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WHO’S IN THIS PICTURE®

In the upper right-hand corner of the frame, striking Memphis sanitation
workers sporting recently printed placards that read, “I AM A MAN,” mill
around in front of Clayborn Temple in anticipation of a mass strike support
march to be led by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. later that Thursday morning
of March 28, 1968. Paradoxically, perhaps, dozens of black women of various
ages—many talking and laughing, others more serious, some holding signs
with messages such as “Workers Walk for Wages,” and all poised to move
out—fill most of the rest of the image. As photographer Ernest C. With-
ers snapped the picture, women at the center of the frame proudly lifted up
their signs. At the time, then, both men and women, the preprinted “TAM A
MAN?” signs and these handmade ones, all proved newsworthy.!

This photograph, however, has not become an iconic image. It is symbolic
of neither the 1968 strike nor the black freedom movement in general. The
strike pictures that instead come to mind focus on the male workers bear-
ing the “T AM A MAN” placards. So emblematic has the sign become of the
crucial year 1968, and indeed a whole era of struggle, that one preserved sign
recently sold at auction for $34,000.? The repeated reproduction of these im-
ages, especially over the last decade, frames a historical narrative in which the
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Figure 3 A crowd of sanitation strike supporters gathering in front of Clayborn Temple,
March 28, 1968. © Ernest C, Withers Collection, courtesy of Decaneas Archive,

struggle for dignity by otherwise subordinated black men stands in for the
larger African American quest for freedom. Ironically, even as local scholarly
studies now regularly make visible the extent of women's activism, the repeti-
tion of these representations suggests otherwise. What brought these women
out to the streets that Thursday morning, on a workday? Even the question
begs explanation,

As seen in this volume and in other recent studies, the shift over the last
two decades from national to local civil rights studies, from stories about po-
litical leaders to those centered on the grass roots, has revealed the scope of
women’s activism, Viewing the movement through these new lenses is un-
covering dimensions of struggle eviscerated in historical accounts based on
national narratives, including those most frequently cited in popular and ed-
ucational accounts of civil rights. These local grass-roots studies demonstrate
the extent, the determination, and the creativity of women’s participation in
the civil rights movement. In addition, they expose the pernicious conse-
quences of failing to grapple with the scope of women’s activism. So why does
black women’s activism remain invisible to many and undigested to most?
Why has the overall historical narrative of the movement proved so resistant
to change?
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Building on previous efforts to answer these questions, this chapter takes
a step back to further assess underlying ways in which gendered under-
standings of racial inequality, oppression, and citizenship, and the means
of achieving them, have structured the civil rights narrative. Analyzing how
gender has influenced historical narrativity itself can become a prism that
illuminates how freedom and rights were articulated and pursued in vari-
ous contexts. By gender, I do not refer only to men and womenss different
roles as activists, about which we now know a good bit. In this essay, I am
equally concerned with assumptions about manhood and womanhood built
into struggles against racial injustice during the civil rights era—which for
the purposes of this chapter I take to mean the period from World War II
through at least the sixties—and into subsequent historical writing,

As indicated by the example of “T AM A MAN” and the sanitation strike,
what may have been more flexible and expansive meanings of freedom and
rights during the actual strike have nevertheless been discussed in much his-
torical literature such that freedom equals manhood equals dignity and au-
thority denied to black men in racist U.S. society. In addition to precluding
an analysis of women’s activism and aspirations, this approach takes the per-
quisites of white manhood as the measure of black freedom. By boxing rights
into those typically associated with manhood in that era (individualism, par-
ticularly in labor and politics, authority as head of household), it thwarts
consideration of concerns such as raising one’s children in a racist society, or
rescuing oneself from charges of promiscuity, both of which women made
pivotal to the idea of freedom.

The chapter as a whole critically explores areas that have become focal
points for studying women, gender, and race in civil rights history. Each sec-
tion uses examples from the research of other historians, as well as my own
research on the black freedom movement in Memphis, as points of depar-
ture for considering how civil rights historians have scrutinized the impact of
gender in mainstream narratives and, in some cases, how we might push this
analysis further. The first two sections, for instance, address how and why
historians of women in the movement have confronted gendered assump-
tions about leadership and about local versus national campaigns. A third
section examines issues of labor and household that have captured attention
in recent historical literature, and borrows from historians of Reconstruction
to speculate about further work.

The final sections—one on racial violence and another on health, hunger,
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and poverty—juxtapose two sides of what I refer to as the “politics of pro-
tection,” which I argue is as cogent to the problem of gender and histori-
cal narrativity as are leadership and local dynamics. Historians have con-
vincingly argued that when the sanitation strikers and myriad other male

.activists staked their claim to freedom in terms of manhood, they rejected

the racist degradation and demonization of black men that obstructed their
efforts to economically support and physically protect mothers, sisters, wives,
and daughters from sexual assaults by white men. And yet this very insight
can obscure other aspects of the politics of protection equation: struggles
among African Americans about who bore the responsibility for safeguard-
ing black women and communities; women’s investments in their own roles
as protectors, not just as dependent recipients of protection, against racial vi-
olence and other hardships; and the impact of conflicting beliefs about race,
gender, and protection on the civil rights movement.

Scholars of women and gender have illuminated how traditional concepts
of leadership and politics have rendered women’s activism invisible. In coun-
tering these standpoints, we have made more visible their extensive mobi-
lization, most often at the grass roots in local movements, but also in na-
tional settings. Given this greater visibility, we can now delve more deeply
into women’s motivations, aspirations, and ideas about freedom while ask-
ing why they frequently get subsumed in ideas about manhood.> Again, what
impelled black Memphis women to support the sanitation strike, even if that
meant skipping work and other obligations to march downtown? By posing
“politics of protection” as a category of analysis, this chapter explores one
pathway for further analyzing how gender has impacted the historical narra-
tive of the civil rights movement.

WOMEN, GENDER, AND LEADERSHIP
IN CIVIL RIGHTS SCHOLARSHIP

Historians concerned with women and gender in the history and memory
of the civil rights movement have extensively documented women’s activ-
ism and critiqued silences in the mainstream literature. As far back as 1988,
a group of civil rights scholars and activists convened in Atlanta to address
the persistent obscuring of the scope and significance of women's participa-
tion in what had become the accepted narrative of the movement, based on
charismatic leadership and national organizations. Georgia State University
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and the Martin Luther King Jr. Center for Nonviolent Change cosponsored
“Women in the Civil Rights Movement. Trailblazers and Torchbearers: 1941~
1965,” a conference organized by Marymal Dryden and Judith Allen Ingram.
Participants referenced historian William Chafe’s 1980 statement, based on
his research on Greensboro, North Carolina, that women formed “the back-
bone” of the freedom movement. They demonstrated that women had com-
prised a majority of local activists and contributed ideas rooted in their own
experiences that became crucial to organizing.*

The 1988 Atlanta conference thus created a space for a set of scholars to
collectively confront women'’s invisibility in mainstream civil rights literature
and the misconceptions that resulted when they dropped out of the histori-
cal narrative. Charles Payne titled his paper, “Men Led, but Women Orga-
nized;” and cited sncc member Lawrence Guyots assertion, “It’s no secret
that young people and women led organizationally” Other papers explored
women’s theological and organizational groundings in the black church; their
understandings and pursuit of “empowerment, citizenship, and community
building”; and the intersections of race, class, and gender that shaped wom-
en’s activism. Speakers addressed the historical legacies of Ella Baker, Sep-
tima Clark, Fannie Lou Hamer, Gloria Richardson, and Modjeska Simkins.
They discussed local movements ranging from Mississippi to Boston and in-
stitutions as diverse as the radically oriented Highlander Folk School and the
Methodist Church. These papers appeared in an anthology by the same title
as the conference edited by Vicki Crawford, Jacqueline Rouse, and Barbara
Woods, still in print.’ Together, this conference and volume set the stage for
an extensive body of work that has expanded upon these early studies and
taken them in important new directions.

Nevertheless, authors of such works continue to question why women ac-
tivists commonly appear in the sidebars of social studies and history text-
books, while the overall narrative in textbooks and in many widely acclaimed
studies remains the same. Christina Greene eloquently declares in her 2005
book on women in the Durham freedom movement that “analysis of wom-
en’s activism suggests new ways of understanding protest, leadership, and ra-
cial politics. The inclusion of women, especially African American women,
in this history demands an entire rethinking of a movement that changed
forever a region and a nation” The problem may begin with a lack of inclu-
sion, she argues, but it ends with distorted interpretations of the movement.®

Along similar lines, authors of recent studies of the welfare and tenant
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rights movements argue emphatically that absenting poor black women from
chronicles of the civil rights movement reinforces truncated perceptions of
rights and freedom and struggles to achieve them. From the perspective of
these historians, one cannot imagine the civil rights movement concluding in
the mid-sixties, rather than finding new life through the antipoverty move-

- ment, which was just then gaining steam. Nor can one identify “Black Power”

solely with young, urban, single men and their claims to manhood when
one analyzes the language of self-respect and community solidarity used by
welfare rights and other antipoverty activists. When we acknowledge that
women headed the national welfare rights movement and personally con-
fronted a gamut of local, state, and federal officials, leadership also takes on
different parameters.’

Historian Kathy Nasstrom in a 1999 publication interrogates the construc-
tion of historical memory of the civil rights movement, after wondering why
black women’s extensive roles in postwar voter registration campaigns in At-
lanta seem to have been forgotten by all but the aging participants. She con-
structs a “genealogy” of historical memory in which she explores how and
why the accepted narrative of these voter registration movements shifted
at different junctures. Ultimately, grass-roots participation by women, not
to mention youth, took a backseat to black candidates’ success in garnering
the votes to win public office. This gendered dynamic of historical memory,
Nasstrom asserts, nearly erased the legacy of black Atlanta women—not to
mention youth and some working-class men in these communities—who
collectively defied the political disempowerment of black Atlanta residents.?

Scholars of women in social movements have increasingly rejected con-

 ceptions of leadership that focus exclusively on formal authority figures, An-

thropologist Karen Sacks assigns the term “centerwomen” to women who
were highly respected in their communities and took on informal authority
roles in movement activism. Sociologist Belinda Robnett casts such women
as “bridge leaders,” in recognition of their crucial roles in negotiating the
spaces between grass-roots communities on the one hand, and official, fre-
quently national, leaders on the other. Together, Sacks, Robnett, and others
show that the movements they study would have disintegrated without the
intervention of “centerwomen” and “bridge leaders” This gendered concept
of leadership has opened new avenues for evaluating women’s activism.’
Life stories of women who younger movement activists did hail as
leaders—if not heads of organizations—suggest that some earned respect
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precisely because they challenged traditional leadership hierarchies inher-
ited from black churches, businesses, and older civil rights organizations.
Biographies of Septima Clark and Ella Baker, for instance, highlight their
articulation of a radical vision of democracy and citizenship. Both women
perceived the domination of male charismatic leaders as injurious to the free-
dom movement, and instead promoted a kind of democracy in which the
voices of even the most oppressed became important to the direction of the
movement, Charles Payne argues in his study of Mississippi that what was
distinctive about the two women was their support for—as Ms. Clark put
it—“broadening the scope of democracy to include everyone and deepening
the concept to include every relationship.” Barbara Ransby expands on this
view, asserting that “[Ella] Baker’s message was that oppressed people, what-
ever their level of formal education, had the ability to understand and inter-
pret the world around them, to see that world for what it was and to move to
transform it” Both Clark and Baker closely associated the top-down leader-
ship structure with male charismatic leadership, especially that of the minis-
ters affiliated with King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference.

Historians of local movements, however, have also had to confront more
contradictory approaches to gender and leadership in the freedom move-
ment that involve households as well as organizations. Christina Greene
writing on Durham, North Carolina, and Emilye Crosby analyzing the
movement in Claiborne County, Mississippi, found that women who took
on formidable, sometimes dangerous work in the freedom movement fre-
quently considered it a given that men would lead both their organizations
and their households. Crosby asserts, “In Claiborne County, [Leesco] Guster
and other women stepped up to do the work that needed doing—whether
it was canvassing, challenging whites through public marching, or defend-
ing their homes with weapons—and simultaneously accepted prevailing gen-
der hierarchies”™ And yet, understandings of manhood and womanhood did
not necessarily remain static in such circumstances. Women “defending their
homes with guns” hardly fit bourgeois assumptions about gendered power
relations, an issue to which I return later in this chapter.

To further complicate matters, many women identified with the language
of manhood that had for generations been used by some church and com-
munity leaders to exhort their constituents to shed fears of white reprisals
and adopt a bolder standpoint. In Memphis, Hazel McGhee, wife of a san-
itation worker, mother, and worker at an industrial steam laundry plant,
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recalls pushing her husband to “be a man” by living up to her example as a
tenacious participant in a lengthy strike with the laundry workers union that
directly preceded the sanitation strike. “I would not have liked it,” she asserts,
“after I done been out seven months and two weeks, and he done went out

. and stayed two days. That would make me feel like that he wasn't like the slo-

gan, a man.” McGhee rejected neither her sense of herselfas a woman nor her
husband’s position as head of household, but in her memory the boundaries
between manhood and womanhood blurred.”

At one level, then, some of the most articulate and respected women, like
Ella Baker and Septima Clark, openly espoused conceptions of leadership
and participation that countered precisely the national political formations
that many civil rights historians have reified. At another level, many women
activists in local, grass-roots movements pushed the cultural boundaries of
manhood and womanhood just shy of the breaking point, even as they con-
tinued their investments in existing gendered ideas of authority.

RETHINKING THE OPPOSITION BETWEEN NATIONAL AND LOCAL

Turning away from national studies and toward analyses of local grass-roots
black freedom struggles opens both opportunities and hazards for histori-
ans concerned with women and the gendering of the civil rights movement
narrative. Although there is no doubt that analyses of the local and the “grass
roots” have illuminated gendered racial and class dynamics of black free-
dom struggles—indeed, assessing the extent and significance of women’s ac-
tivism proved impossible until a critical mass of historians and social sci-
entists departed from national studies and embarked on local ones—terms
like “local” and “grass roots” can convey unintended gendered meanings. We
run the risk of consigning women and, for that matter, working-class people,
to the local, and counterposing them to the national. Similarly, identifying
women with the grass roots hazards obscuring their significance to the larger
movement.

In their introduction to Groundwork: Local Black Freedom Movements
in America, Jeanne Theoharis and Komozi Woodard address such concerns
when they warn against efforts to “reaffirm a binary opposition between the
local and the national,” and insist upon a more nuanced understanding of the
relationship between the two. They argue that local activists, through expo-
sure to movement ideas, frequently began to ascribe greater meaning to what
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they had previously perceived as merely personal or individual problems.
Concomitantly, they assert, local struggles in many cases spurred national
initiatives and inspired national leaders. “The local,’ Theoharis and Woodard
argue, “is where the national and international are located” No doubt this
last point holds true for Memphis in 1968. Only the unity, determination, and
deep-reaching ideas of justice among both sanitation workers and their com-
munities convinced King to interrupt planning for the national Poor People’s
Campaign and come to Memphis—not just once, but three times in as many
weeks. Addressing a crowd of over fifteen thousand, March 18, he announced
that the Poor People’s Campaign would start in Memphis, because this kind
of freedom movement exemplified what the campaign was about."

Theoharis and Woodard do not directly address gender here, but the
binary opposition between local and national they contest usually assigns
women to the local. In some cases, this move inadvertently neglects the far-
reaching consequences of women's activism. Acknowledging women as the
backbone of local campaigns as organizers, networkers, and supporters does
not necessarily lead to assessing their impact on national politics and leaders.
If the national is construed as the place from which initiative and leadership
emanate, then the local can mistakenly be relegated to a dependent or satel-
lite status—a source of energy and momentum, but not direction.

The outpouring of new scholarship on antipoverty activism challenges
this gendered duality of local/national. It shifts attention from the Johnson
administration’s federal War on Poverty to community-based organizing
without ignoring the national political scene. Several scholars reconfigure the
opposition between local and national, for example, detailing cross-country
trips made by community-based women activists to attend national confer-
ences, testify at congressional hearings, and support other local battles. Out
of this local activism and national networking emerged a set of formidable
and talented leaders, most black, many young, all poor mothers who had
a seat at the table in larger discussions of civil rights, poverty, politics, and
policy.

These historians also illuminate how poor black activists involved in anti-
poverty struggles deliberately politicized issues of household, parenting,
health care, nutrition, and intimacy, and forced them onto the agenda of the
larger black freedom movement. Their successful efforts to push these issues
onto national agendas emanated from their determination to protect and
advance their children. Although this activism did not exclusively involve
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women, it rested on a gendered understanding of rights that bridged the gap
between domestic and political by acknowledging political ideas of freedom
forged in neighborhood, household, and even intimate spaces.

‘RACE, WORK, AND THE HOUSEHOLD

The civil rights narrative shifts if we consider how ideals of freedom itself
may have been gendered. Civil rights scholars might look to historians who
have analyzed how gender infused political meanings of freedom during the
American Revolution and Reconstruction. Writing about these contested
ideas of freedom during Reconstruction, Nancy Bercaw contends that the
destruction of the antebellum plantation household during the Civil War
made the very concept of household, along with attendant issues of mas-
tery, autonomy, dependency, and intimacy, central to the politics of Recon-
struction. In contrasting ways, planters and freed people strived to reimagine
and reconfigure the household, perceiving this process as key to their claims
to freedom and citizenship.” Hannah Rosen moves this discussion in a dif-
ferent direction by analyzing racialized sexual violence wreaked upon black
women, Women's testimony revealed that these assaults usually began with
invasions of freed people’s homes by disguised white male “night riders” Ku
Klux Klansmen and others who resorted to violence as part of the “redemp-
tion” of the South staged belligerent disruptions of the domestic arrange-
ments established by ex-slave men and women, culminating with the rape of
women." Bercaw and Rosen both build on Elsa Barkley Brown’s insights into
freed women’s claims to citizenship, which she argues were grounded more
in ideas about the rights of families and communities than on liberal ideas
of individualism. Brown illustrates how women ensured that the ballot itself
belonged not only to their husbands but themselves, despite the fact that the
Fifteenth Amendment had extended suffrage only to black men.” By looking
outside more familiar sites of political conflict and rethinking categories of
political analysis, these historians and others provide deeper understandings
of the contested meanings of freedom during Reconstruction.

Our scholarship on the civil rights movement might examine similar
sites. Deeply rooted problems of race and gender imbedded in household
forms persisted in the twentieth century and spurred responses ranging
from migration to participation in the black freedom movement. In com-
plicated ways, urban migrants who left plantation regions during and after
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World War 11, especially young adults, seized upon opportunities to dis-
rupt tenant farmer household arrangements that emerged during Recon-
struction. These included power dynamics that prevailed both within these
households—particularly the imposition of adult male authority as both
father and foreman—and between these households and white landowners
or managers. That rural black women increasingly took jobs as domestic ser-
vants or in cafés during and after the Great Depression further complicated
this scenario. Yet the fact that most women migrants to the city and a sig-
nificant number of men continued to labor as domestic servants in private
households or in cafeterias, hospitals, and laundries underscored their inabil-
ities to fully uproot the gendered equation of dependency and authority they
associated with the old plantation form.

Although rural and urban contexts differed from each other, rhetorically
migrants and others compared their city workplaces, including factories, to
plantations, and brought historical memory to bear on the present. As I have
discussed elsewhere, they rejected a set of power relations and mental atti-
tudes associated with both labor and domesticity. Hazel McGhee, the laun-
dry worker and sanitation striker’s wife quoted earlier—a migrant from Tal-
lahatchie County, Mississippi, where she had been raised in a tenant farm
family—illuminated these connections when she condemned supervisors in
the urban sweatshop because they “wanted to . . . drive you, that you hadn’t
worked enough,” and that they “talked to you . . . like you was their child. . ..
You don't talk to adults like you're talking to a child,” she declared. “And you
ask them to do things, don't tell them you got to do nothing.® Her choice of
the adult/child metaphor is significant in that it articulated a deeply rooted
critique of a set of historical social relations that encompassed both produc-
tion and the household in the plantation and the city.

Indeed, the sanitation workers, all of them African Americans, performed
labor that identified them as both public employees and mobile domestic
servants, Despite being organized in crews, they trudged as solitary indi-
viduals through the yards of families not their own bearing leaking tubs on
their shoulders, in an act repeated hundreds of times a week. Although the
view of black men stepping onto the terrain of white households might oth-
erwise have sounded alarms, the familiar image of the black domestic ser-
vant shaded them into a part of the scenery. Frequently they wore outsized
garments cast off and donated by homemakers, making it appear as if they
were dependents incapable of choosing and purchasing clothes. In their own
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homes these men represented heads of household, and yet low wages and
nonexistent benefits forced many to depend on earnings of wives and older
children or on government assistance. Workers and strike supporters alike
recognized that manhood struck a deep chord precisely because it staked
black men's rights to authority and respect as heads of households to their
demands for recognition in the workplace.

Working-class women strike supporters identified with these sentiments,
albeit from different positions. They toiled outside their homes to support
their families yet racist labor practices kept most in servant jobs. Or, if they
secured manufacturing work—which women increasingly did in the 1960s,
especially after passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act—employers paid them
wages low enough for them to qualify for food stamps. This situation also im-
pacted women, who as sole supporters of their children, had become heads
of household but had been forced by circumstances to leave jobs and depend
fully on government income.

Both black men and women articulated gendered understandings of free-
dom and racial justice that counterpoised these ideals to their actual consign-
ment by white racist practices and attitudes to economic dependency, vulner-
ability, and disrespect. Their critiques acknowledged historic links between
labor and household that had obviously changed since Reconstruction yet
continued to serve as reference points in the postwar politics of race, gender,
and freedom.

RACIAL VIOLENCE AND THE “POLITICS OF PROTECTION”

The sanitation strike turned on the dime of racial violence, however. A week
and a half into the strike policemen attacked a march of strikers and sup-
porters by opening fire with their new riot control weapon, mace, spraying
it directly into the marchers’ faces. The provocation came with a rapid-fire
series of occurrences: a police car edging marchers to the curb, a prominent
female supporter screaming when the car rolled over her foot, and angry
men rocking the police car in protest of this injury to black women. The
macing of the marchers (soon to be known as the macing of the ministers
who, to their shock, became police targets) united black Memphians as
never before, transforming the strike into a mass community movement that
drew in King and captured national attention. Police assaults on sanitation
workers, professionals, and ministers convinced the latter that regardless of
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their station, race marked them as objects of derision, dehumanization, and
violence.”

Looking backward on the black freedom movement from the vantage
point of 1968, racial violence stands out as the issue that fueled both the most
heated reactions against white domination and the most fraught controver-
sies within black communities over how to respond. One has only to con-
sider the impact that news of the 1955 Mississippi lynching of Emmett Till
had on young African Americans who later joined the civil rights movement
to grasp the intense—and gendered—symbolic significance of this vif)lence.
The point here is not only to trace struggles over racial violence during the
civil rights era but to show how they fueled and complicated the movement
for racial justice.

Fully comprehending the fierce responses evoked by certain kinds of
violence—for instance, against veterans and young women—involves grap-
pling with a highly charged, gendered “politics of protection” that sur-
rounded them. Although this politics of protection involved more than ra-
cial violence, it sharply emerged in that context. Within black communities
racially inflected ideas of manhood and womanhood, which frequently inter-
sected with class, ascribed powerful meanings to police brutality and influ-
enced debates about how to respond. Although masculinity and femininity
were hardly the sum of what was at stake, these gender issues riddled nearly
every aspect of postwar racist police violence. Together they became a light-
ning rod for fighting over what was at stake, who mattered in U.S. society,
who had the right to power over whom, who were the aggressors, and who
were considered the potential victims. In essence, the question of who had

responsibility for protecting and defending the vulnerable galvanized and
complicated postwar conflict over racist police violence, both between black
activists and white officials and among them.

Until recently the scholarship around gender and racial violence has
largely addressed earlier time periods: the slavery era, when there was no
legal category addressing the rape of slave women because they were deem.ed
property; and the post-emancipation period, when lynching and “night T‘ld-
ing” skyrocketed amidst contests over equal citizenship rights, segregation,
and economic autonomy. Several historians writing about post-emancipation
lynching, mob violence, sexual assault, and other forms of Vigilantisn‘l see

gender as crucial to their historical analysis. Most take off from black jour-
nalist and antilynching crusader Ida B. Wellss incisive observation in the
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1890s that lynching was really about white men destroying black men’s eco-
nomic and political advances, not protecting defenseless white women from
bestial black rapists.?
. Nearly a century later, in 1983, historian Jacquelyn Hall extended Wells’s
. analysis of the vicious cycle that tied together lynching and rape. Lynching,
she agreed, constituted an act of terror against the authority and bodies of
black men under the guise of protecting white women from rape. Hall added
that interracial rape in fact usually comprised acts of white male brutality
against black women that violated their bodies and flouted their marital and
maternal status. Hall's work challenged analyses of rape that dealt with gen-
der by reducing rape to a struggle among men, as articulated in structuralist
anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss’s oft-noted theory of kinship and com-
munication in which women symbolize the “verbs” in men’s transactions
over power and property. Hall recognized the partial truth in Lévi-Strauss’s
analysis; the rape of black women threatened black men'’s power and prop-
erty. However, she underscored the racial misogyny of sexual violence and its
impact on black women. She also analyzed the antilynching activism of some
white southern women, asserting that it represented a rejection of sexist
stereotypes of them as passive victims.?!

Several recent studies develop Hall’s argument by further exploring the
extent and historical significance of sexual violence and lynching. Hannah
Rosen argues that sexual assaults associated with mob violence and “night
riding” and protests against them, reveal what was at stake in the post-
emancipation struggle. She analyzes women’s official reports of rape, argu-
ing that they illuminate the meanings of freedom for newly emancipated ex-
slaves. Women insisted that citizenship made rapes of black women illegal.
Moreover, their narratives framed the sexual violence of “night riders” as
contraventions of marital, maternal, and political rights they linked to cit-
izenship. Crystal Feimster extensively documents the previously forgotten
murders and rapes of women at the height of racial terrorism (1880-1930),
and analyzes black and white women's political activism in this same period.
Numerous scholars have studied women’s club and suffrage campaigns, but
Feimster uses the lens of lynching to confront parallels and sharp racial ten-
sions that surfaced as black and white women both sought to use the vote to
address lynching and rape, but from opposing racial standpoints.?2

Studies of racial violence in the mid-twentieth century must address its
continuities and discontinuities in the changing historical context. In rural
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areas, historian Hasan Jeffries argues, police violence rose in importance dur-
ing the postwar era as lynching became less frequent, a result of both federal
intervention against mob violence and advances such as road paving and use
of automobiles that afforded more mobility to police officers.” Police brutal-
ity was no newcomer to southern cities, but it became more prevalent in the
postwar era as migration brought millions of rural black and white south-
erners into high-density northern and southern cities from World War 11
through the 1960s. Migrants from farms and small towns in agricultural re-
gions transformed by mechanization moved into crowded, segregated neigh-
borhoods patrolled by white policemen (at least in the South for most of this
period). Within these neighborhoods black youth walked to school and con-
gregated. Both youth and adults rode segregated city buses, bringing them
into close, tense contact with whites. Active-duty and demobilized service-
men became far more visible in the downtown—and heavily policed—sec-
tors of cities near military bases.

Policemen may have winked at or supported lynching—and sheeted in-
dividual officers may have participated—but they increasingly were the face
of racial violence during the civil rights era, whether their assaults were con-
ducted as part or outside of official police business. Protest against police
brutality thus pitted black families and communities against city and county
police departments and governing public officials, politicizing racial vio-
lence even more than had been the case in the intervening years since Re-
construction. Deeper into the civil rights era, large contingents of Ku Klux
Klan members and white mobs revitalized earlier modes of extralegal racial
violence through murders of activists and threats of mob retaliation. Even
then, however, civil rights groups strived to secure police protection, pres-
suring the federal government when local and state assistance was denied or,
even worse, turned against the movement.

And yet, there is no necessary reason that the narratives about racial vio-
lence would continue to be gendered ones. Even so, gender did persist as a
central component of postwar police violence that affected who police tar-
geted and how communities reacted. Police officers stirred up by public out-
cry against supposed outbreaks of crime beat, shot, and killed young black
men identified as perpetrators, and harassed neighborhood youth as both
potential criminals and violators of their authority. With some notable excep-
tions, the victims of these attacks failed to win universal community support
because they were deemed outside the bounds of respectability. However,
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the cases that provoked the most outrage usually revolved around assaults of
servicemen and veterans, labor and civil rights activists, and sexual abuse of
young women. Reactions to these incidents of racial violence were fraught
with imagery about violations of manhood and womanhood.

African American men’s ability to protect and defend African American
women figured as a primary axis of black community politics in the post-
World War II period. Two scholars of women and gender in urban racial
politics identify historical changes in ideologies framing such politics. In her
study of African American women in Detroit, Victoria Wolcott marks a shift
during the Great Depression from female “bourgeois respectability” as the
driving force behind racial advancement to a masculinist discourse of black
self-defense and self-determination, to which the protection of women, chil-
dren, and families was key. As the latter ideology became predominant, it
partially eclipsed women’s activism by depicting them as the objects, not
subjects, of self-defense. Marilynn Johnson demonstrates that gendered ru-
mors served as triggers for wartime race riots. She too identifies an ideolog-
ical shift from the earlier period among black Detroiters. Instead of focus-
ing on sexual violations of black women and men's abilities to protect them,
the rumors that sparked the 1943 race riots involved either police brutality
against servicemen, or rumored incidents of white violence aimed at women
and children. The family, she argues, became the primary object of black
protection.?

As Wolcott and Johnson demonstrate, grasping the continuities and dis-
continuities in postwar black urban movements is crucial. Urban migration
to southern cities did not simply wipe out plantation-based narratives of ra-
cial violence in part because neither black nor white migrants had purged
themselves of recent memories and narratives of violence. Additionally, the
gendered narrative of black male defense of black women from sexual abuse
may not have receded as quickly as Johnson’s analysis of the wartime riots
suggests. Tragically, in the postwar era actual sexual assaults of black women,
not rumored ones, were what spurred outpourings of rage and militant asser-
tions of black male defense. And yet the complicated politicization of racial
violence did mark important discontinuities.

That tension between continuities and discontinuities sets the stage
for analyzing the gendered narratives of black protest as a “politics of pro-
tection” This term builds on Wolcott and Johnson's work by marking
a further dynamic in the postwar era within this pursuit of racial justice.
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“Politics of protection” refers to a complex set of struggles, both between
blacks and whites, and within black communities. Competing claims to man-
hood were central to this dynamic, but so were bold assertions of responsi-
bility by women. Gendered conflicts among various organizations, leaders,
and individuals, including women, about black self-defense and protection
of families and communities significantly impacted the course of the civil
rights movement. '

Local communities, sometimes aided by the NAACP, protested a slew of
police assaults and shooting deaths of servicemen and veterans in the imme-
diate aftermath of World War IL They denounced white officers’ demands
for servility from black men who had served the nation at war and their as-
saults when the men failed to comply. In Columbia, Tennessee, in February
1946, an altercation between a white veteran and a black veteran culminated
in the armed defense of the black community againsta police rampage. Rage
over the racial emasculation of these servicemen nourished a politics of black
manhood based on the power to not only serve the nation but defend and
protect their own communities.’”

Collective responses to police sexual assaults of black women concen-
trated on women's vulnerability to rape by white men in positions of author-
ity and black men’s responsibility to protect and defend them. In Memphis
in 1945 and Montgomery in 1949, white patrolmen forced women into squad
cars by claiming they were streetwalkers or drunk, then sexually molested
them. The outrage that followed translated into political mobilization against
police officials and city administrators. As stories of police sexual assaults
and the brutalizing of veterans entered into political parlance, they energized
black voter registration, community meetings, and election day turnout. In
Memphis, these responses impacted the outcome of key elections in 1948,
while in Montgomery uproar over the 1949 assault spurred the community
organizing that culminated in the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Important de-
velopments in the civil rights narrative, in other words, cannot be fully un-
derstood without analyzing the gender dynamics of these protests against po-
lice brutality and their implications for the freedom movement.”

Historian Timothy Tyson, writing about Black Panther forbearer and
World War II veteran Robert Williams in North Carolina, for example,
stresses that Williams’s notorious enjoinder to “fight violence with violence,
as opposed to King’s advocacy of a philosophy of nonviolence, followed sev-
eral assaults of black women by white men. Williams declared that they

represented “a challenge to our manhood, especially to veterans, who had
been trained to fight. . .. We as men should stand up as men and protect our
women and children.” He also declared, “I am a man and I will walk upright
as a man should. I WILL NOT CRAWL.” This encounter with racist sexual
violence came on the heels of Williams’s and other Monroe NAACP members’
confrontation with threats of race war from the Ku Klux Klan. The militant
stance Williams and his comrades adopted in the face of sexual assault and
the threat of mob violence impacted the course of both the Monroe move-
ment and the black freedom movement more generally. Williams’s defiant
public support of armed resistance led to the Monroe group’s expulsion from
the NaAcP, and he became a role model of sorts for the founders of the Black
Panther Party several years later.

This gendered “politics of protection” in some cases also helped incite the
1960 sit-in movement for Freedom Now. Typically, civil rights histories view
the movement as the outcome of young people’s growing impatience with
the slow legal process pursued by the NAAcP to force the implementation
of Brown v. Board of Education (1954), combined with extended rage at the
lynching of fourteen-year-old Emmett Till (1955). Certain evidence suggests
that in some locales fury over racial and sexual violence at the end of the
1950s persisted beyond the Till slaying and helped tip the balance toward di-
rect action (e.g,, sit-ins). Danielle McGuire demonstrates that in Tallahassee,
the spring 1959 Mississippi lynching of Mack Charles Parker after he was ac-
cused of raping a white woman, followed immediately by the gang rape of a

_Florida A&M student by four white men, ignited mass protest among college

students in Tallahassee. To a crowd of 1,500 A&M students, female and male
the student government president declared they “would not sit idly by anci
see our sisters, wives, and mothers desecrated” Some speakers criticized the
young womanss date for not confronting the armed attackers, while a speaker
at another rally exhorted college men to protect their women: “You must

__remember it wasn't just one Negro girl that was raped—it was all of Negro

womanhood in the South”” These fiery gendered declarations helped cata-
pult the Tallahassee students into the sit-in movement that swept across the
South less than a year later.*® This 1959 context differed significantly from the
1945 situation in Mempbhis, yet in both cases standing up to racist and sexual
violence and legal injustice became central to an ascendant militancy by a
new generation that rejected passivity, fear, and dependency.

The politics of protection that infused postwar responses to racial violence
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sometimes erupted into public denunciations of black leaders, who were ac-
cused of being spineless in the face of such attacks. In 1945, such statements
in the local black newspaper pressured some black elites to speak out against
the police rapes of two young women, and to push city officials—part of the

Boss Crump political machine—to prosecute the policemen. Similarly, a 1952 .

editorial in the Durham Carolina Times, also a black paper, railed against es-
tablished leaders for their “lethargy” and silence following the rape of Mrs.
Ersalene Williams by Thomas Clark, after he had engaged her supposedly
to clean his house. As in Memphis, this public criticism made their lack of
“manhood” symbolic of a broader political anemia. Christina Greene shows
that the Carolina Times underscored this point through a gender reversal that
contrasted male leaders’ quiescence to the support offered to Mrs. Williams
by the female Sojourners for Truth and Justice.”

As Greene shows in further comments on activism by the Sojourners for
Truth, this internal politics of protection involved more than exhorting black
men to defend their communities against white men’s racial and sexual dom-
ination. Historical analysis that begins and ends there eclipses women’s pro-
test against racial and sexual violence and their participation in this poli-
tics of protection. Mothers of the young Memphis women, both heads of
household, contacted civil rights leaders, pressed charges, and submitted tes-
timony. Their daughters withstood a court trial, the first in Memphis to try
white men on charges of sexually assaulting black women. White attorneys
attempted to taint their characters by portraying them as promiscuous and
dishonest. McGuire shows that substantial numbers of female students par-
ticipated in the Tallahassee rallies despite the rhetoric of masculinity. To re-
duce this complex politics of protection to declarations of manhood misses
the complexity of political dynamics within black communities, and the
gendered activist identities that adhered in protest against racial and sexual
violence.

In addition to recouping women's historical agency, we need to puzzle
through what it meant for women to embrace and rally behind a politics of
protection that was articulated in terms of manhood. Both women and men
pushed back against the dehumanization at the core of racial violence in-
cluding rape, but they used gendered terms to stake out their right to protect
themselves and their families and communities. The language of manhood
heard at the Tallahassee rallies had become a familiar, universal mode of po-
litical expression, yet it was also quite literally about men protecting women.
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Not surprisingly, women strongly supported men’s determination to stand
up for them, but that support could shade into emasculating criticisms when
they felt men weren't living up to the ideal of manhood. Following the Talla-
hassee trial, a female reader of the New York Amsterdam News accused black

_men of being “mice” because they failed to protect their women. In North

Carolina, Robert Williams faced condemnation by angry black women who
blamed him for the lack of justice accorded by the courts in two 1959 as-
sault cases, after Williams resisted their demands for armed responses to the
attackers.”

Beyond their support for and/or criticism of men as protectors, there is
further significance in black women’s participation in protests such as the
Tallahassee student rallies. Besides identifying with manhood as a univer-
sal, women’s claim to their own agency articulated a kind of split or dual
female subjectivity, in which they represented both dependents and ac-
tivists, both object and subject of protection. Moreover, confronting ra-
cial violence, dehumanization, and injustice cultivated collective identities
that encompassed more than those of individuals, of daughters, wives, or
mothers, In the context of the postwar black freedom movement, in other
words, protection was not just a feature of manhood (in either its universal
or gender-specific meanings), but was central to a politicized understanding
of womanhood that broke down divisions between individuals, households,
and communities. Yet the prevailing emphasis on men’s claims to manhood
in historical accounts of the civil rights movement instead of the full com-
plexity of this politics of protection partially obscures the dynamics and
goals of the movement.

EXPANDING THE MEANING OF RIGHTS:
HEALTH, HUNGER, AND POVERTY

This politics of protection also shaped conflicts over health and poverty that
were integral to the black freedom movement. This section builds on work
by historians of welfare rights and other antipoverty campaigns by examining
how a dynamic of protection, to which gender, race, and class were central,
influenced these struggles around health and poverty.* It is not insignificant
that the Memphis sanitation strike erupted in the midst of the antipoverty
movement of the mid-1960s to mid-1970s. Indeed, strike supporters includ-
ing welfare rights activists emphasized that the sanitation workers and many
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other black city service employees earned such low wages that they quali-
fied for food stamps. These concerns underscored that problems of labor
were also problems of the household. As we have seen, this was true decades
before poverty and labor entered the spotlight in new ways in the 1960s.

The sanitation strike highlighted indignities faced by male service workers
whose wages were insufficient to support their families. However, it also re-
flected efforts by black women in low-income communities to address health
and hunger crises, in another manifestation of the politics of protection. Poor
women in Memphis, Mississippi, and elsewhere helped redefine the black
freedom movement in spring 1968 when they publicly articulated these con-
cerns during U.S. Senate hearings conducted at the same time when they
and thousands of others were encamped in the nation’s capitol for the Poor
People’s Campaign. In their roles as witnesses, they presented gripping testi-
monials that helped shift hunger, malnutrition, and poverty to center stage.

Although much popular discourse at the time portrayed women receiv-
ing public assistance as lazy, licentious dependents on tax monies, welfare
rights activists focused on their need to support and protect their children.
Only when health crises prevented them from working, they insisted, had
they sought government support. These requests for public assistance placed
them in dependent positions but did so because of their determination to
care for their children. While the sanitation workers’ positions as heads of
household rested on childcare by wives and older children, these women be-
came heads of household following the deaths or departures of their hus-
bands. Several heroines of Annelise OrlecK’s Storming Caesars Palace applied
for welfare only after illness or injury made it impossible for them to hold
down jobs. Ruby Duncan, a leader of the Las Vegas welfare rights movement
and Operation Life, a community development corporation that eventually
hosted a full-fledged medical clinic, sought public assistance after an accident
at work injured her spine in 1967. Until then, she had eked out a living for
herself and seven children by laboring as a hotel cook. Mary Wesley, Orleck
writes, supported eight children by working two waitress jobs until her health
failed. Losing these jobs in 1965 forced her to place her children temporar-
ily in a home for destitute children and apply for public assistance. Ongoing
medical problems and inadequate health insurance meant she had to rely on
welfare and Medicaid periodically for years. And Rosie Seals suffered a stroke
while trying to support her children by working two jobs, one as a domestic
worker, the other in a laundry*
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Yet the materiality of indigence and poor health did not alone transform
these women into activists. Indignation at humiliating treatment by social
workers, combined with the larger social climate engendered by the black free-
dom movement, motivated them to collectively pursue policy changes they
believed would win them both adequate income and respect. In Las Vegas,
Memphis, and other cities, young women in the welfare rights movement
participated in multiple aspects of civil rights, antipoverty, and Black Power
movements. They seized on the language and symbols of the movement to
reject prevailing racist images of black womanhood that dominated dis-
course around welfare, and claimed different ones based on dignity and re-
spect. In doing so they, like the Las Vegas women, expanded “civil rights” to
include their right as mothers to provide for and protect their children,®

Civil rights investigations in the 1960s, meanwhile, documented egregious
racial discrimination in the medical system that exacerbated poor wom-
en’s efforts to ensure the health of their children as well as their own health.
During U.S. Civil Rights Commission hearings held in Memphis in 1962,
commissioners made racism in the health care system one of their priori-
ties. Statements by public health officials, hospital administrators, and black
medical professionals convinced them that racist practices had impacted the
provision of health care for African Americans. Their hearings revealed that
major private hospitals, most of them church-run, all excluded black patients
and doctors, and that the one public hospital that admitted blacks as patients
excluded black doctors from its active medical staff. Commissioners found
this situation so troubling that a 1963 report on nationwide racial discrimina-
tion in hospitals relied on evidence from Memphis.*® A half decade after the
Civil Rights Commission issued this report, a nonprofit black community
organization in south Mempbhis reported that formidable barriers—inconve-
nient locations, lengthy bus rides, lack of nighttime hours, and packed wait-
ing rooms—made it difficult for poor African Americans to secure medical
care for themselves and their children at public health clinics.”

The 1962 Civil Rights Commission hearings also revealed that city health
officials made decisions about health care based on racist beliefs about poor
black women, which limited their efforts to tackle the high black infant mor-
tality rate. A city/county health department official attributed this differen-
tial not to factors such as sparse prenatal care, poor nutrition, and unsanitary
conditions, but to a high rate of “illegitimacy” among black mothers.”® The
health department report concluded that quelling immoral behavior was the



[74] LAURIE B. GREEN

antidote to black infant mortality. Such reports may not have been as dra-
matic as acts of racial violence, yet they ultimately had equally severe conse-
quences.

Poor women’s welfare rights activism directly countered this ideology
with one of their own. It made problems of black womanhood as significant
as those of black manhood when it came to protecting black families and
showed that women held positions of responsibility that equaled those of
men. Few women would have disrespected black men's claims to - manhood,
but in this complicated politics of protection they combated stereotypes of
immoral and lazy black women, established new health programs, and dem-
onstrated that poor women’s rights were as important to the movement for
racial justice as those of men. By claiming identities as caring and protective
mothers who were the experts in determining their children’s needs, poor
women activists fused these qualities to their identities as activists. Con-
versely, they posited the state’s denial of economic and medical assistance
as racial injustice that thwarted their efforts to protect and provide for their
children. Based on this alternative narrative, welfare rights activists shifted
the discussion from laziness, immorality, and dependency to prenatal care,
pediatric medical screening, adequate nutrition, and income. In the same
period the Black Panther Party expanded self-defense from police brutality
to the self-determination of poor black communities and created free medi-
cal clinics and breakfast programs—run largely by women—independent of
government assistance.

GENDER AND THE BLACK FREEDOM MOVEMENT,
FROM FORTY YEARS LATER

If we flash back to the scene captured by camera in late March 1968 in light of
this “politics of protection,” it becomes more complicated to answer the ques-
tion posed at the beginning of this chapter about what brought all these men
and women to Clayborn Temple that weekday morning to rally around the
sanitation workers’ declaration, “I AM A MAN!” The presence of both civil
rights leaders, including King, and union officials from ArscME (American
Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees) and elsewhere un-
derscores that the strike united the labor and civil rights movements. Yet
the strike also reflected struggles over poverty, welfare, health, and hunger—
all issues that were starkly highlighted later that spring when a “mule train”
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surrounded by freedom movement activists departed from the Lorraine
Motel, where King had been shot on April 4, to mark the beginning of the
Poor People’s March.” (For more on the Mule Train, see Amy Nathan Wright,
“The 1968 Poor People’s Campaign, Marks, Mississippi, and the Mule Train:
Fighting Poverty Locally, Representing Poverty Nationally,” chapter 4, this
volume.) Similarly, support for the strike invoked decades of protest against
police brutality in its numerous forms. Rather than focusing on pictures that
show only the pending arrival of King, or the strikers with their “I AM A
MAN!” signs, we need to expand narratives of this pivotal moment in the
civil rights movement to explore the multiple strands of activism that co-
alesced in this same movement, to which the gendered politics of protection
was central.

A majority of histories of the movement concentrate on attempts to break
down de jure and de facto racial segregation in all facilities open to the
public, whether they were under the aegis of local and state government,
such as schools and libraries, or privately owned and operated, such as res-
taurants and movie theaters. Or, they trace voting rights campaigns, includ-
ing efforts to register, educate, and rally potential voters despite legal and
extralegal barriers. Despite significant local distinctions, African Ameri-
cans across the South assailed their exclusion from the mainstream political
process and fought for political expression and clout. These two avenues of
struggle shaped and energized postwar civil rights movements, and they at-
tracted massive attention and support from outside of the South.

Together, however, they comprise a gendered narrative of civil rights that
revolves around public facilities and public policies. As a number of scholars
point out, particularly those writing about antipoverty struggles, this narra-
tive obscures equally hard-fought struggles centered on home, work, fam-
ily, and community—areas of daily life commonly perceived as outside the
realm of political conflict. These struggles became absolutely germane to the

_ freedom movement. They represented key concerns in and of themselves and

also redefined the larger civil rights movement by shaping activists’ beliefs
about meanings of rights and justice. Deepening understanding of the free-

~ dom movement demands a regendering of the narrative, not just by mapping

out women's contributions, but by rethinking what constitutes the political

_and which domains of struggle matter in the claiming of freedom.

Just as importantly, we need to assess, not reproduce the ways in which

_manhood and womanhood became pivotal to understandings of freedom.
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Manhood became the medium through which many activists conceived of
freedom. However, as seen in the cases of Durham, Memphis, and Monroe,
North Carolina, that language also animated contention among different
voices within black communities, as certain parties with conflicting ideas
about manhood vied with each other over the direction of local movements.
That power struggle pressured some African American leaders to take posi-
tions from which they might otherwise have shirked, resulting in changes of
course that influenced the larger direction of local and national movements.

These power struggles based on conflicting claims to manhood, how-
ever, can still keep the civil rights narrative trained on black male leadership.
Women, too, appropriated a masculinist language of self-defense to goad
male activists into adopting more militant positions. As we have seen, during
the Tallahassee demonstrations a woman observer demanded that men be
more than “mice”; female activists in Monroe pressured Williams to punish
the white rapists of black women by taking up arms; and some working-class
women supporters of the sanitation strike like Hazel McGhee insisted that
the workers live up to the claims to manhood exhibited on their signs—“I
AM A MANY Such exhortations may or may not have influenced the men
at which they were aimed, but they certainly allowed women to carve out
unique spaces for themselves in which they kept pressure on male activists in
the limelight of these movements. In addition, their critical mobilization in
supporting roles also energized their pursuit of other struggles, from welfare
rights to labor battles.

Finally, we need to take stock of activism by poor black women who
served as heads of households in lieu of male breadwinners. In this case,
women did not deploy a language of manhood, but made the provision for
and protection of their children the basis for their identities. In doing so,
they articulated an idea of womanhood that was shorn of the racist images of
black women as pariahs that adhered to them in white public discourse. Such
parlance, unlike bourgeois ideals of womanhood, rejected dependency while
claiming authority as protectors of their households. By firing up women’s
convictions in their own value, these assertions spurred women to pursue
struggles that might otherwise have appeared too daunting.

All movement activists could unite behind the idea of protecting black
communities from racist violence. However, there was not necessarily una-
nimity about what that entailed (prayer and patience? armed self-defense?).
Black masculinity, defined in terms of self-defense and protection, offered a
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language through which to mobilize activists but it also provided a means by
which both male and female activists challenged authority figures and their
agendas within black communities. Concomitantly, both men and women
fought against demeaning racist labels of dependency that depicted men as

. boys and women as lazy during and even after the Jim Crow era, and that

produced material consequences exemplified by the sanitation workers’
plights. For women, doing so involved a significant contradiction; particu-
larly in the context of 1960s antipoverty struggles they insisted upon the re-
spect and security accorded to white women yet rejected racist images of de-
pendency assigned specifically to black women. Moreover, they demanded
the right to protect their own dependent children and households. During
the postwar civil rights era, these questions of who would or could protect
African American women, men, children, and families from white racist vio-
lence and other forms of injustice alternately defined, motivated, and compli-
cated the movement for freedom.
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lives of countless people:

CHARLES W. MCKINNEY JR.

Finding Fannie Corbett

Black Women and the Transformation
of Civil Rights Narratives in Wilson,
North Carolina

'n 2000, Fannie Corbett retired from the Wilson Community Improvement

Association (wcria) after thirty-two years of service to the community of
Wilson, a midsize town in eastern North Carolina. As one of the principal
founders of the organization in 1968, Corbett oversaw the evolution of the
wcla from aloose consortium of programs—such as a daycare, peer counsel-
ing, and job training—into an organization that through the years developed
over three hundred units of affordable housing for low-income residents. An
effusive article in the Wilson Daily Times praised Corbett’s three-decade ef-
fort to provide housing for the less fortunate, particularly for elderly citizens.
The article congratulated Corbett on the good works she performed in the

region; state representatives praised her for her hard work and determination

and several city officials lauded her efforts to improve the lives of the less for-

_ tunate. Fellow Wilsonian, civil rights activist (and future U.S, congressman)

G. K. Butterfield Jr. proclaimed that, when it came to being an advocate for

 the dispossessed, Corbett “[had] done just as much if not more than any citi-

zen in this community”” He went on to praise her as a “positive force in the

»]

This essay is adapted from a larger project, Greater Freedom: The Evolution of the Civil
Rights Movement in Wilson, North Carolina (University Press of America 2010). I would
like to thank Dee Garceau-Hagen for her many helpful suggestions when this project

_ Wasin its early stages, and Emilye Crosby for her generosity of spirit and thoughtful in-

sights. I would like to thank Barbara Blackston for providing the image of her mother at

work at Wilson Community Improvement Association, Inc.




