In June 1930, one month before her seventeenth birthday, the aspiring student enrolled at the Training School for Nurses of Harlem Hospital, established in 1923. African American women were not accepted into nursing schools elsewhere in the city. After graduating in 1934, Kea began working at Sea View Hospital in Staten Island before returning to Harlem Hospital as a nurse in the maternity ward.

During these years, Kea became more politically engaged. She began working with leftist activists interested in global justice. When Italy invaded Ethiopia in 1935, she was part of the diasporic network of activists who extended a helping hand. She, with the support of other nurses in Harlem, sent abundant medical supplies to Ethiopia. She also participated in a Harlem drive that resulted in a field hospital with a capacity of seventy-five beds being sent overseas.123 Two years later, while the Spanish Civil War was underway, Kea sailed from New York as a part of a volunteer medical team of twelve nurses and physicians in support of Republican Spain.124 Like many other African American volunteers, she saw the clear connections between racism at home and fascism abroad, which she viewed as a threat to Black freedom.125 The experience marked a significant moment in her understanding of human rights. For Kea, the opportunity to witness the plight of impoverished rural people in Spain firsthand confirmed the importance of advocating for universal and inalienable rights.

When she returned to the United States in 1938, Kea joined forces with a group of Black women internationalists who were deeply committed to dismantling racism and fascism. As she had done before, Kea sent medical supplies and food overseas to those in need. In August, she joined Thyra Edwards of the Negro People’s Committee to Aid Spanish Democracy for a tour of major cities throughout the Northeast, South, and Midwest to collect supplies and to raise funds to send an ambulance to Republican Spain.126

The Negro People’s Committee, which included a cadre of Black women internationalists during the 1930s, functioned as far more than a relief organization. During the tumultuous years of the Depression, the committee provided a space for Kea, Price, Edwards, and other Black women to agitate for global justice and equal opportunity.127 Journalist Pauli Murray, who would go on to become a famed attorney, was also involved in the group for three months in 1939, serving as acting executive secretary.128 While her time with the committee was brief, Murray recalled the group’s importance in bringing together a “Who’s Who” of Black activists and intellectuals committed to global democracy.129

For Price, who remained in Harlem during these years, the committee provided an array of opportunities to collaborate with activists of diverse backgrounds in the United States and abroad. She and Thyra Edwards organized several fundraising events on behalf of the group in New York City, including a concert with African American singer Marian Anderson at Carnegie Hall.130 The committee also brought Price in close contact with several other Black women, including Communist activist Louise Thompson Patterson and dancer Alison Burroughs, the daughter of Black Communist teacher Williana Burroughs.131 Price’s political collaborations in these years offer a glimpse into her global racial consciousness: she formed meaningful connections with activists at home and abroad, and kept abreast of international developments.

Price also traveled abroad often. On July 2, 1936, she left the United States on the ship Berengaria in the company of her friend and fellow teacher Lucile Spence, secretary of the Teachers Union in Harlem, with plans to take a tour across Europe. They made stops in Belgium, Germany, and Poland, as well as multiple locations in the Soviet Union, visiting Crimea, Odessa, Kharkov, Rostov-on-Don, Moscow, Leningrad (now St. Petersburg), and Kiev (Kyiv).132

Although Price planned the trip as a vacation, the journey also provided an opportunity for her to deepen her knowledge of Russian life and culture. Speaking to a journalist during her visit, she praised the Soviet Union’s new constitution for upholding educational equality: “[N]othing in any other constitution could be grander, especially when one realizes that the Soviet constitution means just what it says.” 133 “Here in Soviet Russia,” Lucile Spence added, “there is real democracy in education, in that each citizen is given full opportunity to fulfill any cultural interest which may appeal to him.” The pair drew a stark comparison between the educational system in the United States and the opportunities in the Soviet Union, which they viewed as far more equitable. The practice of segregation and discrimination in American schools, Price argued, undermined any notion of democracy. Her assessment of educational opportunity, democracy, and equal access in Russia was far more idealistic than factual. Much like Black women on the Communist left during this period, Price overlooked the Soviet Union’s imperialist policies and the inequities that persisted in their society, such as the mistreatment of ethnic minorities.134

While Price seemed to have a blind spot to the crimes and human rights abuses of the Soviet Union, she was far more attentive to the imperialist practices of Japan. In May 1938, she shared her concerns about the growing number of Black activists in the United States seeking political collaborations with Japan.135 Such sentiments were not new in African American communities, but they had found additional traction during the 1930s. A wealth of grassroots organizations, including Pearl Sherrod’s The Development of Our Own, provided platforms from which African Americans could build alliances with Japanese activists. Sherrod and others during this period envisioned Japan as a valuable ally in the global struggle against white supremacy.136

Yet, by 1938, Price had resisted this vision. Her reservations about joining forces with Japan stemmed from her deep concerns about the nation’s troubling pattern of human rights abuses. This was made clear on the final day of the North Atlantic AKAs’ annual meeting, where Price raised this issue during a panel on “Women Under Fascism and Under Socialism.” 137 The session featured presentations from several women activists, including Shih Pao-Chen, a Chinese YWCA worker; Maria Halberstadt, a high school teacher and activist from Germany who had been in an internment camp; and Dr. Ernestine Gonzales, the leader of a Republican women’s group in Spain.138 United in their commitment to advancing equal rights and opportunity for all, these women called attention to the unique challenges they were facing and expressed solidarity with Black people in the United States.

In this session, Price addressed Japan’s imperialist aspirations through a moving letter she presented from Japanese activist Margaret Nozaki, a representative of the Japanese Peace Association who was unable to attend the New York gathering.139 Nozaki warned of the dangers of African Americans viewing Japan as an ally in the struggle for liberation: “The war lords of Japan cannot be friends of the Negro, for they are militarists and like Hitler and Mussolini, advocate fascism, when they should be advocating peace, democracy, and racial equality.” 140 Price then stood with the AKAs who called for the United States to place an embargo on the sale of scrap iron to Japan in an effort to curb the nation’s growing militarization and imperialist ventures.

No doubt Melva Price found much communion in the international network the AKAs and the Negro People’s Committee provided during the Great Depression. As her work with the committee started to wind down, she traveled to Mexico City to spend time with Thyra Edwards.141 There, the two women, who had developed a close relationship while working together in the Negro People’s Committee, discussed the future of the organization and the mounting challenges they were facing in the fight against racism and fascism. By then, the writing was on the wall: the Negro People’s Committee would not continue for much longer. Its financial resources were drying up, and there was little prospect of finding new support as the decade came to a close. But Price and Edwards resolved to continue the work long after the Negro People’s Committee was gone.



By the early 1940s, Melva Price, Salaria Kea, and Pearl Sherrod had shifted their political activism. Much of the momentum was gone, largely because of government repression of Black radical groups during World War II, the collapse of the Popular Front, and war with Japan. Perhaps this is why Sherrod retreated from activist work shortly after delivering her dynamic speech at the Pan-Pacific Women’s Association conference. Afterwards, she lived with her son, Emerson, in Detroit, and it appears that she rekindled her relationship with Takahashi at the end of 1946.142 He lived with her at least through 1950.143 Sherrod remained in the city until around 1969, and then returned to Alabama.144 In September 1976, at around eighty years old, Sherrod passed away in Decatur, Alabama.145

Salaria Kea’s trajectory was similar to Sherrod’s—her internationalist activities slowly began to wane during the 1940s. After touring the South and Midwest during the late 1930s to raise funds for Republican Spain, she started writing about her experiences abroad and delivering lectures.146 She also started to build a life with her husband, John O’Reilly, whom she met in Spain. During this time in their marriage, Kea remained on active duty in the military.147 In 1965, she retired from the U.S. Army, during the height of the civil rights movement. Sometime around 1973, they relocated to Akron, Ohio. Salaria Kea passed away in 1990, following a battle with Alzheimer’s disease.

Melva Price remained active in Black internationalist politics and human rights advocacy. After the Negro People’s Committee came to an end, she focused much of her energy on educational equality. She continued to teach in New York City schools, mentoring Black students and advocating on behalf of Black teachers. During the 1940s, she helped students at Hunter College establish a club to combat racial prejudice on campus.148 She also served as a representative of the Teachers Union and delivered talks on education throughout the city.149 In 1943, Price collaborated with a group of Black activists—including Communist leader Benjamin Davis, professional boxer Canada Lee, and Max Yergan, co-founder of the International Committee on African Affairs—to establish a People’s Institute in Harlem.150 They offered community courses and public lectures on a range of topics, including anti-imperialism, trade unionism, and political economy.151 In May 1951, she attended a United Nations tea session, sponsored by the AKAs, where she and other like-minded individuals—including Senator Jane Vialle of Paris, France; Dr. Maria Z. N. Witteveen, permanent United Nations delegate from the Netherlands; and Nebuwa Nwozo-Ojji, an activist and student from Nigeria—discussed a range of pressing issues such as international rights and women’s political leadership.152 After retiring from teaching in 1960, Price was active in the civil rights movement.153 She passed away on April 10, 1996, at the age of ninety-three.

During the 1930s and early 1940s, Melva Price, Salaria Kea, and Pearl Sherrod worked to advance human rights as part of a transnational network of Black women activists and intellectuals. Drawing inspiration from the generations who preceded them, they and other Black women activists set out to address the everyday needs of Black people in the United States. Many also became aware of their connections to others fighting fascism. Despite few resources and the absence of formal human rights organizations, they demanded better health care and education, greater economic and political rights, and protection from racial violence, echoing the calls of Black women leaders of the past, with an eye toward building a better future.






chapter four For the Right to Human Dignity

Lena Horne gracefully crossed the stage at Madison Square Garden on September 11, 1947, to deliver an important message. The thirty-year-old African American actress was a featured speaker at a gathering of the Progressive Citizens of America, an interracial leftist group that advocated peace and freedom in the aftermath of World War II.1 There was much excitement in the air, as nearly nineteen thousand people crowded into Madison Square Garden and another six thousand gathered outside, to hear a lineup of distinguished speakers.2 But there was also tension in the air. The gathering had been organized by the activists because they believed the nation was headed in the wrong direction. World War II, which had resulted in an estimated seventy to eighty-five million deaths, had ended only two years prior. On September 2, 1945, General Douglas MacArthur, commander in the Southwest Pacific and supreme commander for the Allied powers, had accepted Japan’s surrender. In the weeks to follow, Americans tried to return to some semblance of normalcy as they struggled with grief and trauma in the war’s aftermath. Many looked to the nation’s leaders for guidance.

When it became clear that President Harry Truman intended to pursue a more aggressive and confrontational approach that could potentially incite further global violence, many of the more liberal supporters of the late President Franklin D. Roosevelt joined together to establish the Progressive Citizens of America. They hoped to extend the New Deal and promote peace in the ensuing years.3 In only a matter of months, the group established chapters in nineteen states with twenty-five thousand members.4 They arranged the September rally at Madison Square Garden in 1947 as a “progressive counterattack” that sought to galvanize the nation, and it featured a speech by Henry A. Wallace, the former vice president under Roosevelt.5 One year prior, Wallace had delivered a speech at the very same venue in which he decried the Truman administration’s antipathy toward the USSR.6 Wallace planned to return to the topic at the September 1947 rally alongside Horne, as well as Aubrey Williams, who was the publisher of the Southern Farmer, and activist-singer Paul Robeson.

An accomplished performer and committed activist, Horne jumped at the opportunity to share her thoughts on equal rights and justice. “I want to speak as a Negro American and tell you what we see and feel in our nation’s capital,” she began. Her words set the stage for a detailed account of the indignities Black people endured daily. Horne recounted that at age seventeen, visiting Washington, D.C., for the first time, she saw a string of empty taxis at a cab stand outside the train station while Black residents bustled in and out of traffic, seeking transportation. Horne overheard a Black mother telling her son, “[T]hose cabs won’t carry colored folks. We got to go outside and wait till a colored cab comes.” 7 “From that moment,” Horne said, “I knew what to expect. I knew the welcome sign meant ‘Welcome, White Americans.’ That was Washington then. That is Washington today. It hasn’t changed.”

For the next several minutes, Horne outlined examples of how Black people were being mistreated in the nation’s capital and across the country. From discrimination in public transportation and housing to being refused service in restaurants and hospitals, Black Americans were treated as second-class citizens. These realities undermined the image U.S. leaders were projecting: “The nation and the world hear about the American Way of Life. . . . But the world and the people of this nation are not fooled by these democratic-sounding phrases.” 8

Linking the demand for civil rights with a broader vision of human rights, Horne added, “From Washington, I hear the voices of my people calling out for freedom, for equality, for citizenship [and] for the right to human dignity.” 9 She called on American leaders to do better—to ensure that Black Americans would be treated as equal citizens and more importantly, as human beings. Her words resonated deeply with attendees.

Horne and many other Black women of the period built on the legacy of earlier activists such as Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Pearl Sherrod, and Melva Price and capitalized on the growing interest in human rights to advocate for Black people and other marginalized groups during the second half of the 1940s. These women articulated a vision of human rights that centered the unique concerns of people of African descent, and advanced diverse strategies to secure these goals, including delivering speeches, working with philanthropic organizations, and building transnational networks to facilitate intellectual exchanges.



The idea of human rights on an international level was dominant in public dialogue during these years. By the time Horne emphasized the need for freedom, equality, and human dignity, the United Nations (UN) had been in existence for nearly two years. Following World War II, the UN was established in San Francisco on October 24, 1945, as an international peacekeeping body. From the time of the organization’s formation, people of African descent worked to influence its direction—emphasizing the importance of addressing colonialism and imperialism.10 Their concern was urgent since, by the mid-1940s, most of the world’s population was subjected to white imperial control. The British controlled a vast empire in parts of Africa, Asia, and the anglophone Caribbean, while the United States exercised territorial, economic, and political control across Latin America and the Caribbean—in Haiti, Cuba, Nicaragua, and elsewhere.11 The establishment of the UN did not signal the end of colonialism, but it did present a new opportunity for activists of color to advocate for rights and independence.

Many drew inspiration from the 1941 Atlantic Charter, which laid out an earlier set of principles meant to guide the Allied powers toward peace and stability. A joint declaration written by President Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill in August of that year, the Atlantic Charter was an aspirational agreement between both nations. The charter called for postwar solidarity and articulated a vision for human rights that set the stage for the founding of the UN four years later.12 The charter reflected the ideals Roosevelt had laid out in his “four freedoms” speech to Congress in January 1941. These “four freedoms”—the freedom of speech and worship as well as the freedom from want and fear—resonated with Americans and many allies abroad in the aftermath of the war.

The Atlantic Charter, which upheld these core human rights ideals, shaped geopolitical politics of the period. The charter’s declaration that the United States and the United Kingdom would “respect the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they will live” was especially significant.13 In theory, these words should have applied to colonized nations. In reality, people of color were excluded. Though many activists were skeptical of the promises of the Atlantic Charter, they nonetheless drew on its words to advance the global Black liberation struggle.14 For Black intellectuals, the Atlantic Charter represented a pivotal development and the impetus for renewed calls for self-determination.

Four years later, when the UN was established, Black people pushed to ensure that the injustices people of color faced would not be ignored. Activists in organizations such as the NAACP, the Council on African Affairs, and the Ethiopian Students Association worked in tandem to lobby the UN to address the concerns of people of African descent in the United States and abroad.15

African American educator Mary McLeod Bethune was at the center of some of these discussions during the early years of the UN. Born in Mayesville, South Carolina, in 1875, Bethune became one of the nation’s leading Black women intellectuals of the twentieth century. Much of her political work centered on advancing Black educational opportunities. After graduating from the Normal and Scientific Course at Scotia Seminary in Concord, North Carolina, and attending the Bible School for Home and Foreign Missions in Chicago, she began teaching at the Haines Normal and Industrial School in Augusta, Georgia, in 1896. Eight years later, she established the Daytona Educational and Industrial Training School for Negro Girls, which would later become Bethune-Cookman College.16 The school functioned as a key site for Black political activity as well as a professional training ground for Black girls during the early twentieth century.17 “Very early in my life,” Bethune wrote in 1926, “I saw the vision of what our women might contribute to the growth and development of the race—if they were given a certain type of intellectual training. I longed to see women, Negro women, hold in their hands diplomas which bespoke achievement. . . . I longed to see their accomplishments recognized side by side with any woman, anywhere.” 18

Like many other activists of her generation, Bethune maintained a dual commitment to securing both civil and human rights. During the 1920s, she was actively involved in the International Council of Women of the Darker Races, an international organization that facilitated transnational alliances with women of color across the globe.19 Between 1924 and 1928, she served as president of the National Association of Colored Women and later established the National Council of Negro Women (NCNW) in 1935.20 Both organizations played leading roles in Black women’s activism during the twentieth century, creating a myriad of opportunities for them to hone their leadership skills and advance global Black liberation.21

Addie W. Hunton, who had condemned the U.S. occupation of Haiti with white pacificist Emily G. Balch, was an active member of the NCNW. Her daughter, Eunice Hunton Carter, would also become a prominent member of the group, later serving as their observer at the UN.22

During a 1944 workshop for the NCNW, Bethune called on attendees to seize the moment and work together “without fear or hesitancy” to lead the struggle for human rights: “We can think together objectively and opportunely and co-ordinate for the greater benefit of mankind. . . . And, finally, [we can] . . . take action swiftly and with deep purpose in the name of our common humanity.” 23 Her words underscored both the urgency and significance of Black women’s political activism in the global fight for universal rights.

Bethune’s commitment to transnational collaboration and her expansive vision of liberation would set the stage for her arrival at the founding meeting of the UN in 1945. In April, she attended the United Nations Conference on International Organization in San Francisco as a consultant to the U.S. delegation.24 Members of the NCNW had rallied in support of Bethune, arguing that African American women should not be sidelined in these important discussions.25 First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, with whom Bethune had a close relationship, had also advocated behind the scenes for Bethune’s involvement as a consultant.26 Bethune was one of 126 consultants to the seven U.S. delegates attending the international gathering. Only three of the consultants were Black: Bethune, Walter White, and W. E. B. Du Bois.27 They represented the NAACP, which was the only organization, out of forty-two, that focused on the interests of African Americans. Bethune was the only African American woman appointed. Although the consultants were not expected to exercise much power, Bethune wanted the opportunity to try.

During a period in which Black women were largely excluded from many professional opportunities, their presence at the UN was significant. Pseudoscientific theories developed during the nineteenth century continued to shape ideas about race and racial hierarchy during this time.28 Black women’s presence at the UN defied social norms because they were relegated to the bottom of the established racial hierarchy, as well as the socioeconomic ladder. The opportunities for a few Black women to work with the UN, in any capacity, defied both gendered and racialized expectations.

Although the decision to include Bethune, as well as fellow NAACP associates Du Bois and White, was largely symbolic on the part of the State Department, these activists did not hesitate to assert their influence to expand rights for people of African descent. Bethune felt a great sense of responsibility as the only African American woman attending in her position, and she rose to the occasion by playing a role in drafting the Charter of the United Nations.29 Though limited in scope—Bethune could only offer advice and try to steer the American delegates in a more equitable direction—it was nonetheless a unique opportunity for the seasoned activist to shape the mission and tone of the organization’s founding document. Alongside a handful of women of color, including Indian activist Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, Bethune called attention to the plight of people of African descent and other marginalized groups across the globe. “Conspicuously absent,” Bethune observed, “were the large populations of Indonesia (the 70,000,000 inhabitants of the Netherlands East Indies), the vast area of Burma, and the 200,000,000 indigenous peoples of Africa. These are the colonials whose future status is vitally tied up with that of all racial minorities the world over.” 30

Bethune reiterated her concern about colonized people in a letter circulated widely among members of the NCNW. In it, she alluded to the important role the UN could play in expanding rights for all people, regardless of race: “We are greatly concerned as to the fate of the peoples of the world. Colonial problems are in the forefront, and human rights for all people everywhere must be insisted upon.” 31 At the San Francisco Conference, Bethune “insisted upon” the rights and freedoms of colonial people across the globe. Speaking on behalf of people of African descent, she endorsed the “abolition of colonialism, the international bill of rights, and the inclusion of an adequate educational and cultural program into the Charter of the United Nations.” 32 Bethune envisioned the formation of the UN as an opportunity for “people of darker races” to unite and as a watershed moment for Black Americans to “clinch this opportunity for human rights.” 33

This desire, however, did not match the reality Bethune and her associates faced. From the outset, they encountered resistance from those who were ambivalent about directly addressing colonialism in the UN’s founding document. As a consultant and representative of the NAACP, who was therefore loosely affiliated with the official U.S. delegation, Bethune had no qualms about publicly speaking her mind. In a May 1945 telegram to Edward Stettinius—U.S. secretary of state and chair of the U.S. delegation to the UN Conference on International Organization—she and her NAACP associates called on the UN to revise the language of the charter to address colonialism.34 They decried the exclusion of “the mass of people living in colonies, against whom discrimination is customary and unjustifiable” and emphasized the need for clear protections to bring an end to these exploitative and inhumane practices. Failure to do so, they argued, would only undermine the goals of the international peacekeeping organization: “We believe that a declaration should lay down the principle and implement it so as to provide for the transition of all colonial peoples from colonial status to such autonomy as they desire. The eventual disappearance of the colonial system is the best insurance of peace. This democratic principle, the international organization has not recognized.” 35

In a follow-up report on the San Francisco Conference, Bethune offered a scathing critique of American leaders for their refusal to confront racial discrimination and denounce colonialism. She was angered by the conference’s failure to “embrace the rights” of Black people in the United States and people of color living under colonial governments.36 Her vision captured the connection between civil and human rights, and underscores how Black women activists worked to address both national and global concerns. “The Negro has a common cause,” she argued, “not only with all Americans but with all the little people of the world in laboring for the protection and extension of human rights for all mankind.” 37

In the end, her words fell on deaf ears. When the UN Charter was ratified on October 24, 1945, it did not reflect the changes Bethune and her associates had desired. Although she and her associates did not accomplish much of what they had hoped to at the San Francisco Conference, they had advocated powerfully for the rights of African Americans and challenged narrow conceptions of human rights. On a personal level, the gathering strengthened Bethune’s political work—it further expanded her influence, deepened her commitment to Black internationalist politics, and strengthened her interest in collaborating with women of color across the globe.38 Perhaps as significantly, it served as a source of inspiration for many Black women who were advocating for human rights through a myriad of avenues in the postwar era.



If the United Nations represented an expansion of human rights discourse in the global world order, then its establishment served to bolster Black Americans’ resolve to agitate for rights and freedom on behalf of all colonized and oppressed peoples, including those in the United States. Black women were often at the forefront of these efforts. Many worked as individuals without much institutional support, as was the case for Kentucky-based activist Emma Clarissa Clement (née Williams). The granddaughter of an enslaved African American, Clement was born in Providence, Rhode Island, on December 6, 1874. She grew up in Providence and later attended Livingstone College in Salisbury, North Carolina.39 Two years before the handing down of Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), the landmark Supreme Court decision that codified Jim Crow in the United States, she married George Clinton Clement, an ordained minister in the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Zion Church. They went on to pastor several AME Zion churches throughout North Carolina for six years, before relocating to Louisville, Kentucky, where they raised their seven children.40

Despite the challenges of Black life in Louisville during these years, Clement and her husband raised their children—Abbie, Rufus, Frederick, Ruth, George, James, and Emma—to respect themselves and others.41 Ruth and Emma later recalled their mother’s insistence that “they share with each other and with friends and that they respect the rights and property of everyone.” 42 Abbie, the eldest child, credited her mother and father for instilling in her and her siblings a sense of equality: “In my early adolescence, my parents brought me to the source whence comes my faith, and thereafter His hand has led me through a world of people of all races, colors and creeds—all in the image of God.” 43

Following the death of her husband in 1934, Clement amplified her involvement in the church as well as in several social groups in Kentucky. Her diverse social and political work deepened her interest in human rights. During the early 1940s, she served as the president of the Life Members’ Council of the Women’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society, a female-led missionary organization of the AME Church.44 Established around 1892, the group oversaw missionary efforts throughout West Africa—especially in Liberia and Sierra Leone—during the early twentieth century.45 As district president for the Women’s Home and Foreign Missionary Society, Clement collaborated with AME women in the United States and abroad. Her missionary work with the society was further enriched by her participation in several similar social and religious groups, including the Kentucky Federation of Women’s Clubs.46 Established in Lexington in 1894, the federation was an umbrella organization that represented more than thirty clubs across the state. It brought together white and Black women activists who were especially interested in educational reform.47 The federation employed a number of practical strategies to expand educational opportunities for local residents, such as traveling libraries and literacy resources.48 They also lobbied for expanded state funding in local schools.49 Clement’s involvement in the federation—as well as in other similar groups—provided a platform for her to advocate for better opportunities for Black people and other members of marginalized groups. Those who worked with Clement described her as a “faithful, energetic and unselfish church member, club woman, friend and civic worker.” 50

In 1946, at the age of seventy-one, Clement’s efforts were nationally recognized when she was selected as “American Mother of the Year” by the interracial American Mothers Committee of the Golden Rule Foundation in New York.51 The Golden Rule Foundation was incorporated in 1929, not long before the stock market crash. As Americans families struggled for survival during the Depression, many found a growing appreciation for home and family, with mothers at the center of this vision.52 The foundation tapped into this cultural shift as it explored ways to attract new donors.53 While it was primarily interested in charity—and especially raising awareness of economic disparity—the new focus on “the desperate plight of American mothers” helped to strengthen the foundation’s base of support nationally.54

By 1931, donors had begun contributing to the Golden Rule Mothers Fund, which was designed to provide financial relief to “forgotten mothers” and “children of the unemployed.” 55 The fund drew the attention of First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, who publicly supported its work.56 Then, in 1933, the foundation launched the American Mothers Committee with the goal of bringing greater attention to the accomplishments and contributions of mothers in American society. With the annual Mother of the Year honor, the foundation recognized a woman they deemed a “successful mother, as evidenced by the character and achievements of her individual children.” This individual had to be active in a religious community and promote the fair treatment of all. She also had to demonstrate a strong commitment to civic affairs and charity work.57 The award had a vigorous selection process in place, in which each state could nominate one person for the honor. The first award was given to Lucy Keen Johnson, a widowed white mother of five from Georgia who served as the dean of women at Wesleyan College.58

This honor opened a new avenue for American women to expand their work in the public sphere—and it was especially significant for a Black woman to be chosen at a time when Black women were marginalized in American society and largely shut out of the formal political process. Unbeknownst to Clement, she had been nominated by Ruth M. Worrell, the executive secretary of the United Council of Church Women in recognition of Clement’s many achievements in the face of the discrimination she faced as a Black woman.59 To Worrell’s surprise, the committee selected Clement, who was just as surprised by the news.60 Tamar de Sola Pool, an Israeli-American academic and activist who served as chairman of the American Mothers Committee, noted the significance of Clement’s appointment, not only recognizing her work as “a social and community worker in her own right,” but also as a representative of the “great spirit of America. Our Republic has struggled through many phases of national development to achieve the freedom, equality and brotherhood which must remain our goals as they are our slogans.” 61 Presumably, the committee envisioned the selection of the first Black American Mother as a way to demonstrate its commitment to racial equality.

Even if the act was purely symbolic, Clement’s selection represented a direct refutation to the castigation of Black mothers that dominated public discourse.62 Some of Clement’s contemporaries viewed her appointment as significant in other ways, too. Harriet Blackman McMillan of the Salvation Army saw it as a political statement—given its timing, a direct challenge to fascism, racism, and white supremacy. She described the decision as a “blow—and I hope a mortal one—to the Bilbos and Rankins [white supremacist politicians] who would divide this country with Hitler ideas of white supremacy and racial superiority.” 63 Others reflected on the global implications of the appointment. Brooklyn-based activist Ada B. Jackson, for example, argued that the selection of a Black mother “stands out as a rebuke for the anti-democratic war-mongering forces, who by a policy of divide and rule are trying to foist a third world war upon the people.” 64

The designation as American Mother quickly provided Clement with a national audience as well as new opportunities to share her views with some of the nation’s leaders and policymakers. Clement used her platform to “address the topic of racial equality and issues relating to equitable funding for black education and health-care facilities.” 65 Donning a “black crepe suit, white blouse and black and white straw hat,” Clement appeared the Friday before Mother’s Day—on May 10, 1946—to formally accept the award at the Waldorf-Astoria hotel in New York.66 The occasion drew some of the nation’s most influential leaders, including Basil O’Connor, president of the American Red Cross, and Bishop Cameron C. Alleyne of the AME Zion Church in Philadelphia.67 “I accept in the name of the millions of Negroes in the United States who will be very proud that one of the humblest of their number has been so honored,” Clement noted. “I do not accept for Negro mothers only,” she added, “but for all mothers in the United States and all over the world.” 68

In the presence of the distinguished guests, Clement used her speech as an opportunity to shine a light on those in need all over the world: “I feel that it is now time for our arms to encircle the world, remembering those who have been deprived—those who are suffering in this food crisis and those who have given sons and daughters in the war—that we may make them happier.” 69 The ceremony was covered by local, state, and national media outlets, with the Associated Press, the New York Herald Tribune, and the Baltimore Afro-American newspaper attending as well as several New York–area radio stations.70

On Sunday, Clement delivered an address at the Central Park Mall before a large crowd of two thousand people after having already given a radio speech for ABC.71 In the radio address, she asked Americans to extend their hands globally. “The best investment in world peace at this juncture,” Clement explained, “is sacrificial gifts from America to other lands of food, clothing, medicines, and life’s necessities.” 72 She reiterated this message in subsequent American Mother proceedings, underscoring how she viewed this honor as an opportunity to improve conditions for marginalized groups in the United States and abroad.

On Tuesday, May 14, 1946, Clement traveled to Harlem to attend a public reception organized by the People’s Voice newspaper in her honor. The reception drew a packed audience of a thousand Black leaders and activists—the newspaper’s founder, Congressman Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., civil rights activist Channing Tobias, and jazz artist Hazel Scott, among them—eager to meet the first African American to be named Mother of the Year.73 After a warm introduction by Paul Robeson, Clement received greetings from activists who lived across the nation, including Yergan, now president of the National Negro Congress (NNC), and Doxey Wilkerson, editor of the People’s Voice. Several activists who could not attend the gathering sent telegrams, including Bethune and African American educator Charlotte Hawkins Brown.74 Brown, who had worked alongside Clement on multiple occasions, described her as “a woman who has done so much not only for her own race but for all humanity.” 75 At the reception, Clement reiterated her commitment to human rights and emphasized the importance of addressing economic inequality in the United States and across the globe.76

A week later, on Tuesday, May 28, 1946, Clement visited the UN’s temporary headquarters at Hunter College’s Bronx campus (now Lehman College). Accompanied by her daughter Abbie, journalist Michael Carter of the Baltimore Afro-American, and two white representatives of the Golden Rule Foundation, Clement attended the meeting with the hope of meeting Eleanor Roosevelt, who was then chairman of the UN Commission on Human Rights.77 The gathering at Hunter College brought together world leaders with an interest in discussing peace and security in the aftermath of World War II. In her capacity as chairman, Roosevelt delivered a presentation before members of the United Nations Economic and Social Council.78 In her remarks, Roosevelt called on the UN to do more than write “another document on human rights,” arguing that the “free interchange of information throughout the world is an indispensable prerequisite to the drafting and implementation of an international bill of human rights.” 79 Roosevelt was unable to meet with Clement. However, the gathering provided a meaningful opportunity for Clement to mingle with journalists, policymakers, and world leaders. As one of the few African Americans present at that June 1946 meeting, her presence challenged the white-dominated space.

As Clement mingled with world leaders and listened intently to developments taking place at the UN, other African Americans were organizing to bring their concerns before the international body. Members of the NNC, for example, published a pamphlet in June entitled “A Petition to the United Nations on behalf of 13 million oppressed Negro citizens of the United States of America.” 80 It included letters sent to Trygve Lie, then secretary-general of the UN, as well as to President Truman. “The Negro people had hoped that out of the war there would come an extension of democratic rights and liberties so heroically fought for by all oppressed peoples,” NNC President Max Yergan and executive secretary Revels Cayton wrote. Emphasizing the negative impact of Truman’s policies on African Americans, the NNC explained its rationale for turning to the UN: “Your administration, however, has reversed the democratic program of the Roosevelt government, both internally and in relation to foreign policy. Great burdens have been forced upon the shoulders of the Negro people. Negro citizens find the present conditions intolerable, and are therefore, presenting their appeal to the highest court of mankind—the United Nations.” 81 While activists had hoped the international body for human rights would be open to addressing their concerns, they encountered roadblock after roadblock.82 In response to the 1946 petition, the UN informed NNC activists that it lacked the authority to consider a petition from an organization that did not represent a national government. The UN also informed NNC leaders that they needed to provide more evidence of the violation of human rights.83

Although the UN did not accept the petition, the document itself was noteworthy. It demonstrated how non-state actors skillfully turned to the UN as an avenue for airing grievances on a global stage and to advocate for expanded rights and opportunities for Black people during this period. The very presence of the United Nations, despite its limitations, fueled Black political activism during the postwar years. Many Black women—including Clement—tapped into the rich intellectual milieu of the period by employing the language of human rights and by calling attention to the global dimensions of the Black freedom struggle.

In the aftermath of the UN gathering, Clement continued to take full advantage of being Mother of the Year to confront national and global injustices. She traveled for months at a time to deliver talks before integrated audiences in Washington, D.C., Atlantic City, Philadelphia, and many other cities.84 During these years, she joined forces with radical activists such as A. Philip Randolph to demand the end of segregation in the United States military: “To us who had sons in the last war, nothing could be more of a betrayal of the ideals for which they fought.” 85

Speaking before an interracial audience at the Urban League forum in Warren, Ohio, in March 1947, Clement continued to condemn racial segregation and called on attendees to “give to others the same respect and dignity we desire for ourselves.” 86 Drawing on her Christian beliefs, Clement emphasized the importance of the “brotherhood among men” as one way to ensure peace and security in the nation and around the globe. She emphasized the need for “social and economic equality” in every part of the world to ensure that everyone had the ability to live a fulfilling life. She concluded her remarks with a critique of the Soviet Union, urging them to address their own problems before pointing out social issues elsewhere.” 87 Her remarks were likely a response to the USSR’s public critiques of the United States during this period, a common feature of the Cold War. For Clement, Russian leaders could not claim an upper hand in the debate when they allowed similar discriminatory and exclusionary practices to persist on their own soil. She emphasized the need for fairness and equality in every nation. During a speech before the Woman’s Forum in Cleveland, Ohio, Clement urged an estimated six hundred attendees to advocate for “fair play and equal rights for all human beings,” employing the language of human rights to address racial injustice at home and abroad.88

While some Black women championed human rights at the grassroots level, others worked to advance human rights in more formal roles at the United Nations. Because of their status in a predominantly white and male-dominated organization, Black women working for the UN were often “outsiders within,” who had to find ways to assert their voices and leave a mark, recognizing that their presence alone represented a challenge to the social order.89 Although they did not hold key leadership positions during those years, Black women found a structured and intellectual space from which to work toward the expansion of rights and opportunities for all people, including millions of Black people living under colonial rule.

Journalist Paulette Nardal was the first Black woman to formally join the UN as an area expert.90 Born to an upper-class Martinique family in 1896, she was one of seven daughters of Paul and Louise Achille Nardal. Her father worked at the department of public works, and her mother was a schoolteacher and musician.91 During the 1920s, Nardal joined a wave of Black intellectuals who relocated to Paris to pursue educational opportunities. She attended the Sorbonne, where she studied English. While in Paris, she became involved with the struggle for human rights, openly challenging fascism and colonialism as well as racism and sexism.92 A devout Catholic, Nardal drew connections between her political work and her commitment to upholding Christian principles. Like Emma Clarissa Clement, Nardal advocated the “brotherhood of man and equality and justice for all races.” 93

Amidst the global economic depression of the early 1930s, Nardal co-founded La Revue du monde noir (“The Review of the Black World”) with her sister Jane, Haitian dentist Léo Sajous, and Guadeloupean attorney Henri Jean-Louis.94 The magazine editors vowed to “defend more effectively their collective interests and to glorify their race.” 95 Their motto—“For peace, work, and justice. By liberty, equality, and fraternity.”—captures their commitment to advancing the global Black freedom struggle.

The magazine’s first six issues featured articles on France as well as other parts of the African diaspora—including the United States, Haiti, the United Kingdom, Ethiopia, and Liberia.96 In a 1932 article, “The Awakening of Race Consciousness Among Black Students,” Nardal discussed the importance of women’s voices in Négritude, the literary movement led by Black francophone intellectuals that emphasized African heritage and Pan-African culture.97 Along with the 1928 essay by her sister Jane Nardal on “Black Internationalism,” Paulette’s essay on race consciousness was one of the most iconic and influential of the period. The essay, much like her other writings, “heralded race pride, reclaimed Africa, [and] celebrated pan-Black cultural expressivity.” 98

One of the hallmarks of La Revue du monde noir was its focus on global liberation for all people, regardless of race, nationality, gender, or class. As European nations—including France—maintained colonial rule, exploiting millions of people of color across the globe, Nardal wielded her writings as a weapon to challenge the global color line. The journal maintained a firm stance against colonialism and “adopted a broad pan-African vision, stressing similarities and commonalities of purpose across the colonized world.” 99 When Italy invaded Ethiopia in 1935, Nardal joined a growing transatlantic network of Black women, including Melva L. Price and Salaria Kea, to rally in support of Ethiopians. Similar to Black nationalist intellectual Amy Ashwood Garvey, who launched an organization to support Ethiopia during this period, Nardal co-founded the Comité d’action éthiopienne (Ethiopian Action Committee) with a group of Communist-affiliated African and Antillean men to rally support for the Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie against the Italian invasion.100

When the Second World War erupted, Nardal left France to return to her native Martinique. While en route to England, Nardal’s ship was attacked by a German warship. The incident left her physically disabled, requiring her to walk with a cane for the rest of her life.101 The experience also bolstered Nardal’s resolve to fight fascism and demand expanded rights and opportunities for all. To make a living, she served as a choral director and teacher for several years. In 1945, she established La Femme dans la Cité (“Woman in the City”), a monthly journal that centered the ideas and concerns of Black women in the French-speaking Caribbean. Feminism and internationalism were some of its core themes. Nardal emphasized the significance of Black women’s political leadership and called on Black women to join the global struggle for Black liberation: “[S]ince we have been called upon to participate in the life of the City, let our first contribution to the common good be to imprint on the collective effort toward social justice the mark of peace.” 102 Nardal’s articles also grappled with other pressing issues of the day, including violence and poverty. She implored women readers to join forces together to combat poverty: “No woman worthy of the name woman should remain indifferent to it.” 103 While publishing La Femme dans la Cité, Nardal founded the group Le Rassemblement féminin Martiniquais (Martinican Women’s Assembly). In this role, she worked closely with several global women’s organizations to advance women’s political participation in France.

In November 1946, Nardal left Martinique for New York City to begin her tenure as an area expert for the United Nations.104 Her friend, attorney Ralph Bunche, brought her in to work for the UN’s Department for Non-Autonomous Territories as well as the Commission on the Status of Women.105 During the winter of 1947, the Martinican intellectual played an active role in these meetings and advocated for women’s rights and the end of colonialism.106 By her own account, she worked to “impart information about her country [Martinique] on questions of economic and social significance on non-self-governing territories.” 107 Much of her analysis centered on Black women—especially those residing in the French-speaking Caribbean. Her position as a UN delegate provided a new outlet for Nardal to build and strengthen international alliances. She worked alongside a diverse and high-powered group of women leaders from around the world, including Eleanor Roosevelt, Chinese educator Way-Sung New, and Indian activist Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit.108

Despite its limitations, Nardal viewed the UN as “the new hope that dawns over the world.” 109 From 1945 to 1951, she provided regular updates on key developments at the UN in La Femme dans la Cité. In one of her earliest articles, she emphasized its possibilities: “One unique will and one unique hope drive these nations who have discovered the interdependence of human society and who now work toward the liberation of all Mankind.” 110

Nardal’s tenure coincided with the work of a few African American women who held behind-the-scenes positions at the UN. While these women did not hold prominent and visible positions, they utilized their skills to help advance the mission of the international organization. Such was the case for Sabella Culpepper, who was employed as a UN secretary during the 1940s. Born in New York City in 1915, Sabella was the oldest daughter of Edward and Maud Perkins.111 She attended public schools and became a stenographer for the federal government several years after completing high school.112 In December 1934, she married Harold D. Payne, with whom she had a daughter, Sandra. The union, however, was short-lived, and they divorced in 1943.113 While her personal life was upended, Sabella’s career prospects expanded during these years. In 1945, she was offered a position at the UN.114 That same year, she married Bronx native Sergeant Clifford Culpepper shortly after his return from three years of service in the Southwest Pacific.115

At the United Nations, Culpepper served as the assistant press credentials officer, working closely with chief officer Mary Ronay.116 While Culpepper was not the first Black woman to work for the UN, she was one of the few during its early years. In 1946, Culpepper graced the front page of the Chicago Defender, one of the most influential Black newspapers of the twentieth century. In a feature entitled “Helping to Guide Affairs of United Nations,” Culpepper’s image appeared along with several other Black UN employees: Bunche, John A. Cooper, Edward Lawson, William Dean, J. A. Bough, and Priscilla McDonald, the only other African American woman mentioned in the feature.117

Priscilla, born around 1912 to William and Lillie Tullis McDonald in Santa Ana, California, grew up in the small town of Santa Paula with three sisters.118 Their father was a local business owner, and their mother a domestic worker.119 After high school, Priscilla graduated from Pasadena Junior College and later attended Columbia University.120 In 1942, she passed an examination to join government service and the War Department in Washington, D.C. As the war with Europe unfolded, she began working for the War Shipping Administration and later the Office of Price Administration in New York City.121 There, McDonald provided assistance with logistics during the war, including the lend-lease shipments to Russia and Great Britain.122 Four years later, she began working for the United Nations—initially providing assistance to L. A. Berry, a press officer.123 At the UN’s first Security Council meeting, McDonald was the only Black secretary present.124 She attended meetings at the UN and took detailed notes that the press office would incorporate into its press releases.125 McDonald attended meetings on matters of security and foreign affairs and, on various occasions, stood in for her supervisor.126 She also worked closely with members of the press, keeping them abreast of key developments.

The work Black women performed on behalf of the United Nations during these early years was mostly invisible. While much public attention centered on the contributions of diplomats and other high-ranking officials, these women often performed the day-to-day activities that helped to expand the organization’s reach and influence. Their presence served as a source of inspiration for Black people across the nation, with Black newspapers heralding their work at the UN. Their presence in the predominantly white peacekeeping organization also challenged social norms and countered prevailing ideas about race, gender, and leadership.





While Black women worked with or appealed directly to the United Nations—through various petitions and letters—others, such as Lena Horne, employed the language of human rights to sway public opinion during the 1940s. Her decision to emphasize human dignity in her Madison Square Garden speech offers a glimpse of how the core values of human rights spread throughout Black communities in the United States and how many strongly advocated for them during these years. Weeks after that speech, Horne returned to the theme of human rights in her weekly column, “From Me to You,” in the People’s Voice. Established in 1942 by Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., the first African American congressman from New York, the paper challenged racism, discrimination, and “Hitlerism” in the United States.127 Reflecting a blend of “Communist and African American thought,” the People’s Voice featured Powell’s editorials as well as the writings of some of the most influential Black intellectuals of the period. For example, Max Yergan, Doxey Wilkerson, actress Fredi Washington, who starred in the 1934 drama Imitation of Life, and writer Ann Petry, author of the bestselling novel The Street, contributed guest columns.128

Horne began writing a weekly column for the newspaper in 1947, amplifying her political work. Whereas many of the songs she performed tended to focus on themes of love and heartbreak, the column functioned as a distinct public space in which the artist could fully express her ideas on a range of social and political issues. Even before she began writing for the column, Horne was frequently reported on in the newspaper through writers who focused on her travels abroad, her charity events and film projects, and her battles against racism in Hollywood. In contrast, her columns were more personal. By Horne’s admission, the paper’s uncompromising stance also strengthened her commitment to social justice: “I have a deep and real gratitude for the militant attitude the paper has taken in regard to the motion picture industry, for it is in this field that I have undertaken to see that my people are portrayed in a more favorable light. . . . You have made us aware of our duty to the cause of winning the war and a full share of democracy for all minorities.” 129

Horne also wrote on the failures of American democracy in contrast to other countries. In November 1947, following a trip to London, Horne offered a comparison between the United States and Great Britain, noting what she viewed as the primary difference between the two nations: “The English are courteous, kindly, considerate and respectful of human rights. In our own Southland we are treated with hostility and contempt. Isn’t it ironical that I should have to come to a foreign country to enjoy equal treatment, and freedom from regression and racial insult?” 130 Her reflections were reminiscent of earlier activists who had traveled abroad during the nineteenth century, such as Ida B. Wells and Sarah Parker Remond. While England and other European nations were not devoid of racial discrimination, Black people generally found a sense of freedom in European cities and drew stark—and strategic—comparisons between their experiences at home and abroad.131

Horne emphasized the role of racial discrimination and how it shaped every aspect of Black life and culture in the United States. She noted in one column how “radio in the U.S. is afflicted with racism in a bad way. . . . It is further proof that our democracy is far from complete, and that claims that this country is the fountainhead of freedom can well bear examination.” 132 In an effort to challenge racial discrimination in media, Horne joined forces with artists Paul Robeson, Duke Ellington, and more than a thousand other entertainers to introduce a code of conduct in 1944 “with respect to the treatment of minorities on the stage [and] radio.” 133 They spoke out against the discrimination Black entertainers faced in performance venues and the use of racial epithets in films.134 They also demanded that all writers in the media industry refrain from casting actors in stereotypical roles: “Negroes are not happy-go-lucky, lazy illiterates, clowns, cowards, superstitious, ghost-ridden, liquor-drinking, chicken-stealing, watermelon-eating, jazz-crazed Aunt Jemimas or Uncle Toms who at their worst are villains and at their best slavish admirers of their white ‘superiors.’ ” 135

Horne diligently worked to use her platform as an artist to advocate for expanded rights and opportunities for others. In collaboration with the Council on African Affairs, she hosted a dance with Paul Robeson to raise funds to provide aid to Africa.136 Speaking before the Los Angeles League of Women Voters in March 1946, Horne criticized the United States for maintaining a double standard regarding citizenship rights. She called on women to help the United States become a more “realistic democracy.” She also took the opportunity to remind them of the larger goal of fighting for “a better world—a world free of racial bugaboos.” 137

Horne’s human rights advocacy was unwavering in these years. She utilized a myriad of mediums to denounce the mistreatment of Black people and marginalized groups across the globe. Her columns went hand in hand with her political work in Hollywood and beyond. In a 1947 article, she denounced the United States for failing to live up to the “principle that all men were created equal and can live, work and play in harmony and happiness if given a decent chance,” alluding to how human rights were embedded in the Declaration of the Independence.138 In the age of the newly established United Nations—which would adopt the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948—she skillfully appealed to readers who would immediately grasp the source and significance of her words.

Drawing a comparison to Great Britain, Horne credited British leaders for granting independence to Burma in 1947. “The freeing of an entire nation of colored people,” as Horne described it, provided the ultimate evidence that the British were making strides to advance the cause of universal liberation.139 Her shaming the United States by elevating Britain suggests a blind spot for the activist—or a tactical omission—as she offered no commentary on the role the Burmese people played in fighting for their own independence. Still, these international developments served to fuel Horne’s frustrations about the United States as well as her passion for global liberation.

In her Christmas column that year, Horne reflected on the state of U.S. and world affairs. Noting the “shocking poverty throughout the world,” tensions in China and Greece, and growing fears that another war would break out, she advised readers to curb their excitement about the holiday season. Instead, she emphasized the challenges of poverty and hunger facing millions of people across the globe. Echoing some of her contemporaries, including Paulette Nardal and Emma Clarissa Clement, Horne called on readers to recommit themselves to the “principles of Christianity and freedom.” “If we fight hard enough they can be realized, and ‘peace on earth, goodwill to men’ become a reality rather than a platitude,” she explained.140 One of her final columns, published in January 1948—three months before the People’s Voice folded because of financial issues—also reflected these themes. Horne’s list of New Year’s resolutions—what she hoped would happen in the coming years—addressed both national and global concerns. She asked readers to join her in an effort to “make our country truly the ‘land of the free’ ” while reminding them that “the course of world history will be directly affected by the policies this nation pursues.” 141

As the decade ended, the national and global problems Lena Horne had emphasized in her columns and speeches persisted. While the presence of the UN helped to further galvanize Black activists at home and abroad, they were not oblivious to the challenges ahead. The dual—and interrelated—mission of securing civil and human rights remained at the forefront of Black politics because of the many roadblocks that threatened Black progress. And there was reason to be hopeful. Though Horne could not see it at the time, some of her aspirations for the future would soon be realized. Within ten years of her last article in the People’s Voice, the robust political work of African activists and their allies in the postwar era would set the stage for the end of colonialism in several African nations. In the United States, a mass political movement would help to topple Jim Crow while supporting these international developments. The 1950s and 1960s would signal a watershed moment in the history of human rights and open up new opportunities for Black women to assert their political authority. Through an array of political strategies, these women would work to secure “the right to human dignity.”






chapter five Human Dignity and Mutual Respect

In 1958, a group of Black activists gathered in Accra, Ghana, to condemn colonialism and devise a path toward liberation. The All-African People’s Conference, hosted by President Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana and planned by several leading figures, including Trinidadian journalist George Padmore and Kenyan labor leader Tom Mboya, brought together some of the most influential intellectuals and leaders from across the Black diaspora. Following Ghana’s declaration of independence in 1957, Nkrumah promoted a vision of Pan-Africanism that worked to establish a unified Africa as a counterweight to outside geopolitical influences.1 He emphasized these points at the conference, noting that African leaders should pursue independence, unity, and economic rebuilding.2 Nkrumah’s efforts positioned Africa as an “independent force in global politics” and bolstered the Ghanaian leader’s international reputation.3 Not only did the conference bring African leaders together to consider how to end European colonial rule, but it also signaled the newly independent nations’ place in the Non-Aligned Movement—made up of nations that were not formally aligned with either major power within the bifurcated world of the Cold War.

The conference represented a bold challenge to colonialism and global white supremacy.4 The seeds sown at the 1958 gathering, held from December 5–13, as well as at the Bandung Conference held three years prior, helped solidify an informal global alliance among nations and situated Africa as a key player in geopolitical affairs. Three hundred attendees and representatives from twenty-eight African countries—including Angola, the Belgian Congo, Cameroon, Chad, Dahomey, Ethiopia, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and South Africa—attended the All-African People’s Conference. It also brought together established and emergent revolutionary Black leaders, including Amilcar Cabral of Guinea-Bissau, Patrice Lumumba of the Congo, and Martinican Frantz Fanon representing the Algerian resistance. The gathering helped to embolden their approach to resisting Western domination and strengthened their commitment to African liberation.5 And it crucially served to strengthen relations between African leaders and Black activists throughout the diaspora, while it also affirmed the belief that African liberation was imperative to fulfilling any agenda relating to human rights.

This was especially important in the wake of the failures of the United Nations and its Universal Declaration of Human Rights. While many Black activists had initially celebrated the establishment of the UN, much of their excitement faded when it became clear that it would not directly confront colonialism. The conference adopted several resolutions on human rights, including the creation of a committee to investigate complaints of human rights abuses in Africa and offer proposals on how to ensure the protection of rights and freedom for all.6

While those rights were meant to adhere to everyone, most of the conference attendees were men. By one account, only eight women out of the hundreds of delegates formally participated.7 However, these women did not allow their low numbers to confine them to the margins of the All-African People’s Conference. They found other ways to forge alliances and make their ideas on human rights widely known.

This is true for African American journalist and sociologist Marguerite Cartwright—one of the few women in attendance. The forty-eight-year-old college professor and columnist for the Pittsburgh Courier and New York Amsterdam News, two major Black newspapers, made the long trek from New York City to Accra—first stopping in Monrovia, Liberia, at the invitation of Liberian President William Tubman—to witness the historic gathering. She occupied a unique role as both an observer at the conference and afterward as a producer of knowledge—offering intellectual insights on the gathering as well as other key developments on the continent for an American audience.8 Drawing on her expertise in African affairs and her work as a correspondent for the United Nations and the Black press, Cartwright set out to educate her potential audience of 400,000 readers about the importance of African self-determination in the struggle for human rights. Writing in the Pittsburgh Courier, she situated the All-African People’s Conference as a pivotal development in the effort to gain “the ideals of human dignity, mutual respect and the complete espousal of the objectives of the UN Charter and the Declaration of the Rights of Man.” 9 Her statement captured how the conference built on, yet significantly expanded, earlier human rights declarations and underscored the global implications of the gathering as well as the struggle for African liberation.

The conference also reflected the broader political atmosphere of the 1950s as a moment of possibility and change. On a global scale, Black activists asserted their voices to challenge any vision of human rights that failed to address the concerns of marginalized groups, as demonstrated by the surge of anti-colonial movements across the African continent, combined with the growing mass protests for civil rights on U.S. soil.10 Black women were often at the forefront of these efforts, even when they were not invited to participate in formal roles. At a time when many Americans were focused on domestic affairs—with the civil rights movement growing into a national movement—Cartwright’s writings and speeches underscored the inextricable links between national and global events and espoused that the international fight for the “ideals of human dignity [and] mutual respect” was far from over.





Yet, black Americans had not given up totally on the United Nations. On December 17, 1951, singer-activist Paul Robeson and attorney William Patterson submitted a petition to the UN on behalf of the Civil Rights Congress (CRC)—a leftist civil rights organization established in 1946. Signed by close to one hundred activists and intellectuals, “We Charge Genocide: The Crime of Government Against the Negro People” documented the egregious acts of violence Black people endured in the United States.11 Citing the UN’s own definition of genocide—“any intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, racial, or religious group”—the writers emphasized the persistent violence and intimidation Black Americans faced daily. They also noted the lack of action on the part of American leaders. While Patterson and Robeson represented the public face of the petition, prominent Black women such as educator and suffragist Mary Church Terrell and writer and playwright Shirley Graham Du Bois signed the petition, and more importantly, others worked behind the scenes to help bring greater attention to the petition on a national and global scale.

The Sojourners for Truth and Justice, a leftist Black feminist group, was one of the grassroots organizations that helped popularize the “We Charge Genocide” petition. Established by radical organizer Louise Thompson Patterson and actress Beah Richards (born Beulah Richardson) in Harlem in 1951, the Sojourners was the “first and only group in the Communist Left explicitly organized for and led by African American women.” 12 Their constitution affirmed their commitment to protect Black people’s “freedom and full rights . . . and to walk the earth in freedom and dignity.” 13 They established chapters in several major cities across the United States, including New York, Chicago, Cleveland, and Richmond.14 The Sojourners came from a breadth of diverse backgrounds and included radical organizer Audley “Queen Mother” Moore; Communist activist Esther Cooper Jackson; Afro-Trinidadian journalist Claudia Jones; California-based journalist Charlotta Bass; and anthropologist and writer Eslanda Robeson.15 They advocated for Black women’s rights and liberation along the multiple intersections of race, gender, and class, while also extending their support for oppressed people internationally.16

During the early 1950s, the Sojourners expressed solidarity with South Africans resisting apartheid and aligned it with their own fight against white supremacy in the United States.17 They joined anti-apartheid demonstrations in front of the South African consulate in New York City. They also wrote to several South African activists—including Mina Tembeka Soga, chair of the National Council of African Women, and Bertha Mkhize of the African Women’s Organization in Durban—to let them know of their commitment to the anti-apartheid movement and that they had reached out to “the leaders of the African National Congress and the South African Indian Congress.” 18 The Sojourners also sent letters to President Harry Truman and members of the UN South African delegation, denouncing apartheid.19

In September 1951, three months before the “We Charge Genocide” petition, the Sojourners held their first meeting in Washington, D.C., after Beah Richards issued a “Call for Negro Women,” drawing 132 Black women from across the nation.20 Born in Vicksburg, Mississippi, in 1926, Richards faced racism and discrimination as a young Black girl growing up in the Jim Crow South. She recalled having bricks thrown at her by white children. Despite the challenges she faced in those years, she developed a sense of racial pride as a result of her parents’ teachings. Her father, a minister, emphasized the importance of faith and her mother, a seamstress, encouraged Richards to pursue her dreams of becoming an actress and dancer. Around 1947, after graduating from high school, she moved to New Orleans, where she attended Dillard College for about a year. Dissatisfied with Dillard, Richards returned to Vicksburg, but because of her mother’s promptings, moved to Los Angeles to pursue acting at the age of twenty-five. With very few opportunities available for Black women in film, she initially struggled to find roles and was most often cast as a maid.21

During her time in Los Angeles, she built relationships with the American Women for Peace—a pacificist group that boasted chapters nationally.22 Though short-lived, the group provided a political space for women of all races to organize around peace and justice during the Cold War. While the organization focused primarily on domestic issues, its leaders were also deeply concerned about global developments. The group became a platform for Richards to advocate for human rights. In July 1951, she delivered her poem “A Black Woman Speaks . . . of White Womanhood, of White Supremacy, of Peace,” for which she received a standing ovation, at the organization’s American People’s Peace Congress. The poem called for interracial unity, emphasizing the dangers to Black people from the violence of white supremacists, and became the impetus for the peace congress to adopt a statement on Black-white unity.23

That same year, shortly after relocating to New York, Richards became one of the leaders of the Sojourners for Truth and Justice, working alongside Louise Thompson Patterson. As with Richards’s “A Black Woman Speaks,” the Sojourners’ “A Call to Negro Women” sparked Black women’s political action. “Negro women of every city, town and state arise,” the pamphlet demanded, “come to Washington, D.C., September 29 through October 1 and demand of the President, the Justice Department, the State Department and the Congress absolute, immediate, and unconditional redress of grievances.” 24 These grievances centered on the second-class status of Black people in the United States: “There is no state in the whole of the forty-eight in which we can eat, live, work, play, rest, or breathe free of segregation and discrimination.” Situating this denigration within an international context, the call pointed out the hypocritical nature of American foreign policy. “We claim that this government cannot honestly, convincingly and sincerely spend billions, send troops and draft treaties for the peace and freedom of other nations while it never has and does not now protect the lives and liberties of 15,000,000 of its own Negro citizens.” By placing a spotlight on human rights violations as well as racialized sexual violence, “A Call for Negro Women” galvanized Black women intellectuals and activists and laid the groundwork for their support of the “We Charge Genocide” petition.25 Much like “A Call for Negro Women,” the Civil Rights Congress’s appeal called attention to lynching in the United States and the government’s failure to protect its Black citizens.26 The Sojourners quickly backed the petition, becoming some of its most vocal advocates.

A month later, the Sojourners tried to organize a meeting with President Truman after white supremacists murdered civil rights activists Harry and Harriette Moore in Florida. The couple’s home had been bombed on Christmas night in 1951—the date of their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary—by explosives planted by two members of the Ku Klux Klan. Harry, who served as the Florida coordinator of the NAACP, was a driving force in the effort to register Black residents to vote in the state.27 Harriette, a schoolteacher, supported his political work. Their brutal murders sent a shockwave through the Black community in Florida and across the nation. The violent act, which was one of many white supremacist bombings in Florida that year, underscored the danger of civil rights activism.

Despite the difficulties associated with political organizing, members of the Sojourners remained steadfast in their mission to raise awareness of human rights abuses domestically and abroad. While their efforts to meet with the president were unsuccessful, the Sojourners made their voices heard months later. On March 23, 1952, the group held the Eastern Seaboard Conference in Harlem, a major gathering with an estimated one hundred women. They advocated for Black women’s rights and made a public pledge to take several important steps to extend the rights and dignity of Black people and other marginalized groups, including demanding justice for the Moore family, challenging the military draft, unionizing Black women domestic workers, securing more government funding for educational and social programs, and working to end the Korean War.28

Their opposition to the Korean War stemmed from the complaints the Sojourners had heard from many of the young Black soldiers. Close to 600,000 African Americans served in the armed forces during this war.29 These young men emphasized their overall mistreatment and the blatant racism they encountered on the war front—especially by military generals who viewed Black people as “cannon fodder.” 30 The Sojourners also took issue with how these developments impacted the lives of Black women because of the deaths of Black men in the war: “Negro young women are being robbed, through this situation, of the prospect of marriage, home and family, in addition to the special oppression they face as Negroes, as women, and as youth.” 31

The Sojourners also made a commitment to free Rosa Lee Ingram, a sharecropper from Georgia who, along with her two sons, had received the death penalty in 1948 for murdering a white neighbor a year earlier. Ingram, a middle-aged widow and mother of twelve children, lived near Ellaville, Georgia. On November 4, 1947, an altercation broke out between Ingram, a white neighbor named John Ethron Stratford, and three of Ingram’s teenage sons—Charles, Wallace, and Sammie Lee.32 According to several local newspaper accounts, the group began to feud that afternoon after Ingram’s livestock crossed onto Stratford’s land. However, the conflict had been building for quite some time. “Mr. Stratford always meddled [with] my children,” Ingram later told the Pittsburgh Courier. “He would get a gun and chase them off his place when they tried to pick blackberries.” “He was a sharecropper just like us,” she added, “but because he was white, he tried to boss us.” 33

Ingram later told authorities that, on the day of the incident, Stratford threatened her with a rifle and made repeated threats to sexually assault her. She disclosed his consistent sexual advances in the months leading up to the confrontation and shared her belief that the confrontation was directly tied to her refusal to return his interest: “He was mad because I wouldn’t go into the cotton house with him. . . . He had tried three times.” 34 Shortly after a fight broke out that ill-fated afternoon in November 1947, Stratford lay dead. Ingram and her sons later explained that they had shot Stratford in self-defense after he pulled his rifle on them. Local authorities quickly arrested Ingram and her three sons, charging them with murder. After an all-white jury deliberated for one day, Ingram and her sons Wallace and Sammie Lee were found guilty and sentenced to death. Charles was acquitted for lack of evidence.

The Ingram case lit a spark among Black women across the nation. It underscored the sexual and racialized violence they experienced, as well as the varied ways the legal system upheld, rather than challenged, racial and gendered injustices.35 In the decades to follow, the organizing around the case would propel anti-rape activism in the United States. Activists would draw links between Rosa Ingram’s experiences and those of other Black women in similar circumstances such as Joan Little, who was charged in 1974 with the murder of a white prison guard who attempted to rape her.36

After Ingram’s sentencing, her case became a national cause célèbre. Several organizations, including the CRC and the NAACP—as well as several Communist-affiliated groups—pledged to overturn the harsh conviction. Black newspapers, including the Atlanta Daily World and the Pittsburgh Courier, covered the case at length. They decried the overall handling of the case, noting that the Ingrams had been denied proper legal representation.37

Mary Church Terrell, who had continued working to advance human rights for decades, also came to the defense of Ingram and her sons. On September 21, 1949, she led a delegation to the United Nations, where she delivered a passionate speech in support of Ingram.38 Harnessing the rhetoric of human rights discourse, Terrell made an impassioned case for the Ingrams. “As students of History, the members of the General Assembly of the United Nations are well versed in the efforts made by human beings throughout the long centuries to secure freedom from tyrants and deliverance from injustices of various kinds,” she began. “Although the United States of America is called the ‘Greatest Democracy on Earth,’ the conditions under which thousands of colored people are forced to live are as unjust, cruel and shocking as any which history records.” 39 Her harsh critique of the United States was a strategic political move, given the timing of her speech. Against the backdrop of the Cold War, U.S. leaders were attempting to uphold an image of strength and leadership, claiming to protect democracy while condemning Communism. Yet, as Terrell and others pointed out, this image was far more performative than real—and the Rosa Lee Ingram case made this clear.

After pointing out how Black people lack protection in the United States, despite the promises of the Constitution, Terrell highlighted the circumstantial evidence in the Ingram case, noting that prosecutors could not even determine the actual cause of death of Ingram’s white neighbor. This miscarriage of justice, Terrell insisted, was evidence of the mistreatment Black women faced daily: “Colored women in the United States are confronted by obstacles and perils of various sizes and kinds, not only because they are women, but because they are colored women [with] difficulties and disappointments meeting them at every turn. . . . Colored women have two high, hard handicaps to hurdle—both race and sex.” 40 Terrell’s passionate speech was one of her several attempts to seek justice for Ingram. The seasoned activist also led the Women’s Committee for Equal Justice of the CRC, which mobilized across the nation to challenge Ingram’s sentence. The committee publicly advocated for a fair trial and demanded the release of Ingram and her boys—joining the nationwide efforts of the NAACP.41

Terrell also helped to raise funds to cover the family’s legal expenses during their appeal. For their initial trial, the family had been denied legal representation for months as they awaited a trial date. In the absence of legal counsel, the Ingrams provided several statements to police that prosecutors tried to use to challenge the family’s self-defense claim.42 Shortly before the start of the trial, the Ingrams were given a court-appointed lawyer, S. Hawkins Dykes—a white man from Americus, Georgia. Although he worked with the family for several months, activists across the country criticized Dykes for failing to challenge the all-white (and all-male) jury selected for the trial.43 Dykes’s refusal to object to the makeup of the jury significantly undermined the case. The decision effectively blocked the legal defense team from being able to appeal a guilty conviction—the only plausible outcome, given the race and gender politics at the heart of the case. When Dykes exited the Ingrams’ defense in April 1948, Austin T. Walden, a prominent Black attorney from Georgia who was the NAACP’s representative on the legal team, took over.44

When the Sojourners for Truth and Justice joined the nationwide effort to secure justice for the Ingrams, they emphasized how the case represented yet another example of the obstruction of Black women’s rights and autonomy. Moreover, they joined a cadre of Black activists who framed the case as evidence of human rights abuses in the United States. Highlighting the botched legal process—especially the lack of strong legal representation for the Ingrams and the skewed, all-white jury—these women denounced the verdict and drew links between the injustice the Ingrams faced and the challenges facing marginalized groups across the globe.45 In 1949, before the Sojourners were established, future members Claudia Jones, Eslanda Robeson, and Shirley Graham Du Bois organized a committee to defend Ingram, pointing out the hypocritical nature of U.S. leaders.46 How could the United States seek to pardon Nazis responsible for the Holocaust, yet ignore demands to pardon a Black woman who received a death sentence for committing an act of self-defense? they asked. For these women and their supporters, the answer was clear: human rights did not extend to Black people and other people of color in a white-dominated society. And they refused to relent. In May 1950, these women flooded President Truman’s office with ten thousand Mother’s Day cards accompanied by a petition, with twenty-five thousand signatories, demanding Ingram’s freedom.47 “Declarations of human rights and the observance of Mother’s Day,” they argued, “have no meaning as long as an innocent mother remains in prison.” 48

The Sojourners reinforced this argument in a letter to the NAACP two years later. On April 5, 1952, journalist Charlotta Bass, a member of the group based in Los Angeles, wrote to Walter White, then executive secretary of the NAACP. Her letter, sent on behalf of the Sojourners, explained the origins of the group and outlined their primary goals. It also highlighted the importance of collaborations among Black political organizations: “[W]e want to organizationally join hands with the National Association in working towards the freedom of Mrs. Ingram.” 49

Grassroots organizers such as Audley Moore, a member of the Harlem chapter of the Sojourners, took great interest in the case and, in the early 1950s, led the Save Mrs. Ingram Committee. Moore explained, “The horrible treatment people in the South are getting is a disgrace.” 50 She and her colleagues on the committee planned to appeal to the United Nations General Assembly to set Ingram free.51 Other Sojourners followed suit. During the same period, a group of Southern Black women, including activist Senora B. Lawson of Virginia, labor organizer Estelle Holloway of North Carolina, and Ingram’s daughter Geneva Rushin of Georgia sent a petition to the UN on behalf of the Ingrams. “Southern women of the United States of America,” these women demanded, “appeal to the UN Commission for an investigation and consideration of the case of Mrs. Rosa Lee Ingram . . . to be freed and cleared of the injustice imposed upon her.” 52

With a deep sense of urgency, the Sojourners lobbied for immediate relief for Ingram, hoping to save her life. When the CRC launched the “We Charge Genocide” petition in 1951, the Ingram case was one of the hundreds featured. By late 1952, the Sojourners disbanded following months of increasing tensions among the group’s leaders. The pressures of the Cold War—especially government surveillance and resistance toward Communist-related groups—began to weigh heavily on many of the women who found themselves struggling for resources. The lack of support from the Communist Party of the United States only exacerbated the tensions in the group, inciting interpersonal squabbles among members. By one account, Beulah Richardson and Claudia Jones got into a physical altercation because of a difference of opinion on the role of the Communist Party in the group.53

Though short-lived, the Sojourners left a lasting mark on the history of human rights activism in the United States during the 1950s. Many of the Black women who were involved in the group remained at the forefront of human rights advocacy in the years to follow. And the mass mobilization of the Sojourners for Truth and Justice and other social justice organizations, including those with Black women leaders, paved the way for Ingram’s release. Following a series of legal challenges—including the denial of a new trial, an upholding of the conviction, and multiple delays for a parole hearing—Ingram and her sons were released for parole in August 1959.54 While the process was long and arduous, the grassroots and national organizations advocating for the Ingrams increased the case’s visibility on a national scale. By drawing connections between the Ingram case and other abuses of the post–World War II era, they were able to attract widespread support for a broader vision of human rights.



While some Black women agitated for human rights through grassroots organizing, others advocated for it through their writings. In these years, journalism provided an avenue for Black women to shed light on human rights abuses and advocate for the rights and protection of marginalized groups. Marguerite Cartwright was one of the most influential Black women writers addressing human rights during this period. Her background as a journalist and sociologist paved the way for her writings and broader political work during the 1950s and after. She was born Marguerite Phillips Dorsey in Cambridge, Massachusetts, on May 17, 1910—only four years before the outbreak of World War I.55 Her father, Joseph A. Dorsey of Massachusetts, worked as a clerk at a local bank, and her mother, Mary Louise Ross of Tennessee, worked as a reader in the entertainment industry. Their home included several relatives. Dorsey’s mother and sister lived with the couple during the 1910s, and a decade later, Mary Ross’s two sisters, Sophie Williams and Rosa Ross, joined the family.56 While the couple worked hard to care for their only child, they struggled financially during these years. To help meet the growing expenses, Marguerite’s parents took in several lodgers, a customary practice for homeowners in urban areas during the early twentieth century.

The family’s financial struggles did not stop young Marguerite from dreaming of a better life. She aspired to be successful in her studies and worked hard. She found inspiration in her occasional babysitter William Leo Hansberry, who was a student at Harvard University from 1917 to 1921. An Afrocentrist researcher and writer, Hansberry would later become “the father of African Studies” and taught African history at Howard University from 1922 to 1964. Hansberry did not shy away from sharing his passion for this subject. His bedtime stories “of ancient Africa and its old cultures” helped to awaken young Marguerite’s intellectual curiosity and strengthened her resolve to pursue research and writing.

Perhaps her proximity to Harvard—the family home was located only four blocks away from campus—served as added motivation. Her childhood and teenage years were deeply shaped by her interactions and relationships with Black students from other parts of the nation and the globe. One of the closest bonds Marguerite formed as a child was with a young African neighbor, Princess Ina Paul, who had been living with American missionaries.57 The two young girls would often play together, which likely offered many opportunities for them to exchange stories about their diverse experiences. No doubt Marguerite’s early exposure to African peoples, as well as African history and cultures, paved the way for her later interest and writing on the continent and the African diaspora.

As a talented and ambitious girl growing up in Cambridge, Cartwright took advantage of the opportunities made available to her. At the age of fifteen, she completed high school in Boston’s public schools and enrolled as an undergraduate student at Boston University (BU). By the age of nineteen, she had earned a bachelor’s and a master’s from BU, where she focused her studies on the African diaspora.58 She experienced significant life changes during these years as well. During her freshman year at BU, she met Leonard Carl Cartwright, a white math tutor from Missouri who would later become a chemical engineer. Two years later, the pair exchanged vows. While interracial marriage was banned in several states at the time, it was not illegal in Massachusetts or in New York, where the couple’s marriage license was granted on December 20, 1930.59 Still, Marguerite’s decision to marry a white man came with its own challenges. Despite the increasing number of interracial marriages in the United States by the 1930s, they were still considered scandalous in many social circles.60

After her marriage to Carl, Marguerite completed her master’s thesis on “the African origins of Drama.” Despite her extraordinary talent and educational accomplishments, Cartwright initially struggled to secure stable employment. After a short stint as a local schoolteacher, she briefly entered show business as a dancer in Harlem’s well-known Cotton Club. At one point, she was in the chorus line, dancing alongside Lena Horne.61 Sometime around 1934, Cartwright appeared in the Broadway show Roll Sweet Chariot, and later moved to Hollywood, where she was cast as an angel in the 1936 film Green Pastures.62

During the late 1930s, she moved to New York City to accept a position working in the welfare department. There, she encountered difficulties because of her decision to campaign for Franklin Delano Roosevelt while on the job. After being asked by her superiors to “resign or end her campaign,” she enrolled as a doctoral student in the school of education at New York University. In 1948, she completed her degree, writing a dissertation on anti-discrimination legislation, and later went on to complete postdoctoral research at Columbia University and the New School for Social Research.63 By the 1950s, Cartwright’s career began to take off. She accepted a position as an instructor in the sociology department at Hunter College, specializing in African affairs.64 She also began writing and traveling abroad more frequently. In 1951, she served as a speaker and delegate to the Zagreb Peace Conference in Yugoslavia and later as a delegate to the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). With the support of the Ford Foundation, she traveled to Europe and the Middle East for a study tour during the summer of 1955. Her trip included stops in Greece, Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Israel, Turkey, Italy, Denmark, and Great Britain.65 As a journalist and educator interested in global affairs, Cartwright interviewed a number of world leaders, including Morocco’s Ahmed Balafrej, Yugoslavia’s Josip Broz Tito, Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser, Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah, and Israel’s Golda Meir.66

In 1955, Cartwright started contributing weekly articles on national and global politics to the Pittsburgh Courier.67 Her articles were significant—in some ways, exceptional—because she was one of a few Black women columnists covering international issues for a mainstream newspaper. This venue served as a vital space where Cartwright could display her broad expertise for a primarily African American audience. As a columnist for the paper, she managed to build a consistent and dedicated readership, although she continued to write for other venues.

Cartwright’s articles examined a broad range of topics. Reminiscent of anti-lynching crusader Ida B. Wells and consistent with some of the arguments outlined in “We Charge Genocide,” Cartwright decried the acts of violence Black people endured on U.S. soil. In a 1953 article in the Crisis entitled “The Mob Still Rides—Tuskegee Notwithstanding,” she challenged a report from the Tuskegee Institute (now Tuskegee University) that emphasized a reduction in the number of lynchings in the United States that year. “All those who read in Tuskegee statistics an excuse for lagging in their NAACP support better put that check in the mail,” she curtly argued.68 Lynching had not ended in the United States, she emphasized. Perhaps alluding to the recent killings of civil rights activists Harry and Harriette Moore, she asked: “What of the Florida mobs roaming the countryside, stopping automobiles in search of Negroes, shooting into Negro homes, burning several? What of the occasions when the mob dominates the court, producing a legal lynching?” 69 Cartwright’s questions underscored the danger of relying on limited statistics of racial violence to assess progress toward equality. She called on readers to remain vigilant in the fight for equal rights, dignity, and respect.

Through her voluminous writings in the 1950s, Cartwright challenged negative images and stereotypical depictions of Black people in contemporary works. Writing to the editor of the academic journal Phylon, Cartwright took issue with famed Black writers Ralph Ellison and Richard Wright for their representations of Black men in their books Invisible Man and Native Son, respectively. She criticized these and other writers for depicting, rather than challenging, the perception of delinquent Black men. “This most recent Negro stereotype has strongly re-enforced existing prejudice and discrimination, and this is why I should like to see it—if not eradicated—at least varied by an occasional presentation of a normal Negro male,” she explained.70 Her critiques were not limited to Black authors. Several months after writing her letter to Phylon, Cartwright submitted an article to the Negro History Bulletin, a monthly newsletter, to debunk the contents of a speech by British-American anthropologist M. F. Ashley Montagu. Speaking in April 1953 at New York’s prestigious Dalton School, which ran from kindergarten to twelfth grade, Montagu criticized the period of Reconstruction, noting that enslaved people should not have been freed until they were “made ready for freedom.” In a blistering response, Cartwright offered Montagu a detailed history lesson on Reconstruction, highlighting the progress Black people made and the white supremacist violence they faced during this era. “Slaves were not dogs or pianos, but human beings,” she passionately explained. “[They possessed] all of the elemental needs of human beings, yet they were subjected to unspeakable suffering and dire privation, making a mockery of their humanity.” 71

Cartwright’s coverage of the United Nations reflected the same passion and hard-hitting tone that appeared in her earlier writings. Her travels abroad deeply informed her perspective. In 1951, she attended the opening gathering of the sixth session of the UN General Assembly, held at the Palais de Chaillot in Paris, and later participated in the seventh session as a liaison officer for the UN’s Department of Public Information.72 In February 1955, Cartwright also attended a meeting of the U.S. National Commission for UNESCO in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Writing in the Negro History Bulletin, Cartwright outlined some of the key developments at the gathering, taking special note of moments she thought might be of interest to Black readers. After a discussion of the delegates at UNESCO—sixty nominated by nongovernmental organizations and forty by the government—Cartwright noted the presence of the few Black delegates and members at large at the gathering. She took note of Homer S. Brown, a judge from Pennsylvania, Rufus Kuykendall, a district attorney in Indianapolis, and Chicago-based journalist Edith Sampson, the first Black delegate appointed to the UN.73 She praised Kuykendall for reminding attendees to consider the “blighted areas in the U.S.” in a session on impoverished communities in underdeveloped countries. She also made a note of Sampson’s larger-than-life presence, describing her as “by far the best known and most colorful member of the Commission.”

Although she celebrated their involvement at UNESCO, Cartwright also levied several critiques against the Black delegates. For example, she expressed her frustration with William O. Walker, a delegate sent by the National Newspaper Publishers Association. Walker hardly answered her questions, seemed uninterested in the discussions on desegregation and human rights, and even dozed off during some of the sessions. “[D]uring the entire period, he made no comment, took no stand, expressed no views, merely sat in silence,” she wrote in the Negro History Bulletin.74 Her harsh critique of Walker reflected her broader frustration that many African Americans seemed uninterested in the work of the UN: “I am always disappointed to find lack of interest in the U.N., our one instrumentality, however imperfect, for human equality, world peace, and survival.” 75

Cartwright felt a great sense of urgency to keep Black people informed about the UN. “This hope for peace cannot be realized if there is no knowledge,” she noted. “Most people are weak in their understanding of the UN’s organization, its organs, their responsibilities and their powers.” 76 To combat this lack of interest, Cartwright wrote a weekly column entitled “Around the United Nations” from 1955 to 1957 that provided updates on the UN that were especially relevant to Black American readers. She capitalized on her access to the United Nations during these years—she had received UN accreditation and became a member of the UN Correspondents Association in 1956—to provide a window into the inner workings of the organization.77 In February 1955, a month before she started this series, and possibly as a way to test the waters prior to starting her regular coverage, Cartwright made the case in the Pittsburgh Courier for why Black Americans must pay attention to the United Nations. She reminded readers that its primary goals were to maintain peace and stability, advance equal rights and unity, and “enforce universal moral law.” In great detail, Cartwright outlined the meeting procedures for the General Assembly and explained the role delegates played in “laboring over such matters of universal concern as lasting peace, human rights, world reconstruction, food distribution, world wealth, the welfare of the world’s children, world literacy, world trade and economy, conservation—and others.” 78

While much of her later reporting on the UN centered on the current and future goals of the organization, Cartwright’s February article did not shy away from grappling with the unique challenges African Americans faced in the UN. Although she acknowledged that “the part played by the world’s people of darker hue has been and continues to be a large one,” she nonetheless emphasized the limitations of Black Americans’ work there.79 The fundamental challenge, Cartwright noted, was that Black Americans were expected to serve the “national interest,” and therefore could do little to address the concerns of people of African descent. In a critical tone, Cartwright explained that African American’s involvement in the UN was primarily symbolic. “Perhaps it’s not quite fair to say there are Negro jobs in the U.S. Delegation to the United Nations,” she wrote. “However, each Assembly since 1950 has had one Negro appointed to serve on the U.S. Delegation by the political party in power. These individuals are known technically as ‘alternate delegates’—until this year, when a Negro was for the first time chosen permanent delegate.” She went on to describe African American involvement as “more public relations than policy-making.” 80 Cartwright’s remarks, while significant, downplayed the diverse ways individuals like Mary McLeod Bethune challenged these limitations and used their influence within the institution, no matter how limited, to shape the direction of the United Nations in these early years. Yet Cartwright’s ambivalence about the UN was reminiscent of many other Black intellectuals and activists who were uninterested in symbolism and far more determined to advance the cause of human rights in concrete ways.

By highlighting the developments that impacted Black people across the globe in her journalism, Cartwright made a meaningful—albeit often overlooked—contribution to the struggle for human rights. Her writings offered a window into how Black women intellectuals made sense of the world around them. The focus on world events and her commitment to keeping Black readers informed of these developments were also valuable contributions to global Black struggles. Her coverage of the 1955 Bandung Conference—the first and arguably most significant gathering of African and Asian nations during the twentieth century—is a case in point. In April 1955, Cartwright traveled to West Java, Indonesia, to attend the historic meeting, which brought together world leaders of African and Asian descent. “The Conference at Bandung,” she explained to readers, “introduced the people of Asia and Africa to international politics and made known to the world their determination to have their voices heard.” 81

In the months to follow, she traveled across the United States to share her thoughts on Bandung. In May 1955, while speaking at the Warren Methodist Church in Pittsburgh, Cartwright emphasized the significance of the conference for Black people.82 She debunked mainstream reports that the gathering had only been focused on advancing Communism. Reflecting the anti-Communist ethos of the period, including her own aversion to it, Cartwright noted that “Communism didn’t gain, and communism didn’t lose at the Bandung Conference in Indonesia because communism was not an issue before the conference.” She went on to describe Communism as “an evil which must be fought.” 83 Cartwright’s remarks on Communism reflected her diplomatic approach to controversial issues. One the one hand, she articulated a perspective that fell in line with mainstream positions on the matter, especially those espoused by American officials. On the other hand, Cartwright also resisted Red Scare tactics and overall efforts to use Communism as a scapegoat for every social problem. She viewed the media’s framing of the Bandung Conference as solely a Communist gathering as an effort to delegitimize it. In Cartwright’s perspective, white reporters had misrepresented the conference and, in so doing, turned off many Black people. Cartwright drew from her own experience to make the case for Bandung before Black audiences.84

Human rights were a central theme of her writings and speeches on the Bandung Conference. Cartwright skillfully drew a connection between the 1955 gathering of African and Asian leaders and the work of the UN. The demand for self-determination from marginalized groups, she emphasized, was at the core of human rights discourse. She would discuss this point in a June 1955 editorial on the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights. After outlining its importance—which Cartwright described as “the world’s first effort to define from a universal approach the basic rights and fundamental freedoms to which all God’s children are entitled”—she explained that this vision was directly aligned with the goal of the conference.85

For her, one of the most noteworthy aspects of the Bandung Conference was that it emphasized “democratic development and partnership with the West.” 86 She also made note of how the gathering elevated Ghana (then the Gold Coast) to a place of prominence on the international stage, situating the nation as a leader among African nations. Cartwright’s focus on Ghana underscored the journalist’s commitment to supporting African liberation movements, as well as her efforts to raise American awareness of significant developments occurring there. During the 1950s, she traveled extensively to Africa—making more than twenty-five trips—where she established relationships with several leaders, including Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana, William Tubman of Liberia, and Nnamdi Azikiwe of Nigeria. In 1955, Cartwright traveled to West Africa to interview Nkrumah on her way to the Bandung Conference. In the months to follow, she returned to West Africa to deliver lectures at several colleges—including the Booker T. Washington Agricultural and Technical College in Katata, Liberia, and the College of Technology in Kumasi, Ghana. She also provided commentary in the Ghana Times and several other West African newspapers.87

In 1957, Cartwright received an invitation from Kwame Nkrumah to be a guest at Ghana’s independence celebrations and was invited again a year later to attend the first anniversary celebrations.88 In her coverage for the Pittsburgh Courier, she expressed great pride in Ghana’s achievements. She described plans for the elegant anniversary ceremony, which included the unveiling of a statue of Nkrumah at Ghana’s parliament and a special tribute to the women of Ghana on the third day of the proceedings.89 A year later, Nigerian President Nnamdi Azikiwe and the Eastern Nigeria Parliament appointed Cartwright to the provisional council of the University of Nigeria—one of two American members. As a member of the council, Cartwright was tasked with helping to establish the new university, which had received ten thousand acres and a $14 million grant from the Eastern Nigeria government.90 Cartwright’s role also had her serve in an advisory position, collaborating with a group of other scholars and Nigerian officials.

During the 1950s, Cartwright used her column to express solidarity with Africans throughout the continent who were fighting for human rights by emphasizing their shared history and experiences with African Americans. In a 1958 article, she reflected on the complexities of being an American citizen, yet not having access to the full benefits of citizenship because of her Blackness. “We [African Americans] are set apart as a special kind of American and caused to suffer certain disabilities for so being,” she explained.91 These realities strengthened Cartwright’s resolve to support African liberation struggles. She then challenged those who questioned the feasibility and timing of African independence. When compared to other nations, Cartwright asked readers, “Why are people in Africa required to reach so much higher levels of readiness?” “Incidentally,” she added, “hundreds of trained workers in Nigeria and the Gold Coast have performed duties for years.” 92 She maintained similar views on South Africa. When the UN General Assembly approved an article on self-determination in 1956—which they defined as the “right of a people to determine their political status and pursue their economic, social and cultural development”—Cartwright criticized the General Assembly for its slow response to addressing apartheid.93 For Cartwright, human rights could not be achieved without self-determination.

Although Cartwright shared affinity for Africans on the continent and championed African self-determination, her American identity still informed her foreign policy perspective. At times, Cartwright echoed U.S. leaders of the period who advocated territorial control under the guise of assistance. Despite her knowledge of the long and troubled history of American domination overseas, the journalist still insisted that “there is need in the U.S. for an agency to be affiliated with the Movement for Colonial Freedom.” 94 She elaborated: “It is my honest opinion, in spite of those who would deny this that the U.S. Government has, now and in the future, great and promising potential for constructive and far-reaching cooperation with the new state of Ghana.” She reasoned that close ties between the United States and Africa would work well for both countries. Among other things, she argued that such collaboration would help to curb the spread of Communism on the continent.95 Her embrace of anti-Communism was consistent with many Black activists of the period, especially those affiliated with mainstream civil rights groups such as the NAACP—of which Cartwright was a lifetime member.96

Despite her apparent blind spots, Cartwright was unwavering in her belief that Africans should obtain full autonomy. And even though she supported the idea of collaborations between the United States and Africa, she was not oblivious to the role of white supremacy in shaping these interactions. In a fiery speech delivered at a local YMCA chapter in Pittsburgh, she lamented how U.S. leaders treated Africans: “Americans, even those in our State Department, do not seem to think it is important to discover what the African himself is thinking. This is very much like the disposition of many whites in America who consult other whites as to what is best for the American Negro.” 97 Her comments reaffirmed her commitment to supporting an African-centered path toward liberation. Cartwright’s journalism was also a repudiation of how white reporters often mischaracterized developments on the continent. In a 1958 column, for example, she alerted readers to the fact that mainstream newspapers tended to focus on conflicts among African nations rather than their efforts to unify as a coalition. “The frequently made objections to the wide differences in the various countries who met at the All-African Independent States Conference,” she explained, “are misleading and at least in a great part, untrue.” 98

In addition to debunking false perceptions about African nations, Cartwright was intentional about strengthening ties between African people on the continent and people of African descent living in the United States. Her commitments were deeply tied to the “affective kinships” she shared with Africans.99 She praised the African people for “show[ing] themselves most discerning towards those who exhibit genuine sensitivity and sympathy.” 100 Far beyond exchanging ideas or sharing similar political visions, Cartwright’s connections with Africans reflected a deeply personal—and emotional—connection that transcended geographical borders and differences along the lines of gender and nationality. Her decision to begin wearing dresses and headcloths from West Africa during the 1950s reflected more than a symbolic gesture of solidarity. It provides a glimpse into how Cartwright imagined herself as part of a transnational community. The kindness and hospitality she received from several African leaders—as well as the public recognition of her work in the form of a street named after her in the town of Nsukka, Nigeria—shows that the feeling was mutual.101

Personal affections aside, Cartwright played a significant role in what one scholar refers to as “forging diaspora”—consciously pursuing relationships with other people of African descent across the globe and creating opportunities to engage in global dialogue and collective political action.102 In June 1958, for example, she arranged a trip for Chief Festus Okotie-Eboh, Nigeria’s minister of finance, to visit Harlem.103 Okotie-Eboh had traveled to the United States to attend meetings at the UN that year. When Cartwright caught wind of the fact that his itinerary did not include meetings with Black Americans—except for Ralph Bunche, who served as under-secretary-general for the United Nations—she quickly intervened by planning a trip for the minister to spend time in Harlem. With the help of some of her friends in the city, including bibliophile Clarence Holte and attorney Hope Stevens, Cartwright introduced Okotie-Eboh to a thriving Black community. In this impromptu tour, Okotie-Eboh met with some of Harlem’s “distinguished Afro-American citizens, and representatives of the Negro press” and witnessed some of the city’s thriving Black-owned businesses. He was deeply moved by the experience and later profusely thanked Cartwright for making the trip possible. It broadened his perspective of the Black experience in the United States and served as a source of pride for the African leader. “I’d never have known,” he later admitted.104

Cartwright’s experiences during these years set the stage for her involvement in the All-African People’s Conference later that year. She had just wrapped up a speaking tour in Florida, where she had been forced to confront the realities of Jim Crow. Writing in the Pittsburgh Courier, she notified readers of her plans to attend the All-African People’s Conference, but paused to reflect on the racial discrimination and segregation she had just experienced while lecturing in the South. While she lamented the “sea of ignorance and bigotry” she encountered from white people in the region, she was encouraged by the “warmth of the welcome and the excellence of the high-level Negro citizens, faculty and students.” 105

On the heels of this experience, she traveled abroad to witness the All-African People’s Conference, one of the most important Pan-African gatherings of the twentieth century. Cartwright praised Ghana’s role in organizing on the international level as “a testimony of its consciousness of its world responsibility and its deep concern for all people.” 106 She went on to describe the conference as a space in which to advance the “ideals of human dignity, mutual respect and the complete espousal of the objectives of the UN Charter and the Declaration of the Rights of Man.” 107 Both the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the UN Charter alluded to the rights and liberation of all people. However, both documents overlooked the concerns of marginalized people. Despite Thomas Jefferson’s 1789 declaration that “men are born and remain free and equal in rights,” it had been written more than seventy years before the legal end of slavery in the United States. The All-African People’s Conference not only strengthened African political power on a global scale, but it also sent a powerful message worldwide about the necessity of centering Black people’s concerns in the discourse on human rights. For Cartwright, the conference symbolized a way forward for Black people all over the world.

Significantly, the gathering was also a space for Black women to strengthen their global political networks. It brought together a cadre of Black women intellectuals and other women of color who were working to advance human rights. Activist Shirley Graham Du Bois traveled to Ghana to attend the conference when it became clear that her husband, W. E. B. Du Bois, would be unable to attend. There, she delivered a speech on her spouse’s behalf and drew on her experiences at the conference to strengthen her political collaborations and her work for human rights during these years.108 Black internationalist Eslanda Robeson, the wife of Paul Robeson, attended the conference under similar circumstances. The conference provided an avenue for Robeson to deepen her alliances and reconnect with African leaders with whom she was already familiar. Other influential women left their mark at the conference, too, including Chicago artist Etta Moten Barnett, labor organizer Maida Springer, Egyptian feminist Saiza Nabarawi, and Indian radical Geeta Mukherjee.109 Their presence spoke volumes about the significant role of Black women and other women of color in shaping human rights discourse during the post–World War II era.

Although much of Cartwright’s activism during these years centered on strengthening ties between the United States and Africa, she also used her platform to promote women’s rights and the contributions of women leaders to human rights advocacy. Her actions—both public and private—demonstrated her rejection of patriarchy and her commitment to supporting women’s empowerment. As a lifetime member of the National Council of Negro Women (NCNW), Cartwright worked closely with NCNW leaders to support several initiatives, including their efforts on the African continent.110 Cartwright also made frequent appearances at NCNW events, often as a guest speaker, and on occasion, she served as a representative for the organization at international events.111

As part of her journalism, Cartwright intentionally highlighted the contributions of Black women. In April 1955, for example, she wrote a feature on Bertha J. Diggs, the first African American and first woman to be named secretary of the New York State Department of Labor.112 In another feature, Cartwright introduced readers to Marguerite Wyke, an American-born politician and former educator from New Jersey who had relocated to Trinidad during the mid-1940s.113 Cartwright praised Wyke for her decision to give up her American citizenship to become a citizen of Trinidad and Tobago in 1953. Wyke was active in Caribbean politics and worked closely with Trinidadian leader Eric Williams for several years.114

Cartwright’s relationship with her husband, Carl, offers some clues into her progressive ideas about marriage and gender roles. In many ways, they had an unconventional relationship. Speaking to Jet magazine in 1952, nearly twenty years after exchanging vows, Cartwright explained why she believed the marriage worked: “Ours is a marriage, period. It is not a sociological experiment. Whether marriages succeed or not depends not upon homogeneity of color but community of class, cultural, and social interests.” 115 While Cartwright’s comments center on their similar interests, the couple’s support for each other’s careers also seemed to play an important role in the marriage. Given Cartwright’s ability to maintain a very intense schedule—balancing frequent travels abroad, college teaching, and journalism—one can conclude that Carl was supportive—or, at the very least, tried not to impede her work. The display of books on Africa, as well as the kente cloth on the sofa, at the couple’s Lower Fifth Avenue apartment suggests that Carl shared—or respected—Cartwright’s interest in African affairs.116 Even as he managed his own hectic schedule as a chemical engineer, Cartwright’s husband accompanied her on several of her international trips, at times combining business with pleasure. In one instance, Carl traveled to Africa on vacation with his wife, making stops in Sudan, Nigeria, Ghana, and Liberia.117

By Cartwright’s own admission, she sometimes struggled to juggle her various responsibilities. In a candid column, she explained that she managed her demanding travel schedule with teaching duties at Hunter College by scheduling international trips on the days when she did not teach and by combining vacation trips with work. She noted that she had planned a family vacation to Indonesia to coincide with the Bandung Conference. Her summer “breaks” were never quite breaks—she was completely consumed by overseas travel during those months as she raced to cover global affairs for the Pittsburgh Courier, New York Amsterdam News, and other outlets. The column also assured readers that she was still employed as a professor at Hunter College.118 While it’s unclear why Cartwright decided to address this issue at this moment, her decision “to keep the record straight,” as she put it, was mostly likely prompted by public, or perhaps private, criticism. As a Black woman writing about global issues in one of the most popular newspapers in the nation, Cartwright was accustomed to being under public scrutiny.119 However, she was also determined to shape her own narrative to prevent others from projecting their assumptions about how she managed her personal and professional affairs.

Cartwright’s careful handling of these matters reveals much about her independence and assertiveness—qualities that suggest she was uninterested in upholding patriarchal values. Her writings on women’s rights and freedom followed suit. In a June 1955 article, for example, Cartwright had emphasized the significance of a recent UN resolution on “[t]he status of women in private law, customs, ancient laws, and practices affecting the human dignity of women.” It set out to protect women around the world from “ancient customs which are contrary to the principles set forth in the charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.” 120

In a 1959 lecture at Howard University, Cartwright addressed the importance of women’s rights globally. The event, which was organized by civil rights activist Dorothy B. Ferebee, brought together Black activists and leaders from around the world. Representatives from Ethiopia, Ghana, Guinea, Haiti, Liberia, and Sudan were among them.121 Cartwright noted some of the barriers African women faced. Although she praised the fact that some African women were filling government leadership roles, she lamented that most African women were still confined to home and family.122 Cartwright took the opportunity to remind audience members that African women were facing many of the same challenges women faced in other parts of the world and that they shared many of the same hopes and aspirations. “There is a marked universality of the role of women in the world,” she argued. “The women of Africa have a desire for peace and progress. They share the hope for a better world for their children.” 123

Cartwright’s extensive coverage of Nnamdi Azikiwe provides a window into her broader efforts to strengthen ties between Black Americans and Africans. By the late 1950s, Cartwright had established a very close relationship with the Nigerian leader, who in turn considered her a trusted friend and confidante. Azikiwe so admired Cartwright that he gave her permission to write his biography.124 While it does not appear that Cartwright was able to finish it, the gesture alone underscored the meaningful relationship between the two.125 Not surprisingly, Cartwright provided close coverage of developments leading up to Nigeria’s independence from colonial rule on October 1, 1960, and she was one of Azikiwe’s special guests of honor at the independence celebrations. As she had done several times before, Cartwright took on the role of facilitator. She helped boost African American attendance at Azikiwe’s inauguration when he became governor-general. In the weeks leading up to it, Azikiwe’s team sent along invitations to Cartwright for some of the most prominent leaders in the United States, including Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., which she then forwarded along with her enthusiastic endorsement and encouragement.126 Cartwright’s efforts played no small part in ensuring that King and several others made an appearance.

As one of the few African Americans at the 1960 inauguration ceremony, Cartwright seized the opportunity to convey the meaning of this gathering to a Black American audience. What is striking about her writings on the inauguration is her careful attempt to draw connections to the broader human rights struggle. Azikiwe’s mandate, she explained, was “not only to revive the stature of man in Africa, but to restore the dignity of man in the world.” 127 To underscore this point, she took great care to highlight parts of Azikiwe’s speech that emphasized the glaring contradiction between colonialism and the ideas of human rights and quoted him explaining that “Nigeria could not be expected to be supine when such a basic human right as respect for human dignity is violated.” “Nigerans believe passionately in the fundamental human rights,” he added. “We regard all races of the human family as equal. Under no circumstances shall we accept the idea that the black man is inferior to any other race.” 128

These powerful remarks reflected Cartwright’s beliefs in the significance of self-determination as part of any vision of human rights. Much like Azikiwe, Cartwright worked to ensure that Black people would be part of that vision. As a Black American, she was keenly aware of the impact of racism and white supremacy on Black people’s lives. Her writings became the avenue through which she fought back, opening a world of possibilities for those who read her extensive coverage of key developments abroad. And they provided a space for Cartwright to share her perspective on the many issues that affected people of African descent. If Azikiwe’s microphone at the 1960 inauguration functioned as a powerful weapon to confront colonialism and uphold human rights for all people, then Cartwright’s pen did the same. With candor and wit, she made every effort to use her writing to raise awareness about the challenges facing Black people across the earth. Her journalism during the 1950s compelled readers to join the ongoing fight to secure the “ideals of human dignity and mutual respect.” Many would heed that call during the decade of the 1960s.






chapter six The Supreme Worth of Every Human Being

By 1960, the modern civil rights movement was in motion. In 1955, the Montgomery Bus Boycott helped catapult Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., to national prominence, while Rosa Parks, who had instigated the bus boycott by strategically refusing to give up her seat on a bus for a white person, became a household name. Five years later, on February 1, four African American college students captivated a national audience when they defiantly refused to leave the whites-only lunch counter at a Woolworth’s five-and-dime store in Greensboro, North Carolina. Inspired by Mahatma Gandhi’s nonviolent protests against British colonial rule, the sit-ins in Greensboro marked a turning point in the movement for Black rights and liberation. They sparked a wave of similar protests in the months to follow led by white and Black college students who boldly challenged Jim Crow.

As the movement gained more traction, Aretha B. McKinley began to leave her mark on the nation’s capital. Right after the sit-ins began, Jet, one of the leading African American magazines of the twentieth century, featured a short article on the “only Negro woman lobbyist on Capitol Hill.” 1 The slender, light-skinned activist was the director of the American Council on Human Rights (ACHR), a coalition of five African American Greek-letter organizations that was established in 1948.2 The magazine feature, which included a small professional photo of McKinley smiling intently at the camera, detailed her contributions to the modern civil rights movement.

A passionate and savvy lobbyist, McKinley developed key relationships with white lawmakers as a way to advance several civil rights bills. She became especially interested in galvanizing Black activists across the country after she learned that some white lawmakers doubted African Americans’ interest in civil rights, and she launched a campaign to challenge that perception. She reached out to two hundred Black leaders across the nation, asking them to write letters to their senators and encourage their supporters to do the same. The response was astounding, resulting in an “avalanche” of letters from Black Americans from all walks of life. McKinley’s efforts were so effective that the writers of Jet went as far as to describe her Write for Civil Rights campaign as “the most promising and widespread ever conducted in the nation’s capital by a woman.” 3 According to one account, the campaign was so successful that the U.S. Postal Service had to increase its staff in Washington, D.C., to keep up with the surge of letters.4 The Write for Civil Rights campaign exemplified the kind of creative, grassroots work led by McKinley during these years.

Like the Black women freedom fighters who preceded her, McKinley’s work had a dual purpose: to advance civil and human rights.5 Her efforts capture what activist Fannie Lou Hamer would mean when she declared, “I’ve passed equal rights and I’m fighting for human rights.” 6 The statement represented an ideological shift that was taking place among many Black leaders: a recognition that the demand for civil rights was too narrow.7 While there was no denying that Black Americans could make demands of the state based on the promises of the Constitution, the reframing of these demands as human rights underscored both the gravity of the concerns as well as their global implications. Viewed from a broader perspective, Black Americans were not merely being treated as second-class citizens, they were being treated as subhuman. The fight for human rights—as opposed to “equal rights,” as Hamer framed it—was therefore a more urgent demand that called upon all people, regardless of race, socioeconomic background, gender, or nationality, to resist the subjugation of Black people everywhere.



McKinley’s commitment to human rights was shaped by decades of social and political engagement, primarily during the time she was living in New York City. She was born Aretha Ballou several months before the European outbreak of World War I—on March 5, 1914—in Richmond, Virginia.8 Her working-class parents, John and Alethia, were native Virginians. John worked as a waiter at a local hotel during the 1920s, while Alethia focused her attention on raising their seven children—six daughters and a son.9 Aretha was the sixth child. With a large family, the couple sought ways to boost the household income. During these years, two lodgers resided in their home and likely made a monthly contribution to ease the family’s expenses.

Despite the challenges they faced during these years, John and Alethia were determined to provide the best educational opportunities for their children. Aretha attended segregated public schools, including Armstrong High School.10 Established by the Freedmen’s Bureau in the aftermath of the Civil War, the school had been named in honor of Samuel Chapman Armstrong, a white Union general who had commanded Black infantry regiments. She graduated from there and went on to attend Armstrong Normal School—a teacher-training school—before attending Virginia Union University.11 While career opportunities for an educated Black woman in the South were limited, even with a college degree in hand, McKinley landed a teaching position shortly after college. She began working as a teacher at Union High School, about thirty-six miles away in Bowling Green, Virginia.12

During the summer of 1934, Aretha married John Larry McKinley.13 Born in Washington, D.C., in 1905, John had also grown up in Richmond.14 It appears that John attended college for several years without earning a degree. He held various jobs during the 1930s, which took him far away from home. While visiting loved ones in Richmond sometime in the fall of 1933, he crossed paths with Aretha. The two dated for nine months before they were married in a small ceremony in the suburbs of New York City.15 Shortly after their wedding, the couple relocated to Harlem. Their arrival in the city also coincided with the height of the Great Depression, as Americans struggled to make ends meet—especially Black Americans, who bore the brunt of the economic crisis. Aretha pursued teaching opportunities and John worked as a probation officer in the New York City court system.16 In January 1937, Aretha gave birth to their first child, Joan Rosalie. While not wealthy, the couple worked diligently to provide for their growing family. Ten years later, they welcomed their second child, Lynn.17

Although her responsibilities at home increased, McKinley did not waver in her political work. Involved in several social and political groups, none was as significant to her as the Alpha Kappa Alpha (AKA) sorority. Like Harlem educator Melva Price, who had been active in the AKA sorority during the 1930s and 1940s, McKinley found the AKAs deeply committed to social justice and working to improve conditions for Black Americans in need.18 During these years, African Americans in New York City were relegated to extremely poor conditions in housing and in the neighborhoods in which they were allowed to live. They also paid higher rents than their white counterparts for overcrowded and largely run-down apartments. Public housing was often the most viable option—even though the city’s segregationist practices limited the number of Black families allowed to live in the newly established buildings.

McKinley knew firsthand the difficulties of finding adequate housing options. She contacted the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) in 1943 to share her experiences and demand changes to their policies.19 She and John had spent several weeks trying to find a place to stay that would accommodate their family of four, which at the time included their first child and McKinley’s elderly mother, who had relocated to the city to join her daughter. While they eventually found a place in Harlem, the experience was grueling. “In every decent building occupied by colored,” she explained to the NYCHA, “vacancies practically never existed, and when any did occur one almost had to be right on the scene at the time to obtain it. . . . In spite of our respectable appearance and our courteous manner, at every one of these, with one notable exception, we were abruptly refused.” 20 These experiences helped to crystallize her ideas about rights because they underscored the reality that respectability could not shield African Americans from discrimination and racism.

At the same time, these realities did not stop McKinley from embracing some of the behaviors, attitudes, and tactics deemed necessary to gain upward mobility.21 During these years, she straddled the fence between the Black working and middle class. As she attempted to improve her social standing in Harlem circles, she made calculated decisions about the people with whom she would socialize and collaborate. She struggled to secure a teaching position in the city, so she relied on odd jobs, and despite these financial challenges, McKinley managed to adopt the lifestyle of the Black middle-class and elite when she could—dressing lavishly, occasionally wining and dining in fancy restaurants, and hosting social parties.

McKinley collaborated with several friends to establish an exclusive social club for African American women called the Scalawags.22 Skillfully reappropriating an earlier derisive political term used to describe white Southerners who supported Reconstruction policies, they created a space to help solidify their position in elite circles. The Scalawags restricted membership to include only twelve to fifteen college-educated African American women. They were all light-skinned and slender with straightened hair—as was commonly preferred among the Black middle-class and elite at the time. According to one New York Amsterdam News article, the members of the group were among some of the most sought-after African American bachelorettes in the city—though McKinley was already married.23

Embracing mainstream American beauty standards, the Scalawags seamlessly moved among Harlem’s socialites, including the rich and famous.24 They planned a variety of social events, including weekend hiking trips, and made time for leisure even during the years of the Great Depression.25 In early fall 1941, McKinley joined fellow Scalawag Maxine Cleo Stackhouse, a deputy collector for the Bureau of Internal Revenue (later renamed the Internal Revenue Service), for a ten-day vacation in the beach community of Quogue on Long Island. The tabloids noted that McKinley brought along her three-year-old daughter.26 The Scalawags’ social and political engagement during the 1940s further strengthened their prominence in the socialite community. They were active members of the NAACP and were involved in numerous charitable initiatives, including book and clothing drives across the South.27

While McKinley strengthened her social networks, she also thrust herself into the work of improving social conditions for Black people locally. During the late 1940s, she became involved in the Consumers’ Protective Committee (CPC), an organization established in 1947 to challenge “discriminatory pricing schemes” in African American communities.28 The CPC challenged the high prices that Harlem stores charged for poor-quality goods.29 McKinley’s involvement in the committee brought her into contact with a group of dynamic Harlem clubwomen, including Irma Wilson and Aloncita Johnson Flood. Wilson was involved in the AKA sorority during the 1940s. Several years before the CPC, Wilson and McKinley had worked together during an AKA event for army servicemen in Harlem.30 She would later serve as chair of the District Nutrition Committee of Central Harlem, during which time she helped to launch Harlem’s Sixth Annual Food and Nutrition Week.31

Flood was similarly involved in social programs in Harlem that aimed to address economic injustice as well as health disparities. Born in Washington, D.C., in 1905, Aloncita attended the Miner Normal School, one of the first high schools for Black girls in the United States.32 After teaching for several years in Annapolis, Maryland, she relocated to New York where, in 1928, she married Roger W. Flood, an executive and commissioner of the City Housing Authority.33 Flood was also active in other political and social groups in the city during her collaboration with Wilson and McKinley, including the YWCA and NAACP.34

Perhaps McKinley’s brief stint working at a department store during the 1940s strengthened her interest in these concerns.35 She was attentive to the bread-and-butter issues that shaped the experiences of the Black working class. In this way, McKinley’s work mirrored the efforts of radical Black women, especially those who were active in the Communist Party.36 As mentioned, she had also become involved in the NAACP. Established in 1911, the New York chapter of the NAACP boasted an estimated 2,500 members by the 1930s and provided a training ground for Black women in the city to hone their leadership and organizing skills. McKinley was elected recording secretary for the group in 1949, following her service as a member of the executive committee.

That year, she also became the head of the women’s division of the NAACP’s National Emergency Civil Rights Mobilization, which had been organized to sway those opposed to civil rights legislation.37 McKinley thus took on the responsibility of galvanizing Black women across the country for this purpose, with a particular focus on challenging segregation, unfair labor practices, and unequal housing. Her efforts paved the way for famed civil rights organizer Ella Baker—elected president of the same branch in 1952—who would play an instrumental role in the creation of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee at Shaw University several years later.38

During the late 1950s, McKinley’s political work shifted from a focus on national issues to global affairs. With the momentum of the civil rights movement—especially the landmark Brown v. Board of Education (1954) decision that declared the “separate but equal” doctrine unconstitutional and the successful conclusion of the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1956—McKinley’s interest in human rights blossomed. The earlier work of Black women such as educator Mary McLeod Bethune at the United Nations may have served as a source of inspiration for her, underscoring the significance of these women’s efforts in shaping both national and global developments. McKinley’s growing interest in human rights in the 1950s also coincided with her involvement in the ACHR and as a long-standing member of Alpha Kappa Alpha.39



The origins of the ACHR date back to 1936, when AKA members first came together in Washington, D.C., to establish a group that would lobby Congress for civil rights and keep Black Americans informed about national and international affairs.40 Their efforts, however, were disrupted during World War II as Americans shifted their attention to the war effort. When they reconvened in 1946, the AKAs joined forces with leaders of seven other Black sororities and fraternities to begin brainstorming ideas for the creation of a new organization. Their efforts were likely influenced by the establishment of the United Nations the year before.

The official launch of the ACHR in 1948 exemplified the diverse ways African Americans asserted their political agency and worked to ensure that their demands would not be ignored. In January of that year, six sororities and fraternities—out of the original eight that had previously met—created the ACHR as a new space in which to advance both civil and human rights during the postwar era. Attorney Elmer W. Henderson of Kappa Alpha Psi served as the group’s first executive director, and legal scholar Patricia Roberts (Harris) of Delta Sigma Theta was the council’s assistant director.41 Born in Mattoon, Illinois, in 1924, Roberts would go on to break the glass ceiling in the diplomatic and political arena as the first Black woman to serve the nation as ambassador to Luxembourg and the first Black woman to serve in a presidential cabinet. She was appointed secretary of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development by President Jimmy Carter in 1977.42

While in D.C., Roberts joined forces with Henderson and several other Black leaders working to dismantle both de facto and de jure Jim Crow. Their annual dinners, held at various hotels in the nation’s capital, provided an early avenue for the council to challenge segregation and discrimination itself. They defied the segregation policies at the venues by bringing together white and Black leaders. The gatherings themselves were used to recognize the work of members of Congress and other policymakers committed to the advancement of human rights.43

The ACHR’s main work was lobbying Congress for their nine-point platform: ending the Senate’s filibuster on civil rights bills; passing a fair employment bill; ending Jim Crow; passing anti-lynching legislation; eliminating poll taxes; empowering the Department of Justice to advance civil rights; establishing a permanent Civil Rights Commission; allowing the District of Columbia to govern its own local affairs; and, finally, supporting self-determination in Alaska and Hawaii.44

Working closely with the NAACP, McKinley, who became national director of the ACHR in 1959, and the other members of the council established local chapters throughout the nation to facilitate their goals.45 They hosted community workshops on topics such as taking on leadership, voting, health, housing, and employment—a reflection of their commitment to educate the public. One ACHR workshop on leadership, held at Howard University, provided training for college students interested in civil rights activism and global affairs.46 McKinley described these workshops as “an effective instrument by which to develop interest, leadership and techniques in attacking civil rights problems on a national and local scale.” 47

The ACHR also utilized strategies to support the civil rights movement at the grassroots level. It established an emergency fund for student activists facing financial distress because of involvement in nonviolent protests.48 Though miles away, members of the council came up with a way to support the sit-in movement in the South. In September 1959, McKinley announced the launch of their Sacrifice for Rights campaign, which called on council members, chapters, and the sororities they represented to give up their formal dances and social events and instead repurpose the funds to help Southern activists.49 In April 1960, McKinley attended an AKA event in Richmond, Virginia, where sorority sisters canceled their formal event that spring and vowed to “wear rags”—rather than spend money at segregated local stores.50

For McKinley and other middle-class and elite Black women who generally upheld ideas of respectability, the decision to give up some luxuries was no small gesture. It represented a concerted effort to prioritize collective rights—and in this case, human rights—over personal desires. The display of wealth at these social events—even if performative for some—was a central part of Black Greek life and culture, and the dances were highly anticipated and fun gatherings to wine, dine, and show off glamorous outfits while also bringing together prominent cultural and political leaders from across the country. McKinley and her allies’ call for sorors to cancel these events must have caused a stir. But it underscored their willingness to resist respectability politics for a cause to which they were deeply committed. “Over a half-million dollars a year are spent by college-based groups on social functions,” McKinley observed. “This money could better be utilized to fight for equality and human dignity and to support fully the peaceful demonstrations against racial discrimination and segregation.” 51

During a time when Black people in the South were disenfranchised by white supremacist violence, poll taxes, literacy tests, and other discriminatory tactics, McKinley implored African Americans to resist at every turn. “[T]he Negro citizen must . . . wake up and start fighting more conscientiously for his own rights.” Emphasizing the power of the vote, she added, “He must realize that voting is still the strongest weapon of the American citizen.” 52 Like activists Fannie Lou Hamer, Victoria Gray, Unita Blackwell, and others who fought for local voting rights in Mississippi during this period, McKinley argued that elections provided a vital means of improving Black social and economic life.53

Under the auspices of the ACHR, McKinley worked to advance this goal. In addition to organizing community workshops on voting, the council printed a guide for voters—“a step-by-step outline for the setting up and carrying out of register and vote drives.” 54 The guide, which included a list of the specific requirements for voter registration in each state, informed Black voters of their rights and countered misinformation ahead of the 1960 presidential election. In the months leading up to it, the council also launched a get-out-the-vote drive that targeted an estimated 500,000 voters in Washington, D.C., Illinois, California, New York, Maryland, Michigan, and Ohio.55 In September, McKinley and her colleagues also set out to increase voting with absentee ballots among Black Americans as a way of countering the discriminatory voting laws, as well as the other extralegal strategies white supremacists employed to block African Americans from the ballot box. “If something is not done now,” McKinley explained during a press conference, “millions of intelligent voters will be denied the privilege of casting their ballots in November. This is not a party issue; it is a national issue. The denied vote cuts across party lines and it is about time something was done about it.” 56

While working to keep Black voters informed, McKinley also tried to appeal to the conscience of American lawmakers. On January 6, 1960, one month before her Write for Civil Rights campaign, she and African American educator Emma Manning Carter, a member of Sigma Gamma Rho and the president of the ACHR board of directors, wrote a letter in the Baltimore Afro-American calling on the Eisenhower administration to pass stronger civil rights legislation.57 “The nationwide tensions resulting from the struggle for human and civil rights,” McKinley and Carter argued, “can be greatly ameliorated by the passage of strong, well-defined, workable civil rights legislation and by the issuance of executive orders to counteract rebellion against enforcement of this legislation.” Echoing Ida B. Wells’s demand for a federal response to lynching decades earlier, the two women implored President Eisenhower to expand the rights and protection of Black Americans.

McKinley’s push for more rights was grounded in the belief that African Americans needed to be recognized as full members of the national polity. But this was not the only factor guiding her political activities. In a 1960 speech at the yearly meeting of the Phi Beta Sigma fraternity, McKinley carefully outlined her political vision and shed light on her understanding of economic rights as she praised Phi Beta Sigma for its efforts to improve the socioeconomic conditions of Black Americans: “[O]ur right to work under the same conditions and at the same rate of pay as anyone else—is inextricably interwoven with our right to live in decent housing, our right to be educated, our right to register and vote without discrimination and segregation based on race, color or religion.” 58

Perhaps anticipating the presence of some apolitical attendees, McKinley challenged her audience to consider their role in deciding “whether your American brother and sister shall gain complete freedom in the next decade or whether through your inaction he shall remain part free, part slave, for the next century.” 59 Then she extended her vision to human rights, bestowing her prayer for attendees:


May God, also, implement your vision of a world of peace, freedom and justice with a unitedness of spirit and determination and a pooling of your efforts and financial resources to defend and promote the supreme worth of every human being; to defend and promote the dignity of man; to defend and promote the use of democratic method in all human relationships.60



McKinley’s remarks, which echoed those of Boston-based intellectual and abolitionist Maria W. Stewart, carefully linked national and global concerns. Like Stewart more than a century earlier, McKinley pointed to the reality that the fight for expanded rights on American soil was only part of a larger struggle to secure “a world of peace, freedom, and justice.” The inaction of American leaders, including the Eisenhower administration, was therefore an affront to human dignity. By calling on African Americans of all walks of life to “defend and promote the supreme worth of every human being,” McKinley made a broad appeal for the rights and protection of marginalized communities in the United States and abroad.

She reiterated this appeal two months later in a letter to newspaper editors in which she urged them to continue pressuring lawmakers to advance civil rights legislation. As she had done in her Phi Beta Sigma speech, McKinley centered the violation of human rights as the underlying problem: “For too long some of the nation’s lawmakers have repudiated the very principles on which this democracy was founded; for too long they have impugned their own dignity by refusing to protect and defend the supreme worth of every individual.” 61 McKinley argued that the fight to uphold the Brown decision to desegregate schools was part of this struggle for human rights and dignity, as was the fight to topple Jim Crow.

While McKinley was determined to advance civil rights legislation, she was especially interested in helping others understand that the indignities facing Black Americans countered the very essence of human dignity. Her word to “protect and defend the supreme worth of every individual” was a clarion call for human rights activists to rally together ahead of the 1960 presidential election. Far beyond words, McKinley’s activism demonstrated her embrace of the core tenets of human rights: that protections are inherent in all humans, are applicable everywhere, and are the same for all people.62 Her efforts coincided with the increasing popularity of human rights advocacy on a global scale. By the 1960s, the movement for universal human rights took on greater urgency as diverse members of the international community—including Jamaica, Ghana, and the Philippines—mobilized support for international human rights laws.63

McKinley was building on the ACHR’s earlier work to galvanize Black activists around the issue, with a specific focus on challenging global racism and colonialism. This commitment was outlined in the council’s constitution, which set it to “study questions of domestic and foreign policy and legislation as they affect civic rights and human relationship.” 64 The group had begun its concerted effort to address international human rights in 1952. That spring, Baltimore native and then director Elmer W. Henderson, an attorney residing in Washington, D.C., made a trip to Europe that deepened his understanding of race relations. With stops in France, the United Kingdom, Germany, Italy, and Switzerland, Henderson’s trip brought him into contact with Black troops stationed in Europe. His conversations with these troops as well as a diverse group of leaders helped him gauge international views on race relations in the United States.65

Upon his return to the United States, Henderson reinforced the ACHR’s dual focus on addressing racism at home and abroad.66 In the aftermath of this trip, the council maintained a close working relationship with the United Nations and gained observer status with the UN General Assembly, which provided greater access to UN meetings and conferences. ACHR leaders participated in conferences of the UN Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) as well as the UN Commission on Human Rights.67 These opportunities helped the ACHR leaders develop a range of strategies for more effective international lobbying.68

True to their commitment of advancing human rights, council leaders challenged the U.S. State Department after it refused to support the ratification of the Covenant on Human Rights—a statement of law that would provide a means of enforcing and protecting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.69 First planned in 1947, the covenant was formally drafted by the UN Commission on Human Rights two years later as a companion to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The covenant would impose “a legal as well as moral obligation” upon those who accepted it.70 In 1953, following several years of debate in the UN, the Eisenhower administration announced its withdrawal from the discussion. Leaders of the ACHR condemned the decision.71

When UNESCO first released a statement on race—in the form of a booklet—in 1950, the council extended its full support.72 UNESCO had been established in 1945 in the aftermath of World War II, as a mechanism for promoting a culture of peace throughout the world. At its sixth session in 1948, UNESCO brought together a group of experts from across the world to craft a statement on race based on scientific research.73 The result was a bold statement, released on July 18, 1950, that unequivocally challenged any notion that race was biological. “There is no proof,” it explained, “that the groups of mankind differ in their innate mental characteristics, whether in respect of intelligence or temperament. The scientific evidence indicates that the range of mental capacities in all ethnic groups is much the same.” 74 UNESCO’s statement on race reaffirmed the universality of human rights—and it did so during a period of much social upheaval around issues of racial equality in the United States and elsewhere. By denouncing scientific racism, UNESCO’s statement bolstered the fight for human rights. Although the statement was swiftly condemned by those who rejected its pronouncements and later revised, its original iteration found much support among civil rights activists, including ACHR leaders, who recognized its significance and utility in the struggle to dismantle global white supremacy.75



Under her directorship, McKinley maintained—and in some ways, extended—the ACHR’s commitment to human rights activism. In addition to its public support of anti-apartheid movements in South Africa, the ACHR continued to emphasize the significance of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It called on United States leaders to not only accept the declaration but apply it to foreign policy. As it had done previously, the ACHR also advocated for the end of colonialism and called for expanded rights for marginalized groups across the globe.

During the late 1950s, McKinley worked closely with the Caribbean League of America. Established in January 1957 by a group of West Indian activists in New York City—including Barbados-born socialist Richard B. Moore, fellow Barbadian Reginald Pierrepointe, a journalist for the New York Amsterdam News, and attorney Hope Stevens from St. Kitts and Nevis—the league served as a liaison between Black people in the Caribbean and those in the United States.76 It endorsed self-determination in the Caribbean, resisted white imperialist control, and wanted to strengthen democracy in both the United States and the Caribbean. The members of the league did not waver in their international advocacy for the Caribbean. Once they settled in New York during the early twentieth century, Caribbean immigrants formed social networks through mutual aid organizations that brought together people from a range of economic backgrounds and different Caribbean nations. These groups provided spaces where immigrants could develop a more unified Caribbean identity while addressing rampant inequality in the United States.77

During the 1950s, Afro-Caribbean groups like the league sought out collaborations with African American leaders who shared a mutual interest in human rights. In April 1959, McKinley served as the executive director of the league’s annual conference. One of its primary goals was to address immigration policies, with the league planning to “study, re-evaluate, and propose feasible amendments” to the U.S. immigration laws that affected Caribbean nations. Members of the league advocated for an end to the strict immigration quotas, thereby allowing unlimited access for West Indian migrants to enter the United States.78 Delegates at the conference also called on the West Indies Federation—comprised of Antigua, Barbuda, Barbados, Dominica, Grenada, Jamaica, Montserrat, St. Kitts-Nevis-Anguilla, St. Lucia, St. Vincent, and Trinidad and Tobago—to move toward securing independence.79

McKinley continued this advocacy for the expansion of Black rights and freedom into her directorship of the ACHR. In October 1960, she and her colleagues in the ACHR held their Fourth Annual Workshop, which drew five hundred activists, college students, and politicians from across the country.80 Senator John F. Kennedy, then a candidate for U.S. president, attended the gathering held at Howard University. The council leaders voted unanimously to maintain a focus on international human rights through a resolution to ensure the “forthright execution of existing laws (U.S.) designed to protect human rights.” Workshop attendees also reaffirmed their support of the UN Charter, which upheld the principles of inherent human dignity, equality, and inalienable rights.81

Although McKinley made significant strides in her political work over the decade, she went through a host of personal and professional challenges. In 1951, she quietly filed paperwork requesting a divorce from her husband, John. Perhaps intentionally, she offered no details on the matter in public, and somehow the gossip columns that had otherwise followed her activities closely missed it. According to the divorce decree, McKinley accused her husband of desertion.82 The stigma associated with divorce at the time, especially in middle-class and elite circles, likely explains why McKinley chose to keep this information under wraps. Perhaps she feared it would hurt her public image or be a distraction from her activism. Whatever the reasons, after the end of her marriage, she continued her focus on raising their two daughters and thrusting herself into her political work.

Her leadership in the ACHR was the culmination of her political activities during the civil rights era. As the first woman elected to serve as director of the council, McKinley took advantage of the opportunity to boldly challenge racism and discrimination in American society. She collaborated with race leaders across the nation and made a positive impression on lawmakers who praised her skillful lobbying and organizing skills. She advocated for the passage of civil rights legislation, without ever losing sight of the global challenges facing Black people and other marginalized groups. She harnessed her position in the ACHR to leave her mark on human rights history by building on the work of earlier generations of Black women leaders who also recognized the importance of protecting and defending the rights and freedom of all people.

The opportunity to serve as director of the ACHR was notable but short-lived. After only a year and five months, McKinley was ousted from her position. Although the Baltimore Afro-American announced in December 1960 that McKinley had severed ties with the council, the shift in leadership was far more contentious.83 The problems began shortly after McKinley oversaw the ACHR’s October workshop that year. By all appearances, the event was a major success. However, Republican members of the ACHR accused McKinley of practicing favoritism because Vice President Richard Nixon did not attend the event, while John Kennedy did. Some of her colleagues insisted that McKinley had intentionally not invited Nixon to the gathering as an effort to boost Kennedy’s presidential campaign.84 In reality, Nixon had received an invitation from McKinley but declined to attend. However, the internal conflict shed light on some of the ideological differences and divisive political positions within the group.

By the time McKinley’s position came to an end, the ACHR was made up entirely of African American sororities—Alpha Kappa Alpha, Delta Sigma Theta, Sigma Gamma Rho, Zeta Phi Beta, and Phi Delta Kappa. The fraternities had broken ties with the group around 1957. In the years before, leaders of Kappa Alpha Psi, one of the last fraternities in the ACHR, began questioning its role in the organization. Its debates centered on various factors, including concerns about spending. In one instance, fraternity leaders pointed to the large amount of money spent on the ACHR and their desire to repurpose funds to support other larger civil rights organizations such as the NAACP.85 By one account, a leader of Omega Psi Phi, a fraternity that had refused to join ACHR, declared that supporting the ACHR was simply “duplicating uplift efforts” and therefore constituted “wasteful spending.” 86

There may have been other underlying factors, too, including uneasiness among some of the fraternity leaders about the ever-expanding leadership of women in the ACHR. Whatever the full circumstances, media accounts at the time suggest that the conflict was purely a matter of political differences. Although the ACHR publicly endorsed civil and human rights, it was a nonpartisan group, and its leaders did not always see eye to eye on political candidates. Although McKinley did not publicly address the matter, other Democratic women expressed frustration in the weeks following McKinley’s firing and went as far as to call on President Kennedy to block the ACHR from having preferential access to the White House.87

While the circumstances surrounding her departure from the ACHR were unpleasant, McKinley did not hesitate to pursue new opportunities. Only weeks after she was ousted from the council, Jet magazine reported that McKinley was quietly seeking a position in the Kennedy administration. Her plans did not pan out, but a year later she became the social secretary at the Vietnamese Embassy in Washington, D.C.88 The position, which she held for close to three years, was a far cry from her previous role. Whereas the directorship had afforded McKinley the opportunity to lead a national organization, her new appointment was behind the scenes and less influential in the broader struggle for human rights.

Still, McKinley found ways to capitalize on it to strengthen relationships with world leaders and build new transnational networks and collaborations among members of the Black middle and upper classes. Ironically, she had to rely on social events to make this possible, amplifying a practice she once asked other activists to abandon in the fight for civil and human rights. Shortly before Thanksgiving Day in 1962, McKinley hosted an elaborate dinner party at her home in D.C., featuring Marjorie Lawson, the first Black female judge in D.C., Tran Van Dinh, Vietnam’s former ambassador to Thailand, and his wife, Madame Nuong Van Dinh Tran.89

A year later, Jet reported that McKinley met the de facto first lady of South Vietnam, Madame Nhu—sister-in-law to President Ngo Dinh Diem and wife of his brother, who was Diem’s chief advisor.90 Nhu’s visit to the United States was part of a public relations tour, organized in an attempt to soften her image. She was a lightning rod, especially because of her inflammatory comments. Rather than quelling concerns, the visit only deepened divisions when Madame Nhu took the opportunity to denounce the Kennedy administration and accused the United States of using her family as scapegoats for Kennedy’s foreign policy failures in Vietnam.91

Despite the controversies surrounding Madame Nhu’s visit, members of the American press paid very close attention to her activities. Jet’s reporting on her visit focused on her brief meeting with McKinley at the Vietnamese Embassy. The magazine took special note of the occurrence because of what it represented for its readers—evidence of the rising influence of Black Americans in U.S. and global politics. “When Madam Nhu came to Dee Cee,” African American journalist Simeon Booker enthusiastically declared, “she found integration at the Viet Nam embassy.” 92 Although Booker did not elaborate further, his comment alluded to the fact that McKinley’s presence as a Black woman working at the embassy challenged the social order. In similar ways, McKinley’s social gatherings also defied segregation norms by providing opportunities for activists, intellectuals, and world leaders of diverse backgrounds to commingle and build interracial networks.

McKinley moved from the embassy in June 1964 after being appointed as an educational and cultural Exchange officer in the State Department.93 Established in 1961, the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs set out to “increase mutual understanding between the people of the United States and the people of other countries.” 94 While she had been unsuccessful in her bid for an appointment in the Kennedy administration, McKinley’s position under Lyndon Johnson’s presidency came during an especially critical time in the nation’s history. A month after she started, Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, a federal law that banned employment discrimination and prohibited discrimination in public facilities. The act represented one of the landmark developments of the civil rights movement, paving the way for the dismantling of Jim Crow in the United States.

Though McKinley remained interested in civil rights activism, she focused much of her efforts on human rights and global advocacy during these years. Her federal appointment opened a new avenue for McKinley to deepen relations with world leaders. As an educational and cultural exchange officer stationed in New York, she was expected to escort diplomats and other world leaders during their visits to the United States. Like African American journalist Marguerite Cartwright, who actively pursued relationships with African dignitaries from her home in Harlem, McKinley sought out opportunities to engage in global dialogue with like-minded leaders and activists. As one of only a few Black women appointed to the State Department that year, she leveraged her title to forge new transnational networks and collaborations.95

In many instances, she built these networks through social events—relying on the connections she had made decades earlier. In December 1965, she hosted a party at her home to introduce a group of African American leaders and artists to Dr. Oku Ampofo, a sculptor, musician, and physician from Ghana.96 McKinley’s friends Whitney Young, Jr., of the National Urban League, Aloncita Johnson Flood of the YWCA, and famed Harlem socialite Mollie Moon were among those in attendance. Born in Amanase, Akuapem, in 1908, Ampofo was the first Ghanian to receive a government scholarship to study medicine in 1932. While at Edinburgh University, he took art courses at night under the tutelage of sculptor Norman J. Forrest. In 1939, Ampofo received his medical degree, qualifying as a doctor with the Royal College of Surgeons. He returned to Ghana in 1940. By the time he visited New York, Ampofo had established himself as a well-respected doctor, specializing in herbal treatments, and as a talented artist whose sculptures featured African symbols and materials, such as ebony. An avowed Pan-Africanist, Ampofo received support from prominent Ghanian leader Kwame Nkrumah.97 Yet, in the United States, he was not well known during the 1960s. McKinley’s dinner party therefore opened a unique opportunity for some of the most influential Black Harlemites to become better acquainted with Ampofo’s work as both a doctor and artist.

In July 1967, she escorted Toumani Triande of Burkina Faso on a tour through Harlem.98 Triande was then director of Burkina Faso’s national museum (at the time called the National Museum of Upper Volta), overseeing a range of exhibits on the country’s culture and history. A year later, McKinley hosted a luncheon for Togolese politician Marguerite Adjoavi Thompson Trenou, then secretary-general of the Chamber of Commerce of Togo, at the UN headquarters in New York.99 Born in the town of Tsévié in 1921, Trenou was one of the most accomplished Togolese women of her generation. She obtained her law degree from the University of Abidjan. An advocate for the rights of women and girls, Trenou served as secretary-general of the Togolese women’s union during the 1960s.100

No doubt the opportunity to host events for Trenou and others was significant for McKinley, even if they were not as impactful on national politics when compared to her earlier work with the ACHR. On the one hand, these social activities underscore the varied ways in which Black women forged global connections through leisure and social activities.101 The parties and other social events opened up space for McKinley to mingle with world leaders and reaffirmed her commitment to human rights activism, her interest in global affairs, and her desire for African Americans to engage with Black people throughout the world. At the same time, McKinley’s work as an educational and cultural exchange officer sheds light on the complexities of U.S. foreign policy during the Cold War for Black activists. With the civil rights movement in full swing, U.S. leaders were especially concerned about their image abroad. To divert attention away from the indignities and injustices Black people endured in the United States, the State Department and other federal agencies created new opportunities for Black people to serve in visible roles, including some as cultural ambassadors on a global stage.102 Although U.S. leaders hoped to promote their foreign policy agenda, African Americans often took advantage of these new opportunities to help bolster the fight for rights and freedom. They chose to openly address, rather than cover up, the ongoing problem of racism in the United States.103

In a similar way, McKinley skillfully found ways to use her new position at the State Department to continue to advocate for civil and human rights. Her social events not only created spaces for influential African Americans in the city to meet world leaders, but they also provided a vehicle for these visitors to deepen their knowledge about the challenges facing people of African descent in the United States. For McKinley and many other Black women during the 1960s, the interconnected struggles for civil and human rights were always at the heart of their political activities. These women placed international pressure on U.S. leaders to confront racism and discrimination. The continued mistreatment of Black Americans, they emphasized, undermined the efforts of U.S. leaders to draw a stark contrast between American democracy and Soviet Communism. As other nations routinely used the subject of the Black freedom struggle to counterbalance American propaganda, Black women took advantage of this tension to advance their agendas for civil and human rights. This would be especially urgent as the Cold War waged on during the 1970s and 1980s.






chapter seven Internationalizing the Struggle

When the United Nations declared 1975 as International Women’s Year, the editors of the journal Freedomways released an editorial on the significance of Black women’s leadership.1 Established in 1961, Freedomways developed into one of the most influential periodicals for Black activists during the Cold War. Although not exclusively for Black women, Freedomways was led mostly by Black radical women who curated the journal and wrote for its pages throughout its twenty-five-year tenure.2 It became a crucial platform and an “intellectual community” for their global visions of freedom from the 1960s to the 1980s.3 The journal’s 1975 editorial “Black Women: Internationalizing the Struggle” argued that “the identification of Black women as a major force and component part of the struggle to advance the cause of liberation for all races and nationalities of peoples in this country” was necessary to “take the struggle for Black liberation to a higher level.” 4 Their position inserted Black women’s voices in national and global dialogues about human rights at a moment of possibility.

During the 1970s and 1980s, the international movement for human rights was rapidly advancing—buoyed by the previous decades of decolonization.5 A convergence of factors, including the rapid growth of Amnesty International as an organization that brought greater awareness to governmental human rights violations alongside global unrest in Latin America and the Caribbean, added fuel to the fight.6 The rise in activism and the changing geopolitical landscape—exemplified by the Soviet Union’s ratification of the UN covenants on human rights in 1973—helped cement a growing acceptance of human rights within international law.7 So, too, did the signing of the Helsinki Accords in August 1975. This far-reaching diplomatic agreement, signed by thirty-three European nations as well as Canada and the United States, enshrined human dignity and respect as core legal principles.

These developments, while significant, centered human rights at the level of nation-states. Activists throughout the world employed a range of strategies, including lobbying and grassroots political campaigns, to expand the meaning and extent of those rights beyond individual nations. Throughout Latin America and the Caribbean, a cadre of political leaders organized on local, national, and international levels to shape human rights law and ensure that racial discrimination would not be sidelined in public discussions.8 Feminists across the globe simultaneously worked to ensure that gender discrimination would not be overlooked. From June 19 to July 2, 1975, thousands came together in Mexico City for the UN conference honoring International Women’s Year.9 The gathering, which represented the first of four UN women’s conferences over the next two decades, placed women at the center of global policymaking.

Against the backdrop of the rapidly expanding human rights movement, as well as several key historical developments, including the Black Power movement, the Vietnam War, and the women’s liberation movement, writers in Freedomways emphasized the need to place Black women’s voices and concerns front and center. “By advancing the special demands for the rights of Black women, in the factories and in the home, in offices, at the professional levels, in politics and the educational arena, we will raise the level of democracy for all,” they asserted.10 Their statement reflected a broader Black feminist vision echoed two years later by members of the Combahee River Collective—a Black feminist lesbian organization that was active in Boston from 1974 to 1980.11

Building on the ideas and activism of generations of Black women, the writers and editors of Freedomways carved out a unique space for Black women who had a commitment to human rights advocacy. For these women, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which enshrined human rights in the modern era, meant little if Black women’s unique concerns were not part of it. They used an intersectional approach and resisted the notion that gender discrimination should be addressed in isolation from other systems of oppression. These Black radical feminists used Freedomways to advocate for the rights and liberation of all people, especially marginalized groups in the United States and across the globe.12 The journal also provided a creative medium for Black artistic expression, offering a glimpse into the cultural expressions of human rights during a moment of tremendous social change.13 From the editors’ careful selection of cover art and photography to interior art and poetry in each issue, Freedomways celebrated Black art and countered stereotypical depictions of Black people in media and in society at large.14

The journal gained support among Black radicals and its readership steadily grew in the first few years. It boasted readers in forty states and had an international reach with issues sent to supporters throughout Europe, North America, Africa, Asia, Australia, Latin America, and the Caribbean.15 With an estimated five hundred paid subscribers, Freedomways’ circulation was slight in comparison to mainstream Black periodicals such as the Crisis, New York Amsterdam News, and the Afro-American.16 However, the journal played a key role in Black communities as a medium for connecting activists throughout the diaspora. African leaders Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana and Kenya’s Jomo Kenyatta were two of its most prominent readers. During a period of intense U.S. government surveillance and widespread resistance toward Black radical movements, Freedomways offered a counterresponse to global white supremacy and provided a public space for Black women freedom fighters to internationalize the struggle for human rights during the Cold War.



Esther Cooper Jackson, who served as Freedomways’s managing editor for its entire twenty-five years, was one of the pioneers of the journal. She was born in Arlington, Virginia, in 1917. Her parents, George and Esther Irving Cooper, played an instrumental role in shaping her political ideas. Cooper’s father, a decorated military officer, and her mother, a civil rights activist and part-time teacher, cultivated her “interest in struggle and doing something about the Jim Crow situation in which we lived.” 17

After graduating in 1934 from Paul Laurence Dunbar High School in Washington, D.C., one of the preeminent Black high schools in the country, Cooper attended Oberlin College in Ohio. There, she was deeply moved by the surge of student protests in support of the Spanish Republic during the Spanish Civil War and developed a strong, lifelong commitment to antifascism.18 Graduating with a degree in sociology in 1938, she continued her work in that discipline in a master’s program at Fisk University in Nashville. The experience radicalized her. Having been deeply moved by witnessing poverty and inequality off campus, Cooper became a member of the Communist Party of the United States of America (CPUSA), which expanded her political networks. She set out to make a difference in the lives of “the people who were the most oppressed.” 19

Cooper’s marriage to Communist activist James E. Jackson in 1941 deepened her interest in radical politics. Born in Richmond, Virginia, in 1914, Jackson was a founder of the Southern Negro Youth Congress (SNYC), a radical civil rights organization that focused on expanding job opportunities, gender equality, and voting rights.20 During the late 1930s, Jackson met Cooper while visiting Nashville, where he was conducting research for Swedish sociologist and economist Gunnar Myrdal. “What impressed me most about him at that time was his sincere and passionate desire to change the Jim Crow South and to unite Negro and white in bringing about that change,” she recalled.21 Shortly thereafter, she became the office manager for the SNYC at its headquarters in Birmingham, Alabama.22 The new couple remained active in the SNYC after World War II, focusing on efforts to advance international solidarity among young people.23 In the late 1940s, Cooper Jackson lived in Detroit, where she was actively involved in the Progressive Party as well as the Civil Rights Congress, a left-wing group established to defend and protect the rights of all Americans, but especially African Americans and Communists.24

In the years leading up to the launch of Freedomways, Cooper Jackson and her husband endured intense federal surveillance and anti-Communist suppression. In 1951, a year after moving to New York City, Jackson was indicted along with several other Communist activists for “conspiracy to teach or advocate the violent overthrew of the government.” 25 He would spend the next five years in hiding as Cooper Jackson struggled to care for their two young daughters—taking on a part-time job as an assistant to a white doctor in Brooklyn.26 In 1955, Jackson turned himself in to authorities to be tried. He was convicted in 1956, but the ruling was overturned a year later.

Cooper Jackson came to Freedomways through her friend Louis Burnham, a leader in the SNYC and former editor of Paul Robeson’s Harlem-based newspaper Freedom, which ran from November 1950 to the summer of 1955. It provided an outlet for Black radical activists who were generally overlooked, censored, or negatively presented in mainstream Black media.27 New York–based Black radicals such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Eslanda Robeson, Lorraine Hansberry, and Vicki Garvin, had articulated their visions in Freedom during the height of the Second Red Scare and McCarthyism.28 Articles covered the struggles of Black workers, African liberation movements, and the fight to topple Jim Crow, among many other topics.29 But Freedom faced an uphill battle given the Cold War political context, struggling to maintain a strong and consistent readership since newsstands were reluctant to sell newspapers with perceived Communist connections or messaging.30 Burnham and fellow SNYC leader Ed Strong had the idea that Freedomways could serve as a continuation of Freedom, but they died before initiating it—Strong in 1957 and Burnham in 1960. Cooper Jackson and Shirley Graham Du Bois, desiring to extend the earlier work of Robeson, Burnham, and their associates, teamed up to launch Freedomways.31

By the time Shirley Graham Du Bois began collaborating with Cooper Jackson on Freedomways, she was already a widely recognized political activist, playwright, and author. Born in Indianapolis on November 11, 1896, Graham credited her parents with influencing her ideas on race and politics. Her father, Rev. David Graham, was an African Methodist Episcopal minister who taught his daughter Black history and ensured that she was knowledgeable about Black cultures.32 Her mother, Etta Bell Graham, who was of Native American and African descent, worked closely with Graham’s father in the church.33 In 1921, six years after graduating from high school in Spokane, Washington, Graham married Shadrach T. McCants, with whom she had two sons—Robert in 1923 and David in 1925.34 By 1927, her relationship with McCants had ended in divorce and Graham resumed her studies, enrolling at Howard University in Washington, D.C. During these years, Graham’s parents helped raise her sons as she traveled frequently—spending some time in Paris—and took classes at Howard and at other schools during the summer months.35

Over the next decade, Graham devoted much of her time to developing her artistic skills. She served as the head of the music department at Morgan College (now Morgan State University), an HBCU in Baltimore, from 1929 to 1931. Shortly thereafter, she enrolled in the music program at Oberlin, where she began writing and producing Tom-Tom, a three-act musical drama about African music and its continuation in the United States. The opera premiered in July 1932. She then returned to Oberlin to finish her bachelor’s and master’s degrees while delivering lectures across the country and teaching music at the Washington Conservatory of Music in the summer of 1934.36 She graduated from Oberlin in June 1935 with degrees in both music history and fine arts. After a short stint as the head of the Fine Arts Department at Tennessee Agricultural and Industrial State, an HBCU in Nashville, Graham accepted a position as director of the “Negro Unit” of the Chicago Federal Theatre.37 In her new role, Graham oversaw several popular productions during the mid- to late 1930s.38

In Chicago, Graham witnessed the challenging social conditions in Black communities during the Great Depression. Though she did not join the Communist Party at the time, she began to embrace its political message and developed relationships with leftist activists within and outside the city.39 She became close with W. E. B. Du Bois, whom she had first met when she was thirteen. By 1940, the two were in regular correspondence and in the midst of a developing romance.40 Starting in 1941, Graham began working for the United Services Organizations (USO), a private nonprofit that oversaw leisure activities for the military. The position opened an opportunity for her to direct productions for African American troops at Fort Huachuca in Arizona. There, she spoke out against the discrimination African Americans faced at the base—a decision that led to her dismissal from the post in 1942.41

Her experience with the USO, combined with the painful loss of her son Robert from tuberculosis, helped Graham to clarify her political mission. She moved to New York City shortly thereafter and began working as a field secretary for the NAACP.42 She started traveling across the country, helping to recruit members and organize new chapters.43 In 1943, Graham resigned from her position to focus her attention on writing several biographies of Black leaders.44 Though she embraced the mission of the NAACP, she began to collaborate more with members of the Communist left by the late 1940s. Her friendship with Paul Robeson blossomed, and she grew even closer to Du Bois.45

On Valentine’s Day, 1951, Graham and Du Bois wed in secret, two days before his arraignment in Washington, D.C., for violating the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA)—a charge leveled against Du Bois despite the fact that he was not working for any outside government. Like other Black leftists of this period, Du Bois was targeted by the U.S. government for his radical views. His advocacy for world peace, combined with his willingness to criticize the United States at home and abroad on the issue of racial equality, made him a target in an era beset by McCarthyism.46 Although Du Bois was acquitted in November 1951 of the trumped-up charge of spreading Communist propaganda—simply for his involvement in issuing a petition protesting nuclear weapons—he and Graham Du Bois weathered consistent scrutiny and government surveillance in the years to follow.47 In 1952, the State Department barred Du Bois from traveling internationally, and three years later, Graham Du Bois was denied a passport because of her leftist ties.48 As the couple became increasingly popular and influential in leftist circles, federal officials attempted to undermine their political work.

When the couple’s passports were reinstated in 1958, they embarked on an international trip, which included stops in the Soviet Union and China.49 While traveling abroad, Graham Du Bois shared her global vision of peace and freedom for all people, regardless of race, gender, or national origin. Writing in Soviet Woman magazine in 1959, she emphasized that “[w]omen in the United States must intensify their efforts. For upon us lies heavy responsibility for the peace of the world.” 50 At a July 1960 meeting of the Convention People’s Party, a Ghanaian socialist political party led by Kwame Nkrumah, she delivered a dynamic speech in which she emphasized the interconnected experiences of women all over the world.


[W]e Negro women cannot talk of maintaining Peace when Peace does not exist for the women of South Africa, for the women of Algeria, not even for the Negro women of certain sections of our own United States. For Peace like Freedom is indivisible! The Assemblies of the world must know that until there is Peace in Freedom for black and brown women of this world there can be no world peace for white women.51



She rejected the glorification of the nation-state and reminded attendees that the quest for Black liberation was intertwined with a global struggle.

When Cooper Jackson invited her to help launch Freedomways, Graham Du Bois was eager to accept. While Graham Du Bois served as the editor of the journal and Cooper Jackson served as the managing editor, both women raised funds and planned its initial issues.52 With a small operating budget, they brought an estimated five hundred activists and writers together to celebrate its launch at New York’s Hotel Martinique in April 1961.53 From the outset, the editors signaled their deep commitment to advancing human rights activism. At the event, they emphasized their support for African liberation struggles by inviting Congolese UN ambassador Thomas Rudolphe Kanza to deliver a speech.54

The editors and writers of Freedomways, many of whom were involved in the earlier anti-fascist movement, built on their long-standing networks in Black radical communities to keep the journal afloat.55 They were met with many challenges, including the government surveillance Cooper Jackson and others endured during these years. According to her, “Early subscribers and writers for the magazine even had FBI agents visit them to ensure they were aware that the magazine was ‘Communist,’ ” a move authorities hoped would dismantle the journal’s base of support.56 Both women were familiar with this tactic due to the harassment they had received in the 1950s. Still, the journal continued to grow its readership. Freedomways drew support from the diverse group of writers who contributed to the outlet, representing various perspectives on some of the most pressing issues of the day, as well as a diverse pool of Black activists—integrationists, nationalists, moderates, and radicals.57

The journal emerged as the civil rights movement in the United States entered a new stage in conjunction with emerging liberation struggles in Africa.58 Publishing four times a year, it merged Black feminist and leftist politics during an era of widespread political organizing.59 Although the Black left endured intense resistance in these years, Freedomways represented a continuum of Black radicalism—linking an older generation of activists to younger ones.60 The periodical also provided a bridge between civil rights activists and Black leftists who found a space in which to join together around their mutual interests in toppling Jim Crow and expanding rights and opportunities.61 Those who contributed to the journal did not always agree ideologically, but they found in the outlet a unique setting to address urgent social issues that affected workers, people of African descent in the United States and abroad, and people of color globally. For many of the writers, Freedomways provided a medium for advocating for global revolution and a conduit for forging transnational relationships with other people of color.62

This was the case for Jean Carey Bond, a younger activist from New York who became a writer for Freedomways during the early 1960s and an editor around 1970.63 Carey Bond, the niece of African American lawyer and Communist leader Benjamin J. Davis, was a graduate of Sarah Lawrence College, where she majored in world literature. She became involved in the journal in her mid-twenties.64 Carey Bond was a member of the Harlem Writers Guild, a prestigious group of Black writers established in 1950 to address the exclusion of African American writers from mainstream literary culture in New York.65 In August 1964, she and her husband, Max Bond, an architect, relocated to Ghana to assist with its nation-building efforts.66 As a writer and an editor for Freedomways, Carey Bond worked to amplify the presence of Black creative writers in the United States and abroad. One of her most well-known features in the journal was a special issue she edited on the life and legacy of the famed playwright Lorraine Hansberry.67 Carey Bond was able to raise international awareness about the journal, and successfully recruited African writers for it. Building on the earlier editorial work of Graham Du Bois, she worked to center the voices of Black creative writers, whose artistic expressions and imaginations further reinforced the journal’s human rights advocacy. Carey Bond and other editors carefully curated each issue of the journal by featuring an array of art, photography, short stories, and poetry alongside articles, book reviews, and social commentary.68

The journal’s heyday coincided with the growth of the international human rights movement. While Black women activists worked to advance civil and human rights on the grassroots level, the writers of Freedomways were attempting to raise national consciousness on these matters. The editors set out to challenge what they described as the “dark clouds of colonialism, oppression and humiliation.” They denounced the exploitation of people of African descent and called on activists to recognize that these practices undermined the global struggle for human rights. “This is our world—a world in which our tasks and responsibilities are heavy,” they explained in the inaugural issue. “[W]hat we do here in the United States is an increasingly potent factor in the all-embracing battle for human rights in subject lands, for freedom from imperialist domination, for peaceful relations among nations.” 69 For the writers of Freedomways, securing human rights at home and abroad would only be possible with the help and advocacy of Black women in the United States. And so, they made it their mission to leave no issue unaddressed.

African colonialism was a core concern that writers tackled within the journal’s pages. They grappled with the challenges African nations faced and proposed various strategies to bring an end to white imperialist control. In one of the earliest editorials from 1961, Saiza Nabarawi, a trailblazer in women’s rights activism in North Africa, emphasized the vital role of women in creating a more equal society.70 Born in Cairo, Egypt, in 1897, Nabarawi was raised in Paris by her mother’s cousins before returning to Egypt at the age of fifteen.71 In 1923, she helped to establish the Egyptian Feminist Union, a pioneering independent feminist movement that merged social welfare and political activism.72 Two years later, she became editor of the group’s journal, L’Égyptienne.73 A staunch advocate of women’s rights and Palestinian human rights, Nabarawi became involved in various political groups during the 1960s. In Freedomways, she insisted that “women in Asia and Africa” have been at the forefront of liberation struggles, keeping “the sacred fire of struggle alive in the hearts of their countrymen.” “If the women of Asia and Africa have been the last to enjoy their political rights,” she explained, “it is because imperialism has always operated in order to keep colonized people, and more particularly the women in a state of backwardness and ignorance.” 74

Closer to home, writers condemned U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War. In 1967, Diane Nash Bevel, one of the leaders of the 1960 civil rights sit-in movement at Fisk University, articulated her vision of global peace and unity. After recounting her visit to Vietnam in December 1966, she argued against the war, noting its inability to improve global social conditions: “I am against the war because I am against using murder as a solution to human problems.” 75 A subsequent editorial, written by Dorothy Cotton, the director of citizenship education and staff training for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, emphasized the significance of peace in the struggle for human rights.76 She recounted her visit to South Vietnam, which impressed upon her the need to bring the war to an immediate end. She called on readers to condemn U.S. engagement in the conflict: “How can we justify supporting dictatorial and despotic measures in establishing the democratic process? How can we use inhumane and vicious means to a noble and just end?” 77 Cotton’s questions underscored the urgency of the moment and served as a call to action for activists near and far. Her perspective mirrored that of countless other Black women writers in Freedomways. In 1972, the year she made history as the first Black woman to run for president, Shirley Chisholm condemned the Vietnam War and called on U.S. leaders to withdraw in a speech at the National Press Club. The editors reprinted the speech to share Chisholm’s antiwar message with its readers. For Chisholm, the war was not only a hindrance to advancing human rights, but also a distraction that undermined efforts to improve socioeconomic conditions at home.78

By the time Freedomways featured Chisholm’s speech, the journal had undergone major changes to its editorial team. Graham Du Bois stepped away from her leadership role following the death of her husband in 1963 but continued to serve as a contributing editor and writer for several years after. Though she was committed to the journal’s underlying mission of advancing Black liberation at home and abroad, she took issue with some of the changes in the journal’s content and editorial direction. For instance, she was dismayed that the journal prioritized national developments—especially the civil rights movement in the United States—over more transnational themes and developments taking place elsewhere.79 She also did not think that the journal was militant enough. At its inception, she wanted it to be explicitly Marxist.80 She also bemoaned what she viewed as the journal’s overreliance on the CPUSA. Instead, she advocated for a more independent approach and called on her associates to make more space in the periodical for Black nationalists, whose voices were largely absent.81



Despite these internal challenges, the journal managed to stay afloat and continued to play a key role in promoting human rights advocacy—with close attention to the issues that concerned Black women. Similar to the nineteenth-century periodical Woman’s Era, Freedomways offered a platform for Black women to agitate for women’s rights and denounce racial and sexual violence. In 1975, the editors came together to extend their support to Joan Little, an African American woman who had been charged with the murder of a white prison guard who had attempted to rape her.82 Born in the small town of Washington, North Carolina, on May 8, 1954, Little was the oldest of nine children. Her mother, Jessie Ruth Little, was a domestic worker and her stepfather, Arthur Williams, relied on seasonal work.83 Joan had a difficult childhood, marred by a contentious relationship with her stepfather that contributed to her lashing out at him and others. In 1968, her mother asked a judge to send Joan to the Dobbs Training School for delinquent girls. By the time she turned eighteen, Joan had moved out of her parents’ home and was renting her own place.84

Little had several brushes with the law, and in 1974 was arrested for burglary along with her brother Jerome, resulting in her receiving two prison terms—each between seven and ten years.85 While serving the prison sentence at the Beaufort County jail, she was attacked by Clarence Alligood, a sixty-two-year-old white prison guard. Alligood had entered Little’s cell on the evening of August 27, 1974, with an ice pick in hand and the intention of forcing Little to engage in sexual acts. In self-defense, Little managed to get ahold of the ice pick—fatally stabbing her attacker and then fleeing the jail. In September 1974, after several days on the run, she turned herself in and was charged with first-degree murder, facing the possibility of a death sentence.86

In Freedomways, Black women connected the Little case to the long history of human rights abuses against Black women. They pointed to the persistent attacks against Black women’s bodily autonomy. “It is, indeed, unfortunate that Clarence Alligood lost his life; but it is even more unfortunate that Clarence Alligood accepted and then abused a post which called for integrity and basic regard for human rights.” For the editors of Freedomways, the Little case represented one example of how Black women and other marginalized groups, including those living in poverty, were exploited and mistreated in the American criminal justice system.87 These realities, the editors argued, constituted human rights violations.

Along with Freedomways, feminists across the nation rallied together to support Little. From Black Power leader Elaine Brown and Black feminist Florynce Kennedy to Representative Shirley Chisholm and peace activist Coretta Scott King, well-known Black women freedom fighters from all sectors of society came to her defense. Other national groups followed suit, including the Combahee River Collective, the Third World Women’s Alliance, and the National Black Feminist Organization, a group that worked to address the dual burden of sexism and racism Black women faced in the United States.88 They emphasized the gendered and racialized dynamics of the case, pointing out the ways Little had been victimized in prison and again in the media by those who refused to recognize her rights and her personhood. In a blistering 1975 editorial in Ms. magazine, Angela Davis argued that the violence Little endured was not solely an attack on Little, but “a means of terrorizing the entire black community,” adding that “it placed brutal emphasis on the fact that black slaves were indeed the property of the white master.” 89

Davis’s remarks captured the perspective of many Black feminists of the period who pointed out the historical factors that shaped Little’s experiences and were committed to ensuring that she received the strongest possible legal defense. “Free Joan Little” rallies were organized in several U.S. cities, including New York, Boston, and Detroit. In Little’s home state of North Carolina, local groups organized fundraising campaigns.90 The collective efforts yielded an estimated $250,000 to help cover her legal defense.91 The activism stretched across the globe, with feminists in Holland and a group of attorneys in the Middle East raising funds for her.92 The collective support for Little from the editors of Freedomways and from activists at home and abroad set the stage for her acquittal in August 1975. After five weeks, a jury made up of mostly women found Little not guilty of first-degree murder. The verdict represented a moment of triumph for freedom fighters who had advocated for Little’s release. And it also helped to build momentum among Black women activists.

Freedomways’s writers fought against scientific racism with the same vigor with which they challenged racialized and sexual violence. During the 1970s, civil rights leader Dorothy Burnham was one of the most vocal opponents of scientific racism to write in the journal. Born in Brooklyn on March 22, 1915, Dorothy was the daughter of Barbadian immigrants Aletha and Frederick Challenor.93 She graduated from Brooklyn College with a degree in microbiology in 1936. That year, she was recruited to the Communist Party by Black radical feminist Claudia Jones.94 Born in Trinidad in 1915, Jones migrated to Harlem during the 1920s and became an active member of the Communist Party. A gifted writer and journalist, she worked to broaden Marxist theory by centering women, gender, and race. Her groundbreaking article “An End to the Neglect of the Problems of the Negro Woman,” published several years after she recruited Dorothy to the party, emphasized the triple oppression of race, class, and gender.95

During the early 1940s, Dorothy married Esther Cooper Jackson’s friend and a founder of SNYC, Louis Burnham.96 Shortly thereafter, she relocated to Birmingham, Alabama, and became educational director for the SNYC. By the time she became involved in Freedomways, Burnham had returned to New York as a laboratory technician, later becoming a professor at Hostos Community College and teaching science in the adult education program at Empire State University.97

Burnham would later get involved in the Brooklyn-based Sisters Against South African Apartheid—established in 1986 to express solidarity with South African feminist Winnie Mandela, who had been arrested and detained the year before.98 The group would evolve into an anti-colonial space in which to condemn the South African government and organize rallies and demonstrations in front of the South African consulate—at times, leading to the arrest of their members. They also provided material aid to Black Africans.99

Years before, in the spring 1971 issue of Freedomways, Burnham had written a sharp critique of what she labeled the “new pseudoscience of racism.” 100 Drawing comparisons to Nazi Germany, she noted how scientists in the United States were dividing Black and white Americans by promoting the idea of an “intelligence gene.” “In this scientific age, the ruling class has found scientists to promulgate these same ideas of the superiority of the upper classes over the lower classes, the superiority of one race over others,” she argued.101 The spread of these racist ideas, Burnham explained, provided justification for government policies that served to exploit and even dehumanize Black people and other people of color.

This was evident in the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, an experiment in Macon County, Alabama, which ran from 1932 to 1972.102 The study, led by the United States Public Health Service, examined nearly four hundred men with latent syphilis and two hundred men in a control group. Doctors had recruited rural Black men in Alabama as participants by promising medical treatment while surreptitiously documenting the long-term effects of untreated syphilis. The men involved were unaware of their diagnosis, and they were not provided with treatment for the disease. The study, which ended a year after Burnham’s Freedomways article, exemplified how scientific racism facilitated substantial harm to Black communities.

As Burnham pointed out, the spread and development of scientific racism hindered the expansion of human rights to all people in the U.S. and abroad. She therefore implored readers, and especially members of the scientific community, to denounce these racist ideas. In a subsequent article, published in the spring of 1975, Burnham reiterated how the work of racist scientists thwarted human rights and only served to deepen inequity in all sectors of society: “In the past few years there has been an acceleration of scientific research which has been directed against the human interests of the poor, the oppressed and minority groups.” She then highlighted several developments that stemmed directly from the growth of scientific racism, including the exploitative practice of exposing impoverished people and mentally ill Americans to scientific experimentation.103

Other Freedomways writers echoed Burnham’s sentiments. Dr. Arlene P. Bennett, a Philadelphia-based clinician who had previously served as a medical consultant on minority affairs in New Jersey, denounced eugenics in a spring 1974 editorial.104 The first Black woman to graduate from the Perelman School of Medicine at the University of Pennsylvania, Bennett explained how scientific racism was being used to further institutional racism. Through an array of examples, including the passage of the United States’ restrictive Immigration Act of 1924 and sterilization laws that targeted Black and impoverished women during the 1930s, Bennett pointed out how eugenics divided humanity and paved the way for laws based on false notions of white superiority and Black inferiority.105 Like Burnham, Bennett framed these developments as an affront to human dignity.106

Freedomways’s strong focus on racism in science and medicine was part and parcel of its broader attention to how developments at home and abroad undermined the fight for human dignity. During the 1970s and 1980s, the writers were especially invested in the global community of Black activists who contributed to anti-apartheid struggles in South Africa. In the winter 1975 issue, the magazine featured short essays from two African American college students—Akosua Barthwell and Patricia A. Roberts—about African liberation.107 Barthwell’s essay began by addressing the rich tradition of alliances between Black Americans and other oppressed groups, including Native Americans and Africans. Barthwell then went on to highlight the challenges facing Black people nationally and globally, with a focus on developments taking place in South Africa. “Literally scores of millions have lost their lives through centuries of exploitation which have included slavery, colonialism and inhumane racist oppression,” she explained. “These conditions have prevented millions of Blacks from enjoying healthy, productive lives.” Given the shared experiences between people of African descent in the United States and globally, Barthwell emphasized the need for transnational political solidarities in the “battle against racism.” 108 Roberts shared similar sentiments, insisting that “[a]ll of us, brothers and sisters alike, have a concrete and moral obligation to our sisters and brothers of South Africa and Africa as a whole. The fight for African liberation is our fight. Until we recognize this, we ourselves will never be truly free.” 109

The editors of Freedomways reinforced their views. In a 1976 editorial entitled “South Africa and the USA,” they outlined the challenges facing South Africans and denounced the complicity of the American government in apartheid. The international community, they argued, “has a moral obligation and a political self-interest” to provide aid for African people and to bring an end to apartheid in South Africa. Regardless of one’s background or political affiliation, the editors argued, all Americans needed to join forces to challenge a “regime which tramples on the human rights of all who oppose it, regardless of race or color.” 110 The editors reiterated this point in a 1977 article, “Foreign Policy and Progress at Home,” in which they argued that U.S. foreign policy for the past thirty years “has been characterized by its lack of morality and its unconcern for human rights.” 111 Camille A. Bratton, a freelance writer from Chicago, offered a detailed breakdown in her article “A Matter of Record.” Recounting the U.S. voting record in the United Nations since 1946, Bratton noted that American leaders had voted against every liberation movement that challenged colonial oppression. This pattern led to her conclusion that “the U.S. is trying to save a system of economic exploitation and political tyranny while trying to hold on to a fast-fading dream of imperialist world domination.” 112

The cost of the United States’ support for colonialism—and the human rights abuses that accompanied it—were exemplified the year prior to Bratton’s article, when South Africa responded violently to a wave of youth protests.113 In June 1976, a group of students led a march in Soweto to protest—among other conditions—the South African government’s introduction of Afrikaans as the language of instruction in Black schools. In response to the mass protest, South African police opened fire, killing an estimated twenty-five students. This violent response to peaceful protest ignited a swift rebuke, with more Black protesters joining the struggle to resist the racist and imperialist policies of the South African government. In a matter of weeks, protests erupted across South Africa, with marches in Atteridgeville (near Pretoria), Johannesburg, and Cape Town.114 The Soweto Uprising ushered in sixteen months of protests, with students and police clashing in the streets.115 By August 1977, an estimated 575 people had been killed and hundreds of buildings, including many schools, were damaged or destroyed.116 Despite the tragic outcome, the Soweto Uprising lit a fire among activists across the Black diaspora—and it helped to bolster the international campaign for human rights. Activists in the United States and across the globe joined the effort to denounce the actions of South African officials, highlighting their dehumanizing treatment of Black Africans.117

Attorney Jeanne Woods, who was active in several political organizations at the time, was part of the effort to end apartheid in South Africa. In June 1984, she delivered a report on the struggle to end apartheid at the North American Regional Conference for Action Against Apartheid in New York.118 Held at the United Nations, the three-day conference brought together a diverse group of activists from across the globe to build coalitions and devise strategies for ending apartheid. During this period, Woods’s research and writing under the auspices of the National Anti-Imperialist Movement in Solidarity with African Liberation informed U.S. and African activists alike, providing a blueprint for those committed to securing rights and freedom for Black South Africans.119

That fall, Woods turned to Freedomways to offer a scathing critique of U.S. leaders for their complicity. The cordial relationship between President Ronald Reagan and South African leaders, Woods argued, had allowed South Africa to benefit financially while also receiving recognition from the International Monetary Fund.120 She emphasized the exploitative and racist nature of South African laws, including the Orderly Movement and Settlement of Black Persons Act, which barred nearly 75 percent of the African population from living in urban areas without a permit. Underscoring the “common struggle” and “common enemy” between African Americans and Africans on the continent, Woods advocated for global sanctions against the South African government: “The imperialists know that sanctions, enforceable through the mechanisms of the United Nations, can destroy the foundation of apartheid and topple it to the ground.” 121

The Free South Africa movement provided another space for Black women to mobilize against apartheid. The most influential anti-apartheid organization in the United States during the 1980s, it was established in November 1984 by four African American leaders—Randall Robinson, president of TransAfrica; Mary Frances Berry, a member of the U.S. Civil Rights Commission; law professor Eleanor Holmes Norton; and Congressman Walter Fauntroy. The movement quickly captured the attention of Black activists across the nation, including those on college campuses.122 In only a matter of months, it represented a broad coalition of civil rights groups, women’s rights groups, and campus organizations and ultimately compelled Congress to adopt the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act of 1986, which imposed sanctions on the South African government.123

The editors of Freedomways recognized the significance of this group and published a 1985 editorial based on an excerpt of a report written by Gay McDougall. Born Gay Johnson two years after the end of World War II, McDougall was raised in the Atlanta neighborhood of Dixie Hills. After graduating from Booker T. Washington High School in 1965, she went on to integrate Agnes Scott College, a previously all-white women’s college in Decatur, Georgia, and attended for two years before transferring to Bennington College in Vermont. Following graduation, she enrolled in Yale Law School, graduating in 1972.124 A successful attorney, McDougall became director of the Southern Africa Project of the Washington-based Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law in 1980. The group provided legal aid and funding for political activists in South Africa who had been imprisoned indefinitely without a trial or representation. Under McDougall’s leadership and the group’s partnership with South African lawyers, it successfully challenged the apartheid regime’s laws in the nation’s courts and helped thousands of activists get out of jail.125

Her report, which formed the basis of the Freedomways editorial in 1985, outlined how the Free South Africa movement reignited the divestment and sanctions movement across the nation. It noted the vast number of activists in the United States—nearly two thousand—who had been arrested during public demonstrations at the South African Embassy in Washington, D.C. Her report went on to describe how these efforts, combined with a wave of protests in other cities across the country, would not have been possible without the Black masses in urban areas. “The Free South Africa Movement, which has been forged under black leadership and reflects the commitment of a multicolored conglomeration of individuals and organizations,” Freedomways avowed, “can legitimately take credit for the new climate in Congress regarding U.S. relations with South Africa.” 126

By this time, Freedomways had become one of the most essential public spaces for Black women writers to advocate for the end of colonialism, imperialism, and white supremacy on the African continent. Several years earlier, in the fall issue of 1975, the magazine had reprinted Namibian teacher Magdalena Nahambo Shamena’s letter to Rashleigh E. Jackson, who was president of the United Nations Council for Namibia.127 Born near Ondangwa, she became a teacher and immersed herself in local and national politics, advocating on behalf of Black Namibians, many of whom lived in poverty.128 Her political agitation brought her in conflict with colonial authorities, and shortly before her letter appeared in Freedomways, Shamena had been notified that she would be arrested under the Suppression of Communism Act and the Terrorism Act. She fled the country, relocating to Zambia to escape arrest. In her letter, Shamena describes the difficulties facing Black people in Namibia and, in particular, the resistance and violence teachers endured. She recounted the frequent classroom visits from South African police officers, who arrested faculty members who were active in the movement to end colonialism. And she noted the threats of violence Black students faced from white teachers at Ongwediva State Secondary and Teachers Training College, who worked in tandem with the South African police. “It is the hope of the Namibian women, as it is the hope of every Namibian patriot,” she explained, “that the world community will continue to seek new and effective measures to help the Namibian people to expel South African colonial rule from our beloved motherland.” 129

The geographical coverage of the journal was vast, with articles that covered commonalities and developments taking place globally in Asia, Europe, Latin America, and the Caribbean. In 1982, Freedomways editor Jean Carey Bond wrote an article on activists in Ireland who identified with the Third World struggle.130 Describing a recent trip to Northern Ireland in which she met with local activists, Carey Bond outlined the history of the conflict between the Irish and British in the region and emphasized the commitment of the people she met to fight against British occupation. “Their allies,” Carey Bond emphasized, “are the Black people of South Africa, the Palestinians, [and] Afro-Americans.” 131

Other Freedomways issues focused on developments taking place in the Middle East, especially on the challenges facing Palestinians. In the summer of 1979, one year after President Jimmy Carter brokered the Camp David Accords to facilitate peace between Israel and Egypt, the editors published “Towards Peace in the Middle East,” in which they called on the United States to support the rights of the Palestinian people. They noted that peace in the Middle East was not possible without the broad recognition of Palestinians’ rights and self-determination: “The present policies being pursued in the Middle East make a mockery of our nation’s human rights concerns.” 132 In a subsequent article, published in the spring of 1980, they highlighted multiple ways that U.S. foreign policy undermined human rights in the Middle East. “As long as U.S. taxpayers are footing the bill for the Israeli military occupation of the West Bank, Israel is under no compulsion to respect the rights of the Palestinian people,” they passionately argued.133 They reiterated this message in two special issues on the Middle East, released in 1983.

Only a year before, Israeli soldiers had entered Lebanon to wipe out Palestine Liberation Organization insurgents within its borders. The conflict, known as the Lebanon War, resulted in the Sabra and Shatila massacre in which Lebanese Christians, allies of Israel, murdered an estimated 1,400 Palestinians in the refugee camps in September 1982.134 The atrocities received a sharp rebuke from activists the world over. In a special issue on the Middle East, Freedomways writers condemned the massacres, called out U.S. leaders for their complicity, and emphasized the need for African Americans to align themselves with the plight of Palestinians. “As people with a long history of struggle against U.S. racism, at home and abroad, Afro-Americans refuse to ignore or be insensitive to the racist character of the Israeli military occupation of the West Bank and Gaza: an occupation carried out with the complicity of the United States,” they noted.135 An editorial by Angela M. Gilliam, then professor of anthropology and chair of the politics, economics, and society program at the State University of New York at Old Westbury, reinforced this point, framing Israel as a settler colonial state that upheld policies that only served to “perpetuate racism and militarism at home and abroad.” 136 Gilliam’s article, as well as the writings of many others, capture the broad geographical reach of Freedomways, and perhaps more importantly, highlight their sustained commitment to expanding rights and freedom for people in every part of the world.



Despite the important role Freedomways played as a vehicle for Black women’s human rights advocacy, the publication struggled to stay afloat in the early 1980s. The journal had had bumps along the way but managed to survive them until then. The growing financial difficulties, however, all but guaranteed the outlet’s inevitable closure. Although they had devoted years to the journal, the editors could not keep up with an array of financial challenges as subscribers waned and publishing expenses grew.137 By 1985, the journal was also facing some staffing difficulties. Cooper Jackson, who was sixty-eight at the time, was planning to retire. As the managing editor for the journal’s full run, she had played an instrumental role in sustaining it. Without new editors in place, and amid the mounting financial challenges, the journal ceased publication in the fall of 1985—during the height of the anti-apartheid movement.138

The end of the journal, however, was no indication of the end of a movement. While its absence certainly created a void for Black activists across the United States and globally, the legacy of Freedomways endured for many years to follow. Many of the writers who graced the pages of the journal would go on to lead various organizations and initiatives that shaped the national and global movement for human rights. Attorney Gay McDougall, whose writings on the Free South Africa movement were featured in Freedomways, played a key role in the anti-apartheid movement by collaborating with South African lawyers and providing legal and financial aid during the 1980s. Shortly after Nelson Mandela’s release from prison in 1990, McDougall was appointed—the only American—as a member of South Africa’s Independent Electoral Commission, which oversaw the first democratic elections—in which citizens of all races could participate—in South Africa in 1994. From 1994 to 2008, she served as director of the International Human Rights Law Group, a nonprofit organization that brings together legal professionals engaged in human rights advocacy.139 In similar fashion, attorney Jeanne Woods, who had condemned the complicity of U.S. leaders in the apartheid system in South Africa in a 1984 editorial, made noteworthy contributions to international human rights history. She served as an international observer during the elections in South Africa at the end of apartheid. She would go on to teach public international law and human rights law at Loyola University College of Law in New Orleans.

Above all, the intellectual community forged through the journal would remain intact through the various organizations and groups in which writers and editors were active. These include the Black Radical Congress (BRC), in which Freedomways editor Carey Bond became a founding member.140 Established by a group of progressive Black community leaders—including radicals, nationalists, feminists, and lesbian and gay activists—in Chicago in 1998, the BRC built on the tradition of the earlier National Negro Congress, a militant civil rights group.141 It provided a network for community activists—those who embraced the Black radical tradition—to work together around a range of urgent issues in Black communities at large. With an emphasis on the needs and concerns of Black working-class and impoverished people, members of the BRC organized to demand better employment opportunities and conditions in cities across the United States. Reminiscent of Freedomways, the group emphasized the need to view these concerns through a global lens. “Now is the time to rebuild a strong, uncompromising movement for human rights, full employment and self-determination,” they declared at their June 1998 gathering in Chicago.142 One focus of the group was combating police violence and brutality in Black and impoverished communities. For members of BRC, the fight for human rights would be incomplete without a commitment to abolishing state-sanctioned violence. Many other activists, including Black women organizing in New York during the 1990s and 2000s, shared these sentiments. Together, the efforts of these freedom fighters from diverse backgrounds would help to build momentum for a growing human rights movement at home and abroad.






chapter eight The Battle for Justice for Everyone

February 4, 1999, was the most challenging day of Kadiatou “Kadi” Diallo’s life. She received the news that Amadou, her firstborn son, had died. Only twenty-three years old, he had been living in the United States for nearly two and a half years. Shortly before his death, Amadou had started a new job selling goods near Union Square.1 In the days and weeks before his death, he had spoken glowingly about his life in the United States.2 He had built up his savings and was nearing his goal of enrolling in college. He was excited about the future and making plans to marry Benti, a girl from Conakry, Guinea.3

It would take several more days before Kadi learned the full circumstances of Amadou’s death. But she could hardly accept what she was told. Amadou had been gunned down by four white police officers, all members of an elite anti-crime unit.4 After a long day of work on February 3, Amadou had arrived home just before midnight. For reasons unknown—perhaps he was planning to grab a bite to eat—he left his apartment building after midnight. An unmarked police car—with four plainclothes officers—spotted Amadou outside of his apartment building at 1157 Wheeler Avenue in the Bronx. The police would claim Amadou resembled a rape suspect they were pursuing in the area, although the assaults in question had occurred nine months earlier. When Amadou allegedly reached into his jacket after the officers called out to him, they fatally shot him. At their trial, the officers insisted that they thought Amadou was reaching for a gun.5 They would later determine that it was his wallet. The official autopsy revealed that Amadou had been shot at forty-one times. Nineteen bullets had entered his body.6 Finding out these details devastated Kadi. And it propelled her to take up the mantle of human rights advocacy: “Amadou’s blood will feed the battle for justice for everyone.” 7

Kadi’s story mirrored that of countless Black women in the United States whose lives drastically changed following the loss of a loved one to police violence. During an era in which the international movement for human rights experienced a significant surge, Black women in the United States found themselves fighting on the grassroots level for the recognition of Black rights and dignity, including protection from police violence. Employing multiple tactics and strategies, including community-based activism, mass lobbying, public protest, and international appeal, these women politicized their roles as mothers, daughters, and sisters to call attention to the devaluation of Black lives. They drew on the diverse demographics and networks in the United States and elsewhere to demand new U.S. laws and policies that would hold police officers accountable for their actions and, in turn, send the message that the lives of Black people everywhere are valuable. Black women’s local organizing and mobilizing during the 1990s and 2000s illuminate how they collaborated to secure human rights on a national and global scale for those marginalized.8



Born in Labé, the second-largest city in Guinea, on August 3, 1959, Kadi was the fourth child and the third girl of her mother, Diaraye Diallo, who managed the household. Her father, Amadou Diallo—whom she would name her son after—held various professional jobs. His plans to become a doctor were derailed after a nervous breakdown.9 He later struggled with bouts of rage and depression and other mental health issues that made Kadi’s childhood difficult. In one instance, he tried to give Kadi away as a baby—a decision he came to only after first contemplating killing his daughter.10

Yet, when he was well, he could be supportive. Her father advocated for the education of his sons and daughters—a decision that represented a departure from earlier generations in the family. According to Kadi, he “believed in education, and believed in empowering all his children, both girls and boys equally.” 11 As a young child growing up, Kadi recalled “flourishing in school, going to school, playing, and [being] very combative, competing with boys in my class to be the first and doing the best I can for my education.” At the age of thirteen, she added, “everything collapsed” when her father decided to marry her off.12

Her parents entered her into an arranged marriage with Saikou Diallo, a Guinean-born businessman. The circumstances were difficult for the family. Kadi’s marriage came after the initial plans fell through for Hadiatou, Kadi’s sixteen-year-old sister, to marry Saikou.13 As her sister’s replacement, Kadi entered a marriage for which she was unprepared and under a shroud of secrecy. Her parents chose not to attend the wedding ceremony in Hollandé Bouru to avoid scrutiny from their neighbors in Labé.14 As Saikou’s second wife, Kadi also had to adjust to the complexities of a polygamous union. Nearly two years later, fifteen-year-old Kadi became pregnant. She gave birth to Amadou on September 2, 1975, a month after her sixteenth birthday. As she struggled to care for the baby with little help from Saikou, who was often traveling for work, Kadi began to explore new activities on her own.

In May 1977, she spent the summer with her parents, whom she had not seen since her wedding five years earlier. She planned to introduce her parents to Amadou, who was nearly two years old. During this period, she was captivated by a political uprising that highlighted the collective power of women organizers. In August of that year, women in Conakry, Guinea’s capital, rose up against President Ahmed Sékou Touré’s government after it issued a ban on the unsanctioned sale of produce in the marketplace. The protests, which resulted in a confrontation at Touré’s residence, compelled the president to agree to the women’s demands. The revolt would mark “the end of the most repressive period of the Touré years.” 15 The experience of witnessing these women’s tenacity—and the results of their activism—left a lasting impression on Kadi. Little did she know at the time that these women’s actions would foreshadow the kind of courage she would need to marshal in the years ahead.

Several months after the uprising in Conakry, Kadi relocated to Monrovia, Liberia, with Saikou, leaving young Amadou behind with her parents. While in Monrovia, she became pregnant with their second child. News of the pregnancy—and increasing tensions in the marriage arising from a prolonged and bitter dispute over Kadi’s desire to attend school—prompted her to return to Labé. After giving birth to her daughter Laouratou in June 1978, Kadi returned to Monrovia with both children. While in Monrovia for the second time, she developed friendships with several women in the city. As her husband continued to travel for business, Kadi made time for socializing, including shopping and dining with friends. This period of enjoyment ended when Saikou returned home and announced his plans to marry a third wife in the spring of 1981, setting off more fights between the couple and resulting in a meeting with Kadi’s parents to discuss the matter. Saikou ultimately delayed his plans in response.16

Kadi gave birth to two more children: Ibrahim in June 1982 and Abdoul in November 1983. By then, the family had relocated to Togo, where Kadi was raising her four children while assisting with the care of the two children of Saikou’s first wife. As her husband continued to travel extensively, leaving Kadi to raise the children on her own, the union continued to unravel. For six months in 1986, she joined Saikou in Bangkok, Thailand, where he had relocated to learn about gems and build a business in the mining industry. She then returned to Labé. In 1988, Kadi traveled to Bangkok for an operation to remove a uterine tumor, only to discover that Saikou had secretly married a third wife. The decision sparked more tensions in an already volatile union, eventually leading to a divorce between Kadi and Saikou.17

In January 1990, Kadi started her own gem business in Bangkok in the aftermath of the divorce. It became the primary means to support her family. When the business collapsed six years later, she planned to return to Guinea. Amadou, who was now nearly twenty-one years old, let her know that he would instead relocate to New York City—a decision that would make it possible for him to secure a job to help cover his own expenses and provide added support for the family.18

It was also an opportunity for Amadou to continue his studies. He wanted to attend college to study computer science. Though she was a bit trepidatious about his decision, Kadi was also proud of Amadou.19 She looked forward to hearing of his progress and imagined that he would thrive in a new environment. At first, that seemed to be the case. Kadi recalled being pleased when she learned that Amadou had an apartment and was learning how to cook, a skill that was usually reserved for women in her culture.20 As he cared for himself and worked to build a new life in the United States, Kadi focused her attention on recovering from the financial challenges she faced after the loss of her business.

She could not have foreseen the tragedy about to happen—that he would be killed by the police as he stood in the vestibule of his apartment building. “The only reason the four officers approached my son, Amadou, that night is because he’s Black; the color of his skin,” Kadi stated. “Had Amadou been white, the officers would never stop him. That I know for sure.” 21 Thousands of New Yorkers shared Kadi’s sentiments. Within days of the news of the fatal shooting, hundreds took to the streets to condemn the actions of the police. Residents pointed to a pattern of police violence in the city—one with deep historical roots.





During the early twentieth century, New York City was among the most popular destinations for Black Southerners. Long considered a “Black mecca,” many flocked to Harlem to escape the harsh and stringent way of life in the Jim Crow South. Black migrants also arrived in the city during the years of the Great Migration from other parts of the globe—most notably, from Africa and the Caribbean.22 By the 1940s, the city had more Black people than any other urban area in the United States, with an estimated 458,000 Black residents—representing a little over 6 percent of New York’s total population.23 While New York City became a haven for Black people, it was no heaven. Although there were many benefits—higher wages, better educational opportunities, and progressive laws against racial discrimination, even though they were not always upheld—it was also plagued by multiple social ills, including housing shortages, overcrowding, poverty, and crime.24

By then, due to the city’s long and storied history with state-sanctioned brutality, New York’s chronic struggle with police violence had reached a boiling point.25 As the Black population in New York grew steadily after 1900, these challenges intensified.26 The rich cultural and literary expressions that came to characterize New York in the early twentieth century stood side by side with the growing culture of police brutality.27 By the 1940s, the police targeting Black residents was a daily occurrence in the city. In 1943 and 1964, race riots erupted following the police shooting of unarmed Black men, placing New York City in the national spotlight.28

In response to the unrest during the 1960s, the New York Police Department (NYPD) introduced a new set of guidelines in 1972 concerning the use of deadly force.29 These procedures sought to significantly limit officers’ use of firearms, stating that “the primary duty of all members of the service is to preserve human life.” They were not allowed, for example, to release warning shots or shoot at fleeing suspects, even in cases involving violent crimes, unless not doing so represented an “immediate danger” to a bystander or other citizen. The guidelines attempted to curb police violence, emphasizing that officers should only fire their weapons as a “last resort.” 30 On a grand scale, the new policies were effective. In the first few years following their implementation, New York City witnessed a decline in police killings from ninety-three cases in 1971 to twenty-five in 1976.31

They did not, however, eliminate the problem. The 1976 police killing of fifteen-year-old Randolph “Randy” Evans in Brooklyn underscored the continued vulnerability of Black residents—including children—to state-sanctioned violence. On Thanksgiving Day of that year, the ninth grader was hanging out with friends in front of the Cypress Hills housing projects in Brooklyn’s East New York neighborhood.32 Officer Robert Torsney, his partner, and several other officers were in the area that afternoon, responding to a call about a man wielding a gun at the housing project. Torsney encountered the group of teenagers after exiting the building. Then, after exchanging a few words with them, he shot Randy in the head for no apparent reason. The senseless act of violence, and the verdict of not guilty due to insanity that followed a year later, fueled a massive protest.33 In late December 1977, hundreds of Black residents in the city came together to call for an economic boycott, demanding that the officer face charges for a civil rights violation.34 Although the Department of Justice reviewed the case and explored the possibility of filing charges against Torsney for violating the civil rights of Randy Evans, it did not proceed with those plans.35 After the verdict, Officer Torsney entered a string of mental hospitals before arriving at the Creedmoor Psychiatric Center in Queens, New York, where he was released from psychiatric care in 1979. “As long as I have enough strength left,” Annie Evans Brannon, Randy Evans’s mother, vowed, “I’m going to continue fighting this.” 36 True to her word, she remained actively involved in the local organizing efforts—though her efforts to obtain legal justice did not yield any results.37

In the 1980s, multiple highly publicized cases involving white police officers and Black residents continued to inspire mass political organizing.38 One of the most well-known cases was that of Michael Stewart, a twenty-five-year-old artist. On September 15, 1983, police officers spotted him spray-painting graffiti on a New York City subway around 2:50 a.m. and took him into custody. Less than an hour later, he was in a coma at Bellevue Hospital. Two weeks later, he was dead. The police officers who arrested Michael that ill-fated morning insisted that the graffiti artist had succumbed to injuries of his own making, reporting that Michael had hurt himself as he made repeated attempts to resist arrest. The officers’ narratives were inconsistent with the physical evidence, which revealed a very different story: Michael’s badly bruised and battered body included an injured spinal cord, bleeding in one eye, and swelling of his brain. In the aftermath of Michael’s death, his mother, Carrie Stewart, emerged as a vocal activist in the city, demanding justice and calling for an end to police violence.39 Despite her efforts and the local organizing around the case, the six officers charged in the death of Michael Stewart were each acquitted of all charges in November 1985.40

During this same period, New Yorkers rallied together again to now condemn the police shooting of Eleanor Bumpurs in October 1984.41 A native of North Carolina, Bumpurs experienced tremendous hardship as a child. When she was nine, her mother died due to an illness. The loss shaped the rest of her life and may have contributed to later emotional distress. As a young woman, Bumpurs married Earnest Hayes, a worker for the Works Project Administration, a New Deal program that provided job opportunities for those in need. She gave birth to her first child, Fannie Mae, shortly thereafter. While working as a domestic in a white-owned hotel early in 1942, Bumpurs was arrested and found guilty on charges of assault with a weapon and spent eight months in a women’s prison. In the aftermath of her imprisonment, she tried to pick up the pieces and rebuild her relationship with her young child and husband, but her marriage fell apart, leaving her searching for a new life for herself and her daughter. She became involved with a new partner sometime around 1945 and they headed for New York.42

The city was especially challenging for single Black mothers. Bumpurs had several romantic partners during these years and gave birth to six additional children. She raised them with little support from their fathers and with slim job prospects.43 Her daughter Mary Bumpurs later recalled that despite living in poverty, her mother made the most of meager resources and worked to create a loving atmosphere in the home: “We were poor but she always feed her children. Her cooking was so good. No store-bought food. Everything was from scratch.” 44 Eleanor also emphasized the value of education, ensuring Mary and her siblings made the most of the few educational opportunities available to them. “She made us go to school. We went to school, acknowledged the 12 years that the system gives you. We accepted that,” Mary explained.45

During the 1970s, when Mary was in her thirties, Eleanor began to experience hallucinations. In only a matter of years, it was clear that her health was further declining, even as some of the family sought to get her professional help. By the early 1980s, Mary had moved out of her mother’s home, having started a family of her own in the Bronx. She and her siblings had concluded that it was best for Eleanor to live alone. But by living only a few minutes away, they hoped to be able to still offer some support while allowing their aging mother to maintain some independence.46 Their hopes were shattered on October 29, 1984. That morning, their mother was shot and killed by New York City Emergency Service Unit police officer Stephen Sullivan while in the process of aiding the New York City Housing Authority with evicting Eleanor from her Bronx apartment. She was less than four hundred dollars behind on rent. Sullivan and the other officers on the scene claimed Eleanor charged at them with a knife when they attempted to remove her from the apartment.

News of the Bumpurs shooting electrified the city as Black residents expressed outrage at yet another police killing. The tragedy added fuel to the movement against police violence in New York and throughout the nation. Although Black New Yorkers could not escape the rampant police repression, they had devised a range of strategies and tactics to resist during the twentieth century, including legal redress, media campaigns, political lobbying, and armed self-defense.47 “People united and organized can end this reign of police terror,” Frank Chapman of the National Alliance Against Racist and Political Repression argued in 1986. “By mass protest and lobbying, we can change the present situation from one where we have no control to some control of the police,” he continued.48 Expressing similar sentiments, Lennox Hinds, an activist and attorney from Harlem, argued, “We must do the hard job of organizing on a block by block level . . . [to convince legislators to] develop legislation designed to control the police.” 49 As Hinds called on Black residents in the city to back legislation aimed at curbing police violence, some emphasized the need for direct political action in the form of widespread protests. “If we do not move to stop it now,” the New York Amsterdam News explained in an editorial, “we as a community will be as guilty as all the others, for ‘we knew’ and did not rise up to protest or take those community, political and legal actions that could effect change.” 50 Many Black activists in the city embraced this point of view and joined forces to launch a political movement to end police violence.

Mary Bumpurs was one of these New Yorkers. Born in 1945, she came of age in the city as Black Power swept the nation.51 A single mother during the 1980s, then unemployed, she became the family’s spokeswoman and thrust herself into local politics. In only a matter of months, she became a visible community leader fighting against police violence. She joined local efforts to raise national awareness about police brutality and was involved in the Eleanor Bumpurs Justice Committee.52 Established in 1984 for the sole purpose of seeking justice for the Bumpurs family, it brought Mary and other members of the Bumpurs family together with several grassroots organizers and religious leaders.53 In attempting to obtain legal justice for her mother, Mary demanded that the officer be charged for his actions. She also publicly criticized the inactivity of then mayor Ed Koch, who had positioned himself as a friend of the NYPD and its union.54

On a chilly September evening in 1985, Mary, then forty years old, was joined by thirty-eight-year-old Veronica Perry at the Memorial Baptist Church in Harlem. Perry was a native New Yorker whose life had also been transformed when a plainclothes police officer shot and killed her seventeen-year-old son Edmund in June 1985. The officer claimed that Edmund and his older brother, Jonah, had attempted to rob him. A gifted young man, Edmund had recently graduated from one of the most prestigious boarding schools in the country and had plans to attend Stanford University that fall. Veronica was filled with hope for Edmund, who had always excelled academically. His death hit the Perry family like a lightning bolt. Veronica dropped whatever plans she had in mind for herself when her son’s life was taken that summer. The tragic incident set her on a new path to obtain justice for Edmund and join the movement to end police violence.55

Her purpose brought her into contact with Mary. Two years older than Veronica, Mary had already been thrust into the political spotlight a year earlier. Bound together by shared personal tragedy, the two women joined forces publicly on that crisp Tuesday evening. They had been invited by the Spartacist League, a Marxist political organization, to share their respective stories of losing a mother and a son. The two were joined by a roster of speakers, including Spartacist Party mayoral candidate Marjorie Stamberg and the Spartacist candidate for Manhattan borough president, Ed Kartsen.

Before a packed audience of community leaders crammed into the wooden pews, Mary and Veronica recounted the painful events that forever changed their lives and set them on the path toward political activism. “I would like to just clear up a couple of things,” Mary began. “In the papers they used this, [my mother] being psychotic or something or other. This woman had seven children, she raised them without my father being in the house. She raised us to the best of her ability.” Highlighting the class dimensions of police violence, Mary raised crucial questions about why her mother lost her life as a result of missing rent. In a sarcastic, yet painful, remark, she cautioned, “Whoever’s been behind in rent better catch up quick, because they’re going to get you next! Believe me.” 56

Veronica’s statements spoke volumes about the persistence of racist violence in the United States and how Black women like herself, who had come of age as teenagers and young adults in the heyday of the civil rights movement, saw the violence they were encountering in the context of history. Appealing to audience members to join local efforts to prevent the killings of other young Black men, Veronica insisted, “We will not stand for the KKK in blue uniforms. . . . We will not stand for it.” Drawing a link between the experiences of Black people in Harlem to the experiences of Black men and women living under apartheid rule in South Africa, she further explained, “We will not stand for the KKK as our mayor or as our president . . . [and] we will not stand for our sisters and brothers in South Africa being ruled by a few [whites].” 57 Like many activists before her, Veronica recognized that the racist circumstances that gave rise to an unjust U.S. criminal justice system were directly tied to white supremacist policies that shaped Black life globally. At the forum, entitled “From Soweto to Harlem: Smash Racist Terror,” Mary and Veronica explicitly raised public awareness on the global problem of anti-Black racism and state-sanctioned violence. By sharing their stories, the two women sent a clear message that the social conditions in the United States were no better than apartheid in South Africa, and that the systemic problem of police violence in Black communities could not be sidelined.



At the turn of the millennium, Kadi Diallo played a similar role by actively denouncing police violence in the United States and linking the local and national struggles to a global fight for human dignity. More than ten years after Mary and Veronica shared their stories before members of the Spartacist League, little had changed in the city despite some efforts at reform. In 1990, David Dinkins became the city’s first African American mayor, vowing to advance racial healing. In July 1992, he established the Mollen Commission to investigate corruption in the NYPD. Their extensive report, which was published in July 1994, confirmed what activists had tried to publicize for decades: police officers thought little of protecting Black people and went to great lengths to cover up acts of brutality and misconduct.58 While the Mollen Commission’s report uncovered pervasive corruption in the NYPD, the findings did little to address the systemic problems with police conduct.59

Mayor Dinkins was ultimately unable to curb police violence during his term, and the election of Rudy Giuliani—whose term as mayor began in 1994—worsened conditions in the city. His administration significantly increased these incidents with its emphasis on the aggressive use of “stop-and-frisk,” a policy that the police used disproportionally to target people of color.60 Puerto Rican activist Richie Pérez, a leader of the National Congress for Puerto Rican Rights, recalled how policing in the city became even more violent following the new mayor’s appointment: “In the first year of the Giuliani administration, we were getting calls from young people and from their families about stops and frisks, being taken into custody, being put in line-ups, all kinds of illegal abuses.” 61 These incidents only increased in the years to follow as Mayor Giuliani upheld a broken-windows and zero-tolerance approach to policing in New York City—attempting to maintain social order by instituting severe and aggressive penalties for all crimes, no matter how serious in nature.62 Under his administration, New Yorkers’ lives were disrupted by pervasive police violence and abuse. In 1997, the NYPD came under intense scrutiny following the brutal assault of Haitian immigrant Abner Louima while in police custody.63 In response, thousands of New Yorkers participated in widespread protests to denounce this disturbing pattern of violence.64 Two years later, when Amadou Diallo was gunned down by police officers, activists demanded a response from city leaders. 65

At that time, Kadi did what she could to seek justice for her son. At first, she felt a sense of hopelessness over the news that Amadou was gone: “[W]hen this thing hit me, it was like the whole world has really collapsed for me.” While the news of Amadou’s killing devastated her, she also felt compelled to respond. “So, it was [an] awakening for me when this happened to my child. . . . My intention was to come and defend Amadou, and take his body back for burial, and ask for justice for my child.” Mirroring many of the relatives of loved ones killed by police, Kadi set out to correct the record about her son’s life before his death. She pointed to the barrage of misinformation that circulated in the media that painted Amadou as a “street peddler,” which she felt was meant to diminish his character and potential.66

While the framing alone would not have justified the shooting, Kadi wanted others to understand that her son was a hardworking young man who was in the vestibule of his apartment building at the time of the shooting: “I wanted to defend my child and paint the image that I knew about my child so that the people would know about him.” She wanted people to understand he was “not just this insignificant immigrant who met his death on the doorstep of New York. He was, as I used to call him, a world traveler, well educated. He spoke five languages.” Kadi also took issue with the emphasis that he was constantly described as “unarmed” as if to imply that he was usually armed as he walked the streets.67

In the days and weeks following Amadou’s death, Kadi also focused her attention on raising public awareness about police violence against Black people and emphasizing how it undermined human rights. To bolster the impact of her political work, she collaborated with Black leaders in the city. Delois “Queen Mother” Blakely, a community leader who had developed a reputation as a staunch advocate for Black rights and freedom, was one of these individuals.68 A former nun who had been appointed the honorary title of Community Mayor of Harlem by Mayor Giuliani in 1995, Blakely was a seasoned Pan-African activist, advocate, and humanitarian. She devoted much of her time to helping those in need, especially children and young mothers in the community.69 Blakely met Kadi shortly after the grief-stricken mother arrived in New York. Kadi recalls Blakely coming to meet her at the hotel on Fifth Avenue where city officials had arranged for Kadi to stay. “She said, ‘Mama, the community sent me to see you.’ I cried with her all night. I took my son’s picture, I showed her. We talked about Amadou [and] we prayed.” 70 Blakely went on to play an important role in Kadi’s life, facilitating her relationship to influential political and religious leaders such as Rev. Al Sharpton and Rev. Jesse Jackson.71 When the family traveled to Guinea to bury Amadou, Blakely stayed with them for the duration of the trip to ensure that they would not be left to shoulder the burden of loss on their own.72

Blakely was also instrumental as a mentor for Kadi, offering insights and instruction based on her deep knowledge of African American history and her many years of political organizing. “Joining up with the black community in New York was not second nature for me,” Kadi acknowledged. But she learned a lot from Blakely, who shared stories of her years working closely with the revered Black nationalist leader and reparations advocate Audley “Queen Mother” Moore, who had been a member of the Sojourners for Truth and Justice during the 1950s.73

Still Kadi initially struggled to find her place in the movement: “The anger expressed by people at rallies for Amadou was built on a history that I did not have and could not know, no more than they could know the specific terror of hiding in a pit, thinking that soldiers with guns and machetes were on their way.” Despite their distinct family histories, Kadi bonded with Blakely and other African Americans through the shared experience of confronting racism and state-sanctioned violence as Black people. “Our pasts and our futures now intersected through Amadou. As parents, grandparents, brothers, and sisters of black men, we shared the same anger and fear,” she observed.74 With the support of Blakely, Sharpton, and many others, Kadi eventually found her footing in the movement.

Kadi’s travels and transnational connections provided a bridge for activists on the continent and those in the United States. When Rev. Al Sharpton traveled to Guinea in February 1999 for Amadou’s funeral, Kadi used the opportunity to connect him with local activists and leaders.75 The two traveled throughout the country with a group of reporters who would later circulate images from the funeral all over the world.76 When she returned to the United States, Kadi immediately resumed her activities, collaborating with a diverse group of community leaders. On March 8, 1999, Kadi joined forces with Women for Justice, a local group led by revolutionary activist Mawina Kouyate, to lead a rally at New York’s City Hall.77 Together, the women demanded justice for Amadou and called on Mayor Giuliani to charge the police officers involved. In planning the rally with Kadi, Kouyate set out to send a powerful message to city officials: “We want . . . to let New York and the world know that we will not tolerate not one more Amadou.” 78

As she struggled with intense pain and grief in the weeks after Amadou’s funeral, Kadi pushed through these feelings to attend the rallies and events that raised awareness about Amadou’s case as well as the broader problem of police violence in Black communities.79 In one appearance in April 1999, she joined Rev. Sharpton at a breakfast rally in Harlem with more than 150 attendees. There, she spoke about her fight to obtain justice for Amadou and her desire that his death would be a catalyst for New Yorkers of all racial and economic backgrounds to unite. “I hope he will be a symbol of reconciliation, peace and solidarity,” she told the crowd.80 She appealed to all New Yorkers to join the fight for change: “We need people to come more and more, without any difference of races and religions, because we need each other to have strength.” 81 Such a collaboration, Kadi asserted, was necessary to ensure that “all the victims of the world” would obtain the rights and justice they deserved.82 Her words resonated with many Americans who came out en masse to support the Diallo family at a march across the Brooklyn Bridge on April 15, 1999. Thousands of activists, including the high-profile celebrities Harry Belafonte, Dick Gregory, and Susan Sarandon, demanded justice for Amadou and urged city officials to pass new laws to change the nature of policing.83

That spring, Kadi also organized a speaking tour with Rev. Sharpton with plans to stop in more than a dozen cities across the nation.84 By then, the Diallo case had become a national cause célèbre. Kadi and Rev. Sharpton started with a rally in Chicago in April 1999 that also included Rev. Jesse Jackson and Kadi’s ex-husband, Saikou. The tour helped to build momentum for a growing movement against police brutality. As a dynamic speaker, Kadi garnered media attention due to the passion and clarity of her message, in which she pointed to the need for justice while denouncing the human rights violations perpetrated against Black people in the United States. Other political leaders shared her perspective. At the Chicago rally, which drew an estimated 350 attendees, Rev. Jackson, founder of Operation PUSH (People United to Save Humanity), had publicly framed the killing of Amadou in those terms: “Diallo’s blood has awakened us. Killing Diallo was an international human-rights violation. We must not just stop police violence. We must stop violence.” 85 Kadi emphasized this point on her speaking tour as well when she met with several members of Congress in Washington, D.C., including Representatives Charles Rangel (D-Manhattan), Nita Lowey (D-Westchester), Major Owens (D-Brooklyn), Nydia Velázquez (D-Brooklyn), and Greg Meeks (D-Queens).86 Unfortunately, a series of challenges, including interpersonal issues, competing views on political strategies and approaches, and increasing tensions with her ex-husband, led to the abrupt end of the speaking tour with Rev. Sharpton after only two stops.87

Yet, Kadi continued to speak across the country, exploring new avenues to bring greater attention to the case. In May 1999, she appeared before the House Judiciary Committee to testify about her son’s killing and demand “justice and solutions.” A source of empowerment and healing, Kadi’s public testimony was a vehicle for others to share in her grief and trauma.88 Those who listened to her story bore witness to her pain and were likely transformed by the experience. She implored members of Congress to pass legislation that would regulate the training and recruitment of police officers.89 She endorsed a proposed bill, introduced by Representatives José Serrano (D-Bronx) and Henry Hyde (R-Illinois), that would establish a commission to come up with recommendations for improving policing. A month later, Kadi testified at a series of hearings on police brutality organized by the Congressional Black Caucus.90 Held at the World Trade Center in New York, they brought Kadi together with Iris Baez and Margarita Rosario, whose sons were also killed by the police, along with Abner Louima and several others. There, Kadi implored members of the Congressional Black Caucus to “use your power to do what is necessary, so that what happened to me never happens to my son or anybody else’s son.” 91

Kadi’s public testimonies and grassroots efforts helped to usher in a new era of mass organizing and mobilizing against police violence and racial profiling on a global scale. Writers across the world took notice of the case and drew a similar conclusion: the impunity with which police killed Black people in the United States was a human rights violation. “While the U.S. uses strong-arm tactics in pursuit of ‘world peace,’ it has a difficult time pursuing peace at home,” Australian writer Maya Catsanis argued. She went on to highlight the troubling pattern of police violence and discrimination, pointing to the Diallo case as evidence of how the United States failed to safeguard the rights and protections of their own residents, let alone other marginalized groups across the globe. If the United States claimed to recognize the rights of all people based on their humanity, the writer insisted, its leaders needed to do more: “The U.S. must face its internal reality and apply the principle of universal human rights to the people it cherishes most on Earth: its own.” 92

Many other writers outside of the United States shared these sentiments and used the Diallo case as the prime example of the nation’s failure to exercise the principles it advocated throughout the globe. Not surprisingly, the Chinese government took U.S. leaders to task in a report released in 2000 on human rights conditions in the United States.93 In the assessment conducted by the Information Office of the State Council, they referenced the Diallo case as proof of blatant hypocrisy and immense failures in the U.S. criminal justice system.94 While the report reflected the ongoing diplomatic tensions between the United States and China, it also offers a glimpse into how the Diallo case had become a symbol of the United States’ failure to protect human rights at home. Kadi’s tireless efforts—including her public testimonies, her community organizing and mobilizing, and her lobbying—greatly contributed to the rapid visibility of the case on a national and global scale.95

In March 1999, all four officers involved in the Amadou Diallo shooting—Kenneth Boss, Sean Carroll, Edward McMellon, and Richard Murphy—were arrested and charged with second-degree murder.96 The trial was set to begin on February 3, 2000.97 As she waited on the outcome of the trial for the officers who had killed her son, Kadi traveled back and forth between Guinea and New York as she attempted to balance familial responsibilities. During these years, Kadi maintained strong relations with African American activists. When she could not be physically present at events in the United States, she would at times send videos from Guinea to offer remarks and extend support for the organizing efforts.98 Kadi, although she did not always see eye to eye with Rev. Sharpton and other Black leaders in the city, deeply valued their support and how they served as a lifeline during a difficult period. “They are the people who understood these kinds of problems, not just in the case of my son’s death. They are fighting for a social cause, so I felt much closer to them. They are my family now,” she explained.99

In only a matter of months, Kadi became a rising star—a well-respected human rights advocate and an icon in the movement to end police violence. A series of newspaper profiles soon followed, with writers noting how deeply revered she was among Black people. “Elegance, poise and queenly serenity are a few words that describe Kadiatou Diallo,” wrote Herb Boyd, a journalist for the New York Amsterdam News.100 Many other writers shared similar sentiments. “A graceful and disarmingly slight woman, she has gone from paralyzed public grief to telegenic celebrity,” New York Times journalist Susan Sachs noted. Sachs went on to praise Kadi’s public speaking skills and engaging personality, noting the uncanny ease with which the grief-stricken thirty-nine-year-old mother “blossoms in front of a microphone.” For Sachs, out of the many other mothers who had been thrust into the spotlight after tragic incidents, Kadi “has proved to be the most adept in recent memory at translating a personal loss into more universal terms, demanding answers and accountability for the death of her son while avoiding the pitfalls of racially divisive rhetoric.” 101 Sachs’s remarks allude to Kadi’s ability to frame her demands as a matter of human dignity—appealing to all New Yorkers and observers worldwide, regardless of their race, ethnicity, or socioeconomic background.

Whereas Sachs focused on Kadi’s ability to bring people together, others took note of her bravery. Her demands to Mayor Giuliani inspired many who admired her boldness and willingness to challenge a powerful city official in her quest for justice.102 Writer Carmen Brown compared Kadi to the wife of Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., noting “Kadiatou has grieved with grace and dignity, much like Coretta Scott King did when she lost her husband. If there is one message that is important this month it is the reality that as Black women, we, like Kadiatou, are carrying a torch for Black men everywhere.” 103 White writer Michael Ellison emphasized in the British newspaper The Guardian “the dignity with which [Kadi] has borne herself throughout the affair.” 104

While Kadi served as a source of inspiration for many, she was also the subject of denunciation by others, especially after her decision to fire famed African American attorney Johnnie Cochran, the administrator of Amadou’s estate, in August 1999 and replace him with white lawyer Bob Conason. Her decision had been motivated by her growing frustrations that Cochran was inattentive, inaccessible, and acting without her input.105 According to Kadi, he had announced that he was filing a civil lawsuit against New York City before notifying her or asking her views on the matter. When she confronted him, he refused to be questioned by her and upheld his position as the legal expert. Replacing him was an effort for Kadi to regain control of the direction of her son’s case and ensure that decisions were being made with her knowledge and advice.106 The legal move, however, had ramifications, sparking a litany of complaints from Black activists who questioned her motives and loyalties. “Make no mistake about it: Kadiatou Diallo . . . is no Rosa Parks,” African American attorney Alton H. Maddox, Jr., declared in a scathing opinion piece for the New York Amsterdam News. He went on to express disdain for Kadi’s decision, comparing it to “crossing the burning sands with a camel and then, midway across, dumping it for a donkey.” 107 Maddox’s visceral response may have reflected a personal gripe with Kadi for making a decision that went against the advice of his friend Rev. Sharpton.108 However, it also offered a glimpse into some of the frictions between activists. For Maddox, Kadi’s decision to get rid of a well-respected Black attorney—and replace him with a white one—hampered the movement by signaling a lack of unity among Black people.

Despite these interpersonal challenges, Kadi remained focused on securing justice for her son. For years, she appealed to the Department of Justice to bring civil rights charges against the four police officers who took Amadou’s life. Her demands, however, initially fell on deaf ears.109 When the district attorney announced in March 1999 that a grand jury in the Bronx had charged the police officers with second-degree murder, Kadi felt a brief sense of hope that justice might finally be served. With the support of several well-known political leaders, including Sharpton and Rev. Wyatt Tee Walker, Kadi was optimistic that it would only be a matter of time until the officers would be prosecuted for their actions.110 Her hopes were quickly dashed, though, when an appellate court ruled in December 1999 that the trial should be moved out of the Bronx because of the intense media coverage surrounding the case.111 The trial began a few weeks later in Albany, New York.112 Many felt the move all but guaranteed that the officers would not be convicted, because the residents of Albany were far less familiar with the challenges Bronx residents faced at the hands of the police. The change in location also had an impact on the makeup of the jury, with lawyers having a less racially and ethnically diverse population from which to select jurors. Few were surprised when the jury failed to convict the four officers.113 When the verdict was handed down on February 26, 2000, around two thousand activists in New York erupted in protest—marching down Manhattan’s Fifth Avenue.114 It was yet another miscarriage of justice in the city’s long history of police violence and brutality.

The news shattered Kadi’s hopes of ever securing justice for Amadou, but it also set her on a path to leading a national and global effort to challenge police violence. In 2001, she established the Amadou Diallo Foundation to “promote racial healing” and “enhance police-community relations.” She served as president of the board, and the foundation brought in local political connections—including former mayor David Dinkins and Alma Rangel, the wife of longtime congressman Charles Rangel—and solidified the alliance with Sharpton and the National Action Network with the appointment of Kathy Jordan-Sharpton.115 Not long after the establishment of the foundation, the NYPD announced plans to terminate the elite street crime unit that had been involved in the shooting of Amadou Diallo.116 Following the 1999 shooting and large-scale community response, the unit had been gradually reduced in size and decentralized, even though its officers continued to patrol Black neighborhoods. The closure of the unit in April 2002 represented a small—but significant—win for Kadi and others who had demanded changes to policing in the city.117

With a focus on preserving Amadou’s legacy and supporting other Black immigrants living in the United States, the Amadou Diallo Foundation became a vehicle for Kadi to further her human rights advocacy. It established a learning center in Guinea to provide computer literacy training to young people and provides various scholarships to help young Africans pursue their educational goals in the United States.118 The foundation also partners with Bakeli, a Senegalese IT program, to offer courses on computer skills for young people and the elderly in two regions of Guinea. According to Kadi, this work is rooted in her belief that “we have to be responsible as humans and demonstrate goodwill. In our world, we have some level of interconnectedness. Each part of the world nourishes another.” “With the spirit of responsibility and goodwill,” she added, the foundation “seek[s] to be part of the train that solves problems.” 119

While sustaining Amadou’s legacy, the foundation has also helped keep alive the memory of other Black people who died at the hands of the police, including Eric Garner, Trayvon Martin, and Michael Brown, Jr.120 “We partner with the BCC [Bronx Community College], and we do have events regularly that we do with young people. . . . They’re afraid, and they don’t know what to think about their future because they have something lingering behind them. They are remembering Amadou Diallo, Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, [and others] . . . that’s all they can talk about,” Kadi explained. “And I turn this situation around and we talk about what can you do to impact this situation in a positive way.” 121

Organizing public forums on a range of topics—including social justice and police violence—is a vital part of the foundation’s work in the United States.122 Kadi often takes the lead in these discussions, while also building close relationships with other mothers grieving the loss of their children to police violence. Valerie Bell, the mother of Sean Bell—who was killed by NYPD officers in Queens the morning of his wedding in 2006—described Kadi as her “hero” because of her unwavering fight for justice and advocacy on behalf of so many others.123



In January 2004, the city of New York agreed to pay the Diallo family a settlement of three million dollars, bringing with it a fragment of justice and closure. For Kadi, no financial payment could make up for the loss of her son: “We will live with this for the rest of our lives. There is no way to value a human life. We cannot have something to compensate what we lost here,” she told journalists Amy Goodman and Juan González on the radio news program Democracy Now.124 But she took comfort in the fact that her son left an indelible mark on the nation and on the globe: “Amadou’s death has impacted and reached, touched so many people in America, and around the world. It will continue to do so.” 125

Kadi remained steadfast in the fight for human rights in the following years. She continued to draw the connections between police violence in the United States and the international struggle for human dignity. In 2004, she joined Puerto Rican activist Iris Baez and Jewish activist Doris Busch Boskey in a documentary, Every Mother’s Son: Policing and Race in America. “We are the survivors. We are not victims. We always do say that. We bond all the time. We do some events, and we meet regularly.” 126 Directed by filmmakers Kelly Anderson and Tami Gold, Every Mother’s Son sheds light on the disturbing pattern of police killings in New York City. The three women share a common bond: each lost a son to police brutality. In addition to Amadou Diallo, who had been gunned down by police, hundreds of young men were killed nationwide by the police during these years. Iris’s son Anthony Baez was killed in 1994 by a police officer who put him in an illegal chokehold. Five years later, in August 1999, Doris’s son Gary (Gidone) Busch, a Hasidic Jew, was killed by police officers outside his home in Brooklyn, New York, during an incident of mental illness. The three mothers provided support for each other, sharing a similar pain and frustration after the loss of Anthony, Gary, and Amadou. For Kadi, Every Mother’s Son was necessary to “show the world that police brutality is not just for Black people, it’s a human rights issue.” 127

Together, the women collaborated on several speaking events and protests to raise greater awareness on the persistence of state-sanctioned violence. By working together—as a West African immigrant, a Jewish mother, and a Hispanic activist—the three women’s stories helped to center the problem of police violence as an issue that concerns all people, regardless of race, ethnicity, or nationality. And, perhaps as importantly, they sent a message that police violence was a human rights issue—a violation of one’s rights to life, freedom, and protection.








afterword An Ongoing Fight

In 2016, twelve years after Kadi Diallo participated in the documentary Every Mother’s Son, Nigerian American activist Ayo˙ (formerly Opal) Tometi appeared before the United Nations to address state-sanctioned violence.1 Only three years prior, Tometi had joined forces with queer activists Alicia Garza and Patrisse Cullors to launch Black Lives Matter (BLM).2 What began as a hashtag on social media evolved into a protest movement that shook the nation to its core. After the 2014 police shooting of teenager Michael Brown, Jr., in Ferguson, Missouri, BLM rose to national prominence, demanding justice for Brown’s family and the thousands of unarmed Black people murdered by the police. In only a matter of months, activists established BLM chapters in several major U.S. cities, and BLM marches and demonstrations began to sweep cities across world, including in London, Paris, Amsterdam, and Berlin.3

As one of the founders of BLM, Tometi had been invited to offer remarks at the UN General Assembly in July 2016. “In the footsteps of many courageous civil and human rights defenders that came before, I look to this meeting to be a forum for meaningful dialogue and action,” she explained.4 The gathering came on the heels of the high-profile police killings of Alton Sterling and Philando Castile, two Black men who had been tragically shot by police in the weeks prior.5 The police shootings—both caught on tape—sparked a wave of protests across the United States that summer. To confront the persistent problems of structural racism and discrimination, the UN organized a two-day meeting that brought together influential leaders from across the globe.

Tometi’s presence at the UN underscores BLM’s central role in shaping national and global narratives on human rights in the twenty-first century. As she and other BLM activists had long argued, state-sanctioned violence was an ongoing human rights crisis that required an international response. The global problem of white supremacy, which created the circumstances for police killings in the United States and abroad, she argued, “[is] deeply embedded into social and cultural fabrics throughout society and spread through media and entertainment, education, and other systems.” “As communities face a myriad of challenges and hostility from the state, driven by neoliberal interests,” Tometi continued, “they are advocating for their rights and asserting their human dignity.” She called on freedom fighters the world over to advocate for the expansion of rights for all people—and especially members of marginalized groups who bore the brunt of economic and racial inequality.6

Echoing generations of Black women before her, Tometi emphasized three specific challenges in the campaign to advance human rights for all: global capitalism, white supremacy, and the suppression of democracy. All three, Tometi explained, grew from the “root causes of inequality” and were shaped by a history of slavery and colonialism. “The valuation of profit over people impedes human rights across much of the world. Capitalists’ motivations consume natural resources, perpetuate violence against workers—especially women and girls—while contributing little to local economies,” she explained.7 Citing national and international examples—cities like Detroit and countries like Haiti, as well as across the African continent—she noted how capitalist ventures have “strangled indigenous industries, privatized basic services, displaced over 65 million people, and decimated environments across Asia, Africa, and the Americas.” 8

By linking local and national concerns to global ones and calling for an expansive vision of freedom that pays close attention to the needs of marginalized people, Tometi was building on a rich tradition of Black women’s human rights advocacy. From the powerful speeches of Maria W. Stewart in Boston during the 1830s to the organizing efforts of Kadi Diallo in New York City during the 1990s and 2000s, these women, from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, have utilized various strategies to articulate a vision of liberation that transcends the borders of the nation. For these women, the struggle for Black liberation in the United States has always been connected to the struggle of all people to attain liberty, regardless of race, gender, class, sexuality, ethnicity, and nationality. Many years before the phrase human rights became popular in public discourse, Black women were already agitating for the rights and privileges that should be granted to all individuals based on their humanity.

Tometi’s 2016 speech at the UN therefore was not an anomaly, but representative of how human rights is central to the political ideas and praxis of so many Black women in the United States. The 2020 protests following the death of George Floyd, killed by the police officer Derek Chauvin, who pinned Floyd’s neck under his knee, made this especially clear—as Black women across the nation agitated for the rights and dignity of Black lives in the United States and globally. Although mainstream narratives on human rights tend to focus on those at the top—statesmen and -women, politicians, and diplomats—the uprisings of 2020 revealed that some of the most dynamic and enduring efforts to expand human rights have developed from the grass roots, often led by Black women and involving working-class and impoverished Black people.9

And while Tometi took advantage of the United Nations’ platform in 2016 to send out her powerful message, the international human rights organization was but one venue she utilized in her fight to secure full rights and freedom for all people. As this book highlights, Black women throughout U.S. and global history have always utilized diverse strategies and tactics—including journalism, grassroots organizing, lobbying, overseas travel, transnational alliances, and political campaigns—to advance civil and human rights.

This global struggle for human rights is ongoing. Since the nineteenth century—when Maria W. Stewart, Ida B. Wells, and many others denounced the denigration of Black people in the U.S. and the world over—Black women have continued to agitate for human dignity and respect. And they have connected their struggle for rights to the fights for freedom in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, and elsewhere. While Black women in the United States still contend with racism, misogyny, classism, and many other forms of oppression, they are far more visible these days—publicly leading the ongoing fight for global justice and using various mediums to spread their ideas. Whereas earlier generations were often relegated to “behind-the-scenes” roles as men took center stage, one of the hallmarks of the twenty-first-century struggle for human rights is that Black women lead from the front—as activists on the ground, in official positions of authority, and sometimes both simultaneously.

Their commitment to securing full rights and freedom for all people has placed them at the center of much critique and often disdain by those who prefer to maintain the status quo. But much like their predecessors, these women keep pushing back against the systems of oppression that have long prevented marginalized communities from attaining equal rights and opportunities at home and abroad. By employing the language of human rights, drawing inspiration from its core principles, and making the concept their own, Black women in the United States have bolstered and sustained this movement—and will be doing so into the future. The stories captured in this book provide a snapshot of their contributions. Perhaps they will inspire a new generation of activists in the United States and across the globe to take up the mantle of human rights advocacy in these troubling times.
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Abolitionist and suffragist Frances Ellen Watkins Harper (1825–1911), 1898.
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Evangelist and missionary Amanda Berry Smith (1837–1915), ca. 1878.
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Educator Fannie Barrier Williams (1855–1944), ca. 1885.




[image: A portrait features Ida B. Wells-Barnett in a decorated dress with her hair styled in a high bun.]


Journalist and anti-lynching crusader Ida B. Wells-Barnett (1862–1931), ca. 1895.
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Addie Waites Hunton (Photo by C. M. Bell, ca. 1901, Library of Congress).
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Singer and actress Lena Horne (1917–2010), 1947.
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Civil rights activist and suffragist Mary Church Terrell (1863–1954), far left, with other leaders of the National Association of Colored Women, 1952.
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United Nations Secretary Sabella Culpepper (1915–?), 1947.
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Educator Mary McLeod Bethune (1875–1955), second row, third from the right, and other members of the National Council of Negro Women, 1941.
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Journalist Marguerite Cartwright (1910–1986) and her husband, Leonard Cartwright (undated).
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Journalist Marguerite Cartwright (1910–1986) with President Nnamdi Azikiwe of Nigeria and others at the University of Nigeria (undated).
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Legal scholar and diplomat Patricia Roberts Harris (1924–1985), 1965.
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Joan Little (1953–), middle, with Angela Davis (1944–), left, North Carolina, 1975.
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Activist Kadiatou Diallo (1959–), mother of Amadou Diallo, with Amadou’s father, Saikou Diallo, right, and Queen Mother Delois Blakely, left, Bronx, New York, 1999.
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Praise for Without Fear

“Without Fear describes how multiple generations of Black women fought for human rights and civil rights together. The characters in this book were not only righteous warriors but savvy strategists. If everyone today were as thoughtful—and as brave—as the historical figures Keish N. Blain brings to life in this book, we would be living in a different country and a different world.”

—Beverly Gage, author of the Pulitzer Prize–winning G-Man: J. Edgar Hoover and the Making of the American Century

“In this engaging and important study, Keisha N. Blain reveals little-known dimensions of Black women activists we already know and introduces us to others who are overlooked in our standard histories. As she aptly shows, their fight against fascism and colonialism abroad as well as discriminations of race and gender at home is evidence that the breadth of Black women’s activism is as wide as the world itself.”

—Paula J. Giddings, author of Ida: A Sword Among Lions: Ida B. Wells and the Campaign Against Lynching

“Keisha N. Blain positions the most dehumanized members of society at the pioneering center of the global struggle for human rights. Brave Black women, well-known and lesser known, building on each other generation after generation. Rigorously researched and beautifully told, Without Fear could not be more moving and inspiring.”

—Ibram X. Kendi, author of Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America
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