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PREFACE

This project about the educational innovations of Lucy Diggs Slowe, dean of women at Howard University (1922–37), was sparked by a course I have taught for twenty years. First offered at DePauw University and more recently at Grinnell College, Educating Women takes a historical and topical approach to the contributions of diverse girls and women to primary, secondary, and higher education. My early enthusiasm for the course grew when I realized that I was on a campus with its own notable contributions to the history of coeducation: In the wake of the Civil War, DePauw became one of the first adopters of this contested social experiment. Moreover, in January 1870, four of its new women students—Bettie Locke, Bettie Tipton, Alice Allen, and Hannah Fitch—founded Kappa Alpha Theta, the first sorority for college women in the United States.

Despite DePauw’s impressive historical place in the ongoing work of inclusion in higher education, more than a half-century—fifty-five years—passed between the admission of five white women in 1867 and the matriculation of two Black women, Valeria Murphy and Mattie Julian, in 1922.1 This racial lag is all too familiar in the cause of education. In its self-knowledge and ongoing operations, higher education has been not only men centered but “persistently white.”2

In my attempts to find more information about DePauw’s first Black women students, the campus archivist, Wes Wilson, introduced me to the profession of dean of women. He suggested that I explore the materials of Katharine Sprague Alvord, who served as DePauw’s dean of women from 1915 to 1936. Although deans of women were the early twentieth-century administrators who founded the contemporary field of student affairs, I had never heard of them. Moreover, despite Alvord’s professional charge to attend to the personal growth of women students and the overlapping of her tenure with the undergraduate careers of Murphy and Julian, I found little about those women of color in the dean’s papers. The absence of attention to these two pioneers alerted me to another significant fact: the whiteness of the deaning profession in its advocacy of the holistic—that is, the curricular and cocurricular—development of women students.

It was through my exploration of the history of deaning that I encountered Lucy Diggs Slowe, Alvord’s contemporary and counterpart at Howard University as well as the first professionally trained African American dean of women in the United States. Slowe’s was a name that I had come across on the periphery of other research projects. Within a few weeks, however, it became clear to me that she was an academic foremother whose story was both compelling and prescient.

There is much that draws me to Slowe. She was committed to the specific developmental moment of late adolescence and advocated for an expanded view of collegiate education. She, along with other deans, promoted self-governance, student-led interest groups, leisure activities, athletics, and vocational exploration as complements to the work undertaken in the classroom. I now better understand, and more deeply appreciate, the partnership that faculty should have with student affairs professionals to support our students’ maturation into socially conscious citizens. I also have learned much from Dean Slowe about the importance of strong convictions, the need for sincere intergenerational and interracial relationships among women, and the possibilities that shared purpose unleashes. In Slowe I see a multifaceted educator whose guiding principle in her teaching and administrative labors was that Black women matter. As a result, she believed that they are worthy of our best efforts, which in higher education should include care, attention to the individual, expansive opportunities, and affirming community. That is, Slowe understood belonging as an institutional responsibility and a prerequisite for students’ learning and growth. A century later her career offers a powerful vision of Black women thriving in, as well as transforming, higher education.
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TO LIVE MORE ABUNDANTLY


INTRODUCTION

A “TWENTIETH CENTURY WONDER”

In those days Howard University was essentially a man’s university which included women in its student body and faculty. Dean Slowe’s philosophy included the idea that women were beings in their own right and as independent beings had a purpose and function. The Women’s Dinner was an early demonstration of this idea.

—Hilda Davis, class of 1925, Howard University

On November 1, 1922, a public letter addressed to “the Men of the University” circulated among students, faculty, and administrators at Howard University. Its purpose was to inform them of an unprecedented women-only event taking place in two days’ time. It opened with these words: “The women of the University are having a dinner Friday night, November 3, in the new dining hall. One of the requirements for admittance to this dinner is that you be a member of the female sex. This naturally bars all men in the University, with the possible exclusion of the waiters, from the floor of the dining hall.”

The authors of this letter—the newly assembled Women’s Committee on the First Annual Women’s Dinner—reveled in their event’s gender-exclusive design. Adopting a tone that was both confident and teasing, they feigned regret that the men would miss a striking example of “how much fun we women can have when you men are not present.” Following this pronouncement, the planning committee offered a consolation: After 8:00 p.m. on Friday night, the men could “stand in the balcony of the dining hall to look down on us. From this, your point of vantage, you can force us women to do the usual thing: look up to you.” However, even this concession was wrapped in the women’s glee. The onlooking men, the women predicted, would witness “‘a twentieth century wonder,’ Howard women enjoying themselves without the company of the men.”1


[image: ]

Howard University Women’s Dinner, 1940.

Courtesy of Scurlock Studio Records, Archives Center, National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution.



The inaugural Women’s Dinner did take place, with 250 students, alumnae, faculty, and guests in attendance. Not only did they take up space, they were audible in occupying it. As a student reported in the alumni magazine, the Howard University Record: “There were songs, ‘screams,’ as Dean Slowe is wont to call feminine attempts at yelling, and wonderfully inspiring speeches directed by the remarkably gifted toastmistress, Miss Bertha McNeil[l], and the students who would sing ‘Stand Up’ to whomsoever they wished to speak. From Dean Slowe’s speech that set forth her high conception of the women’s ‘job’ in the University throughout the entire list there was help and inspiration.”2

At an event of their own making, on a patriarchal campus in the racially segregated city of Washington, D.C., these Black women defied many expectations of what was publicly possible for them. Bringing together Howard women across cohorts and formal standing, the inaugural Women’s Dinner foregrounded their sense of self and forms of engagement—singing, chants, and speeches—that were embodied, voiceful, proud, and community building. These women validated their claim that they were bringing into existence a “twentieth century wonder,” and the Women’s Dinner soon became a cherished tradition among them. Held the first Friday in November throughout Slowe’s fifteen-year tenure, it remained an anticipated and vibrant site of pleasure and affirmation that Howard students and alumnae sustained for another thirty years after Slowe’s death in 1937.3

[image: ]

So who was the woman who envisioned and organized the Women’s Dinner? In the opening decades of the twentieth century, Lucy Diggs Slowe (1883–1937) was the first African American with professional training to serve as dean of women. A 1908 Howard University alumna, she held a master’s degree from Columbia University and pursued postgraduate coursework in the profession of deaning, the field that gave rise to what we now know as student affairs. A pioneer in her profession, Slowe promoted equality, opportunity, and intrinsic worth across the lines of gender, color, and age. She believed that Black college women at Howard and throughout higher education should experience rigorous and broad academic preparation, as well as extracurricular leadership opportunities, encouragement to pursue vocations of their choosing, and intra- and interracial racial gender solidarity. Slowe’s educational vision rejected outdated standards of respectability for women and racialized limits to campus belonging. She insisted that Black college women needed, and deserved to develop, their individual talents and decide—for themselves—what contributions to make to society.

The spirit of the Women’s Dinner dramatically reflects Dean Slowe’s educational philosophy of “living more abundantly.” This phrase comes from a line in her eulogy by Dr. Dwight O. W. Holmes, a Black educator-administrator. Holmes had known the fifty-four-year-old Slowe for a majority of her life, having served as her high school teacher, her administrative colleague at Howard University, and at times her confidant.4 “Living more abundantly” poetically distilled the motivation for Slowe’s work—her fervent belief in Black women’s right to grow into their abilities and potential. As Holmes correctly assessed, Slowe’s ideals of self-respect, self-determination, and community—key pillars of living more abundantly—were “not decorations but objectives to be actually achieved.”5 Through purposefully designed spaces and opportunities, Slowe and the college women for whom she advocated cultivated their own sense of self and departed from other people’s reductive expectations of them.

Slowe understood the injustices of U.S. society. As she expressed in a set of personal essays, white domination and patriarchal attitudes created blocked opportunities and failures of recognition that left her feeling like a “woman without a country.”6 In orienting her work toward an aspirational society, Slowe contested disparagements of Black college women’s abilities and asserted their “rightful place in American life” as full citizens with economic and political liberties.7 As a result, Slowe pressed for their access not only to the academic curriculum but also to growth, joy, connection, and belonging in this developmental period of their lives. Holding to the view that Black college women were indisputably valuable modern persons, Slowe created visible, celebratory, and responsive environments for them. In this work she refuted racist and patriarchal devaluations of Black women’s individual worth and social possibility. She also insisted on the socially regenerative possibilities of higher education. Core to her effort was her “faith in young people and . . . a belief in the mutability of human nature.”8 In short, Slowe’s “living more abundantly” was both a validating educational philosophy for Black college women and a staunch rejection of pressures to accommodate them to lesser forms of inclusion and personhood.

Beyond Respectability

The New Negro Woman

The Women’s Dinner was an audacious event to hold at a historically Black college or university (HBCU) in the 1920s. For African American college women a century ago, engaging in shows of respectability would have been more socially normative. From the wake of the Civil War into the early decades of the twentieth century, respectability was a dominant strategy for accessing the opportunities and protections of citizenship.9 Upheld as a solution to U.S. racial problems, respectability predicated social inclusion on embodying white-defined norms of civil society. Despite its charge to all African Americans to demonstrate their social fitness, the discourse of racial respectability singled Black women out for heightened responsibilities. It maintained that Black women’s work—a kind of “res(ex)pectability labor”—was to individually disprove a series of pejorative, white-constructed images of their womanhood that assailed their virtue, intelligence, and social worth.10 Furthermore, as racial respectability also supported the establishment of Black men within masculine codes of power, it placed Black women under evaluative scrutiny within both their communities and society at large.

Respectability charged educated Black women in particular with demonstrating bourgeois characteristics of thrift, cleanliness, patriarchal homes, and a restrained heterosexuality. Living as exemplars, such women were expected to instill these qualities in the working classes, whose lives problematically appeared to validate white notions of Black racial deficit.11 Because educated Black women were to confine their uplift labors to role modeling as opposed to active, visible leadership, a majority of them operated within the constraints of “the black woman’s sphere—motherhood, teaching, and the helping professions.”12

Although respectability did not necessarily define Black women in their own eyes, using it as a tool for navigating oppressive cultural and social dynamics did often require them to dissemble, or mask their true feelings with socially palatable appearances.13 Such expectations that Black women would comport themselves to placate more socially advantaged others—whether whites or Black men—came at a cost to their own self-expression and self-knowledge. Given respectability’s emphasis on Black women’s displays of propriety, domesticity, community care, and support for men’s leadership, some Black feminists view respectability as an “iron cage” and a “paradox” that secured, rather than undermined, the social dominance accorded men and whites.14 For these reasons racial respectability was a discourse of Black womanhood that Slowe challenged throughout her career. She considered it an impediment to, and the antithesis of, “living more abundantly.”

In much of its activity and tone, the Women’s Dinner moved well beyond the codes of respectability, but it was very much in line with the tenets of New Negro Womanhood. This alternative movement for self-definition and full citizenship overlapped with respectability but focused on racial pride as well as gender awareness in imagining what was possible for Black people. As it emerged in the last decade of the nineteenth century and extended into the 1940s, New Negro Womanhood was a movement of self-determination for and by Black women that refused the “socially contingent” starting point of respectability.15 New Negro Womanhood attracted Black women from varied life stations and included many of the race women of the Progressive Era who articulated early critiques of whiteness and patriarchy. Believing in their “inherent dignity,” New Negro Women founded the first Black college sororities, encouraged the promotion of summer camps for Black girls, helped sustain liberating recreational spaces, and created schools specifically for working-class Black girls.16 Each of these interventions established humanizing geographies in which Black girls and women were able to inhabit fuller and more empowered versions of themselves. Within the framework of New Negro Womanhood, the Women’s Dinner and much of Slowe’s work on behalf of Black college women becomes immediately intelligible.17 That is, New Negro Womanhood was the racialized gender project at the base of her efforts to have Howard women live more abundantly.

The Women’s Dinner—and the architecture and programming that came to constitute Howard University’s Women’s Campus—encouraged what Slowe termed the New Howard Woman, a New Negro Woman subject who resisted external definitions of self and approached the world as an equal to members of other race-gender groups. This book’s cover photo captures aspects of this femininity, a term that I, like many feminist scholars, use as a synonym for womanhood to emphasize that “woman” is a socially constructed category. Taken in the 1930s by the Black-owned Scurlock Studio of Washington, D.C., the image depicts Slowe with about 150 Howard undergraduate women. They were probably members of the Women’s League, an umbrella organization to which all women students belonged and that would sponsor the Women’s Dinner. Standing closely in long rows on the steps of the university’s Carnegie Building, the women are dressed in wide-lapeled and fur-collared winter coats that reach mid-calf. Some students sport close-fitting slouch hats worn at a fashionable tilt. Several hold books in the crooks of their arms. Slightly off center in the first row is Slowe, and a student standing to the dean’s left angles her upper body toward the administrator. As they collectively look directly into the camera, the women exude focus and determination. Together, the dean and “her girls” make an impressive show of solidarity and pride as New Howard Women.

Sources

During her career Slowe realized a kind of education not already in existence for Black college women. In charting Slowe’s philosophy, I drew heavily from her extensive papers—memos, articles, annual reports, letters, and photos—housed at Howard University’s Moorland-Spingarn Research Center. These documents capture her educational vision and provide windows into how she promoted the rights of the New Howard Woman against the circumscribed recognitions extended to Black college women by white women deans and powerful men in the Howard University administrative hierarchy. I further situate Slowe’s vision of living more abundantly within the evidence of two contemporaneous news sources. In articles published in the university’s then biweekly student campus newspaper, the Hilltop, women students discussed the dean and her programming. The Baltimore-based Afro-American and other papers also covered her efforts.18 Taken together, these public texts document the extent of support Slowe experienced from Howard women students, staff, and alumnae, as well as the resistance she faced to her premise that Black college women mattered.

Outside these archival sources, insights from a small but growing secondary literature about Slowe’s character, career, and educational philosophy inform my work.19 Foremost among these is the 2012 biography Faithful to the Task at Hand: The Life of Lucy Diggs Slowe, by Carroll L. L. Miller and Anne S. Pruitt-Logan. The product of an intergenerational effort undertaken by several individuals who had either studied with Slowe or been shaped by her teachings, Faithful to the Task at Hand details her half-century of existence, including her girlhood, early career as a high school teacher and administrator, and her fifteen years as the dean of women at her alma mater.20 In its attention to the full arc of her life, Faithful to the Task at Hand supplements its analyses of archival material and news stories with a precious resource—interviews of former students and colleagues. Those familiar with the biography will recognize my indebtedness to it. However, in focusing on Slowe’s years as dean at Howard, To Live More Abundantly elevates her intentional New Negro Woman philosophy and situates her ideology among early twentieth-century discourses of modern personhood. Specifically, it highlights how Slowe’s vision of a racially and gender-inclusive democracy rested upon the connections she saw between higher education and contemporaneous movements toward self-determination.

My study reveals the depth of Slowe’s investments in New Negro Womanhood for Howard women as well as the challenges she faced in upholding its principles among her Black men and white women peers. I examine her vision as it affected three spaces of her professional life: the women-centered extracurricular environment Slowe created on Howard University’s campus, the white women–dominated field of deaning, and the heteropatriarchal administration of Howard University. In characterizing the New Howard Woman as a New Negro Woman, I also draw on a growing body of Black feminist scholarship that has challenged the “intersectional erasure” of Black women’s experiences and voices within Black cultural institutions.21 Particularly noteworthy in this literature are the pioneering insights of the historian Treva Lindsey, who first conceptualized Slowe as a New Negro Woman.22 Lindsey attends to an important but underexplored movement of Black women’s agency that pushed against the silences and accommodations prescribed by racial respectability. By detailing Slowe’s campus efforts and her interactions with other administrators during her career as a New Negro Woman, my work extends Lindsey’s analysis. Given the resonance between the New Howard Woman ideal and the aspirations and self-regard of generations of Howard undergraduates and alumnae, my work participates in the recovery of gender histories that fall outside the heteronormative “racial manhood” that is the typical focus of institutional accounts of HBCUs.23

A Road Map

Chapter 1, “Refusing Respectabilities: The New Negro Woman,” discusses the novelty and boldness, given the currency of respectability in Black institutions as well as in the wider white society, of an educational philosophy that encouraged Black women to live more abundantly. Slowe’s outlook, however, derived from her participation in two contemporaneous interventions into sexist social dynamics. Specifically, the New Woman and the New Negro Woman identity movements supported her challenge to many of the educational structures that regarded Black women’s minds and bodies as deficient and expendable.

Populated from the ranks of the first two generations of white alumnae (1870–1910), New Womanhood encouraged this demographic to develop their identities and proficiencies beyond their relationships as wives, mothers, and daughters to white men. Amid their pathbreaking forays into white men’s professions and their founding of the fields of social work, public health nursing, and early childhood education, New Women also established deaning in the early twentieth century to secure and extend white women’s access to the opportunities of higher education. Too often forgotten as the foremothers of contemporary student affairs professionals, deans of women were the first administrators to insist on the extracurriculum as a critical space for students’ development. Despite these deans’ broadened view of college as a time for academic as well as social growth, they operated largely within New Women’s racial boundaries and resisted seeing women of color as equals. Throughout her career Slowe challenged the field’s predominant and singular focus on gender, because it failed to recognize her as a peer and thwarted her efforts to work collaboratively with white colleagues in support of Black college women.

More useful to Slowe in her advocacy of living more abundantly was the discourse of New Negro Womanhood. New Negro Women affirmed Black women’s self-direction and equal standing and did not define themselves by the experience of slavery or take up a belief in their lesser status relative to other race-gender groups. As New Negro Women rejected the notions of Black femininity upheld by racial respectability, they insisted that Black communities and the wider society recognize and dismantle norms that maintained both white prerogative and men’s privilege. Advancing a progressive and feminist Black womanhood, several New Negro Women were Slowe’s contemporaries and noteworthy educators in Washington, D.C. As this first chapter highlights the affinities between the educational outlooks and efforts of the school leaders Anna Julia Cooper and Nannie Helen Burroughs, it provides a broader ideological context for the work Slowe undertook at Howard University. The chapter also demonstrates how Slowe and other New Negro Women openly rejected the entrenched heteropatriarchal “gender silence” within Black communities and institutions.24

During her tenure Slowe worked with her small staff and Howard’s women students to promote several material and cultural campus changes aligned with the emergent deaning movement: she introduced the Women’s Dinner, lobbied successfully for the building of three state-of-the-art dormitories, and supported a range of extracurricular leadership, social, and athletic opportunities for Howard’s women students. To intervene more broadly against the minimization of young Black women’s potential throughout Black-serving colleges and universities, Slowe founded two higher education advocacy organizations: the National Association of College Women in (NACW) 1923, and the National Association of Women’s Deans and Advisers of Colored Schools (NAWDACS) in 1929. Furthermore, as the first Black dean of women in the United States, Slowe gave speeches and authored articles on Black college women’s educational needs. Drawing on these materials, in chapter 2, “We Are the New Howard Woman: Educating a Modern Black Femininity,” I examine Slowe’s efforts to transform Howard University into a gender-inclusive institution. The chapter also documents how students took up her invitation to become New Howard Women. As undergraduate women revealed in their accounts of Slowe’s efforts published in the Hilltop, the New Howard Woman resonated deeply with students, who largely partnered with Slowe in establishing a women-centered extracurriculum.

Holmes’s complete statement in his eulogy from which I take Slowe’s philosophy, reads, “She gave the last full measure of devotion that girls, all girls, might live more abundantly.” The purposeful emphasis of “girls, all girls” recognized that while Slowe’s work was grounded in deaning, the profession’s conceptualization of young womanhood excluded her girls, Black college women. Slowe belonged to two majority white New Women organizations involved in higher education and advocacy for women—the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) and the National Association of Deans of Women (NADW). Although both struggled to become racially inclusive, the YWCA’s religious grounding and social gospel orientation rendered it far more responsive to fostering interracial cooperation than the secular NADW, which exhibited much racial evasiveness and resistance to the full incorporation of Slowe and the Black deans who followed her path-forging lead. Chapter 3, “Race Work Is Women’s Work: Deaning and the Color Line,” holds a mirror up to the shared purpose and sisterhood claimed by both organizations. In it I examine instances of white women’s indifference and highlight the actions of some who worked against the anti-Black color line evident in higher education and in the associations of the New Women deans. As Slowe confronted the racial arrogance of white women, she held to a central principle, which was evident in her talks, memos, and private letters to her peers: interracial work was, in fact, the work of all women.

Although the frame of respectability predominated in evaluations of Black women throughout society, by the time Slowe joined the administration of Howard University, she and other Black women found themselves devalued by another discourse of Black personhood—the New Negro. Rather than advancing the deference to whites that respectability expected, the New Negro promoted assertiveness and self-determination but largely envisioned these qualities as the prerogatives of Black men. Like “the regime of respectability,” then, the rise of New Negro manhood subordinated Black women within a gender order that compromised their agency, growth, and leadership.25

Most of Slowe’s career as dean took place during the administration of Howard University’s first African American president, Mordecai Wyatt Johnson, whose tenure stretched from 1926 to 1960. Despite raising the university’s stature and modernizing its offerings, Johnson’s New Negro approach to the higher education of Black women actively resisted Slowe’s New Negro Women assertions of equality and partnership. As her deaning efforts gained traction on Howard’s campus and she acquired national visibility, Johnson and the board of trustees used the university’s governing structures to target her for humiliation and professional diminishment. In chapter 4, “Our Dean, Our Selves: The Persecution and Defense of a New Negro Woman,” I focus on this decadelong clash between Slowe’s philosophy of growth for Black women and the paternalism of the Johnson administration. Throughout this period Slowe received ongoing support from Howard’s women students, its alumnae, and the Black press; in fact, many attributed her death at age fifty-four to this protracted harassment. The public nature of both Slowe’s mistreatment and the resistance that welled up against it—particularly among women students—reveal that Slowe was far from alone in her advocacy of New Negro womanhood within the structures of Howard University.

Although her early death was an enormous loss to Howard women and the profession of deaning, it is important to remember Slowe’s original vision of living more abundantly. The conclusion, “Remembering Dean Lucy Diggs Slowe,” considers the many ways Howard women understood her legacy and sought to preserve it, intentionally defying the race loyalty norms that usually silenced Black women’s experiences of patriarchal harm. This final chapter gives voice to her supporters, including her life partner, Mary Burrill; selected Howard University colleagues; and Howard alumnae. They carried forward her vision in letters of condolence, appeals for recognition in the Black press, and the maintenance of traditions explicitly tied to championing the New Howard Woman. Perhaps the greatest testament to her influence is that Howard women continued the Women’s Dinner for three decades after her passing.

To pioneer is to forge new worlds and needed pathways, to stand alone at moments but on behalf of many others, and to walk with “a belief in self far greater than anyone’s disbelief.”26 As a New Negro Woman and as a dean of women, Lucy Diggs Slowe operationalized her conviction that Black college women were relevant figures in higher education and society. For those of us interested in the ongoing project of inclusion, Slowe is a foremother whose vision and struggles to honor the promise of young Black women can illuminate our own.


CHAPTER 1

REFUSING RESPECTABILITIES

THE NEW NEGRO WOMAN

Education must fit Negro women, as it must fit all women, for the highest development of their own gifts; but, whatever those gifts, they will not be able to exercise them unless they understand the world they live in and are prepared to make their contribution to it.

Lucy Diggs Slowe, “Higher Education of Negro Women,” July 1933

When Lucy Diggs Slowe returned to her alma mater in 1922 as its first full-time dean of women, Howard University was known as the “Negroes’ Harvard.”1 It was the flagship institution within a system of public and private, black- and white-founded colleges and universities that largely came into existence after the Civil War. Collectively known as historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs), these institutions had to contend with not only systemic underfunding but also white concerns about the role that African Americans could and should play in U.S. society. In a kind of racial compromise, a majority of the 121 public and private HBCUs that existed in 1930 engaged in some form of “respectability training,” which resulted in what LaKisha Simmons terms a “dual education—instruction in academic subjects and respectability.”2 Such a moralistic focus in the curriculum undergirded the peer advice offered in the 1920s by women students at Spelman College. Conceding that they would always encounter harshly evaluative audiences, the authors stressed the importance of Black women’s monitoring their behavior “not for ourselves alone but for the sake of lessening conflict with others whom we meet.”3 Thus, whether motivated to liberate or rehabilitate a formerly enslaved population, such institutions often focused their efforts less on questioning white norms than on preparing Blacks to accommodate themselves to those social expectations.

By 1922, when Slowe became Howard’s first full-time dean of women, the effect of such strictures of respectability were evident in Black women’s educational access and postgraduate trajectories. Collectively, the race was underrepresented in higher education. In the first decades of the post-Emancipation era, Black men were more likely than Black women to attend and complete college. However, beginning in the 1920s, Black women began to claim a larger percentage of the undergraduate degrees among African Americans. By 1930, when Blacks constituted about 10 percent of the U.S. population and accounted for only 1.8 percent of all the bachelor’s degrees granted, Black women garnered 2 percent of the degrees awarded to women, while Black men secured only 1.6 percent of the bachelor’s degrees earned by U.S. men. A decade later, in 1940, Black women merited more than half (56.8 percent) of all degrees conferred by HBCUs.4

Black women’s apparent advantage in degree completion relative to Black men reflected a community-supported and personally protective strategy of “socially responsible individualism”: Black families encouraged young women to attend college to prepare for the teaching profession, both to contribute to the actual educational needs of the community and, as important, to evade their concentration in the economically and physically exploitative fields of domestic service and agriculture.5 In 1930 these two sectors employed 78.2 percent of working Black women, while only 3.4 percent of Black women wage earners were engaged in professional and technical labor, typically as teachers. Among white women in the labor force, 16.1 percent earned wages through agriculture and household service, while a full quarter (25.3 percent) were remunerated for professional and technical work.6

Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, more than 80 percent of Black alumnae took up the respectable and feminized work of teaching within Black segregated schools. The high percentage reflected the severe limitations of the job market for women of color, the association of Black feminine goodness with social service, and the devaluation of women’s leadership in Black men’s own bids for first-class citizenship.7 Given codes of racial respectability, education for self-fulfillment or personal development was deemed “more a luxury than a necessity” for Black women.8

To disrupt and shift these patterns of educational containment that were well established for Black women in communities and institutions aligned with racial respectability, Slowe drew on two movements for self-determination: the New Woman and the New Negro Woman. While the first grounded her professional focus on Howard women’s extracurricular lives and development, the second fostered her convictions about the inherent value of Black women. Combined, they nurtured and affirmed her radical attention to Black collegiate womanhood.

The New Woman

Pursuing Education for Individual Growth and Social Usefulness

The end of the Civil War brought measured educational opportunity to Blacks but much more to white women. To compensate for reversals of fortune and the loss of young white men, a number of colleges and universities founded exclusively for this demographic pragmatically but reluctantly engaged in coeducation. This so-called experiment of granting white women access—often limited and highly regulated—to the dominion of higher education soon became a financially expedient strategy for spurring institutional growth. Admitting women also provided a means for meeting increasing social pressure—particularly at state-funded public institutions—for more democratic access to institutions of higher education.9

The half-century between 1870 and 1920 was transformative for white women in higher education. Whereas in 1870 more than half of colleges were for men only (59 percent), by the turn of the century 70 percent of institutions were coeducational.10 During this period of increased access, the percentage of college women grew tenfold, from 0.7 percent of all young women aged eighteen to twenty-one to 7.6 percent of this demographic. Furthermore, although white women constituted 21 percent of college and university students in 1879, by 1920 they accounted for almost half (47.3 percent) of all enrolled undergraduates.11 Amid this expansion of their presence, white college women forged a new identity for themselves—the New Woman.

Despite social anxiety about the consequences of their entrance into an historically masculine sphere, the first two generations of alumnae (1870–90 and 1890–1910)—at both single sex and coeducational institutions—excelled academically and countered doubts about their physical and intellectual abilities to pursue courses of study that had been restricted to men.12 As one early Wellesley College alumna recalled, “We were pioneers in the adventure,—voyagers in the crusade for the higher education of women,—that perilous experiment of the [18]70’s, which all the world was breathlessly watching and which the prophets were declaring to be so inevitably fatal to the American girl.”13 Drawing heavily from the experiences of these mission-driven alumnae, New Women sought a “symmetrical,” rather than a dependent, relationship to white men.14 Because advocates of New Womanhood asserted that women had “two sides—the woman side, and the human side,” they contended that “education was a right of personality rather than of sex.”15 They further maintained that the development of their latter qualities would render educated white women “well-equipped member[s] of a modern democratic community.”16 New Women’s recognition of careers and employment as viable and worthy life options reflected their insistence on a fundamental equality with white men as “soul[s] born to immortality.”17

Only about half the members of the first two generations of white alumnae married, unlike 90 percent of their non-college-educated peers.18 Such low rates of matrimony poignantly—and, to some social observers, disturbingly—demonstrated the power of higher education to expand conceptions of women’s place and shift their life trajectories. For many of these New Women, their choices to work and live in homosocial circles constituted an intentional revolt against the constraints of patriarchal social organization, within marriage and motherhood as well as throughout other social institutions.19 New Women became pioneers in men’s occupations, political activists, and founders of new Progressive Era movements—including settlement houses, public health nursing, early childhood education, and pacifism—out of their studied resistance to a domination ethos that pervaded society’s norms and structures.20

Higher education’s centrality to fostering a New Woman consciousness also accounts for the racial exclusivity of this early twentieth-century femininism. From the Civil War through the civil rights movement, most of higher education supported white dominance and intentionally matriculated only token numbers of Black women. To illuminate the pointed resistance of the elite New England women’s colleges to admitting Black women students, the historian Linda Perkins compared their enrollment numbers to those of Oberlin College. Unlike most other higher education institutions founded before the Civil War, Oberlin opened in 1833 with a commitment to “interracial coeducation.”21 As a result, it offered access to people of color and women, and during its first eighty years, the college matriculated more than four hundred African American women. From 1890 to 1960, the seven elite women’s colleges collectively awarded degrees to only five hundred Black women, at an average rate of one per year per institution. In actuality, however, the Seven Sisters’ receptiveness to racially diverse women varied widely: although some admitted one or two annually early in their founding in the late nineteenth century, others barred Black women from their campuses until well into the twentieth century.22

Bryn Mawr College’s president, M. Carey Thomas, a pioneer in higher education, espoused white racial domination and explicitly connected it to white women’s educational opportunity. During an opening convocation in 1916, Thomas proclaimed to her campus audience, “If the present intellectual supremacy of the White races is maintained, as I hope that it will be for centuries to come, I believe it will be because they are the only races that have seriously begun to educate their women.” As she expressed xenophobic concerns about the immigration of “the backward people of Europe like the Czechs, the Slavs, and the south Italians,” Thomas also denigrated “the pure negroes of Africa, the Indians, the Esquimaux, the South Sea Islanders, the Turks, etc” for failing to demonstrate any “continuous mental activity.” Given her focus on maintaining a student body largely descended from “early time Americans,” Thomas blocked the admission of Black women during her twenty-eight-year tenure as president, from 1894 to 1922.23

Despite Thomas’s racist limitation of New Womanhood ideals of self-definition and social leadership to white upper-class women, this movement actually appealed to women around the world and from diverse cultural and racial backgrounds within the United States.24 However, in its hegemonic understandings, New Womanhood rested upon notions of whiteness and fears of racial mixing. Unsurprisingly, these attitudes were also constituent elements of New Women’s founding of the profession to which Slowe belonged—deans of women.

New Women in Higher Education

Deans of Women

In 1920, despite approaching numerical parity with men, white women college students remained an unequal group in higher education, and their presence elicited much administrative ambivalence.25 Discouraged by faculty and men students from fields deemed inconsistent with conventionally feminine qualities and life pursuits, these young women had, at best, limited access to extracurricular student activities—such as the newspaper, athletic teams, and student government—that developed leadership skills and built a sense of community among peers.26 Institutional efforts to contain women in ways that were “compatible with their femininity” reflected a tacit policy of opposition to coeducation.27 That is, despite white women’s growing numbers and the critical revenue they contributed to the colleges and universities they attended, these students still attended campuses where expectations about their deference to men prevailed. In an effort to supervise young women’s social and academic lives and align their aspirations with patriarchal gender norms, by the 1920s more than 90 percent of historically white colleges and universities had hired deans of women.28

Deans of women were the first women administrative leaders on coeducational campuses. As the largely unrecognized founders of the field of student affairs, they are also the foremothers of today’s women’s center directors and women’s studies faculty.29 In her attempt to retrieve these women from oblivion, the historian Carolyn Terry Bashaw describes their pioneering vision as “the best-kept secret in the history of higher education.”30 Although hired to supervise the residential lives of women students, the deans quickly organized into a self-defining profession. In 1916 they founded the National Association of Deans of Women (NADW), and in the same year Teachers College of Columbia University began offering graduate courses in the field.31

With the development of a scholarly literature, professional training, and annual conferences, deans of women began the work of establishing their administrative identity and genealogy. Tellingly, the NADW did not draw inspiration from the brief history of matrons, the middle-aged women who were hired by some mid-nineteenth-century college presidents to monitor the morals and residential lives of the few women students they had reluctantly admitted. Rather, for the NADW and its members, deaning came into being with the much more recent naming, in 1892, of Alice Freeman Palmer to the position at the newly founded University of Chicago.

At the time of her recruitment, Palmer was already an experienced administrative leader. A University of Michigan alumna and a Wellesley professor who became the college’s president (1881–87), Palmer knew coeducation in its early contested years as well as the “Adamless Eden” of many white women’s colleges.32 With good reason she did not undertake the work of a dean as a subordinate but saw herself as a vice president for women students. Rather than defer to the campus president, she appealed to her own discretion “to tell him as little as I can, and take every bit of responsibility I dare assume.”33 Her approach resonated broadly with subsequent deans of women, who understood that without their presence and commitments to women students, colleges and universities would “continue to be in the future as the vast majority have been in the past,—institutions for men.”34

Despite the calculation that deans of women would uphold and oversee a containment project in higher education, these administrative pioneers operated much more subversively. As alumnae who had experienced the liberating effect of college on their life cycle, deans of women worked with—but often stood at a critical distance from—the paternalistic visions of campus presidents, college men, and young women’s families of origin.35 Advocacy rather than surveillance was key to their efforts to press campuses for “women’s share of space, prestige, and resources.”36

During their own undergraduate years, the women who became deans of women had created extracurricular supports for themselves out of necessity. However, as professionals they found themselves facing a new problem. Between the two world wars, cohorts of more affluent and less academically focused undergraduate women encountered a well-established campus life organized around men’s interests and prerogatives. Unlike the first two generations of college women, who were conscious of their contested presence as outsiders “treading on male turf,” many white women in the first decades of the twentieth century matriculated matter-of-factly as “an act of conformity” with cultural norms and parental desires.37 Amid the sororities, fraternity dances, smoking, movies, conspicuous consumption, weekend automobile trips, dancing, dating, and petting that made heterosociability the norm, young white women approached college as a culturally sanctioned stepping-stone to a good marriage.38

To counter institutional imperatives attempting to consign women to a “‘second class’ relationship” relative to men, deans of women championed the development of students as multidimensional people and not simply as intellectual beings.39 The deans argued for the existence and interdependence of two curricula in higher education—the academic and the social. Better known and highly valued, the academic curriculum was directed by faculty and managed through adult authority. As important as it was for the transfer of cultural knowledge, it fell short of what deans of women asserted was also needed—opportunities for students to put into action the lessons in character they were learning in the classroom. Students organized the social curriculum and were advised by administrators, such as deans of women, who saw deep value in democratic living and the “socially broadening” opportunities of student-led government, organizations, clubs, housing associations, unions, lounges, and offices.40 Thyrsa Amos, dean of women at the University of Pittsburgh, explained the interdependence of both forms of preparation for a holistic education: “If the academic curriculum trains to think and to know, and the social trains to contact and to work successfully with people, what greater worth can be hoped for in education?”41 Deans of women faulted as problematic a curriculum unduly focused on subject matter because it led faculty to “forget that they are not teaching subjects” but students whose overall development was the focus of the undergraduate experience.42

Deans of women declared themselves experts in women’s education because they were “the only officer in the university who deals with a woman student as a complete human being.”43 Given this understanding of their role, they insisted on the need for three distinct campus environments—“that for men alone, that for women alone, and that for men and women together.”44 Taking a developmental approach to students, deans of women viewed the college years as critical in setting the life course of young women, and they staunchly refused to “tak[e] the low road of cultural accommodation and stereotypical behavior—house the women, protect them from the men, prepare them for marriage.”45 As expressed by Lois Mathews Rosenberry, dean of women at the University of Wisconsin, in her 1915 profession-defining text, The Dean of Women, the goal of higher education was to broaden women’s horizons, not dictate a particular future for them: “If a young woman has during her university career been made aware, both inside the classroom and outside of the college community, of her inescapable obligation to bring her trained mind and unselfish spirit to bear upon questions of human welfare wherever she may meet them, she cannot fail to take her place and contribute her share to the world’s work.”46 Like many of her colleagues, Rosenberry acknowledged traditional life paths, such as marriage and motherhood, while consistently and defiantly committing to expanding young women’s reputable efforts to include work in an “independent career,” which could take form in the federal civil service, nursing, and social settlements, as well as law and medicine.47

Strategically, deans of women nodded to feminine conventions, but, more important, they staunchly insisted on young women’s right to develop well beyond these gendered limitations. The deans were engaged in cultivating a new kind of adult woman, who “possess[ed] the virtues of strength, of courage, of initiative, of ability to fend for themselves, of honestly facing the problems of living and of assuming full responsibility for doing their share in the world’s work.” The twentieth century, they argued, would not be well served by encouraging an outdated, “sentimental, dependent type” of womanhood.48 As they promoted notions of white women’s possibility that were not narrowly limited to domesticity, deans of women were preparing college women to be active citizens able to shape “a new social order.”49 In the words of Sarah Sturtevant, a professor at Teachers College, the profession of deaning sought not to accommodate women to men-administered campuses or sexist social attitudes but to help women “blaze the way” to an improved, democratic society.50

As the deans established traditions of mentoring, campus programming, and self-governance for students, some of these administrators directly encouraged playfulness among college women. Dean Amos helped found the Women’s Athletic Association, the student body that went on to sponsor an annual Co-ed Prom to recruit new students to campus athletics at the University of Pittsburgh. From 1922 to 1937 juniors and seniors dressed as men and accompanied their dates, femininely attired women students who were first-years and transfers. With obvious delight a 1932 article in the university newspaper detailed how the “unusual couples” in attendance appropriated and contested heteropatriarchal norms: “Tuxedoed upperclasswomen escort[ed] rompered, bubbling freshmen. Plump little girls and ‘boys’ sucked giant lollypops; uniformed heroes chatted with dainty maids, and ‘football players’ with grotesquely expansive chests and shoulders cavorted among the dancers. Tall ‘kiddies’ danced with tiny ‘gentlemen.’”51 During the sixteen years of the prom’s existence, Amos supported the efforts of these college women to stretch and mock narrowly conventional beliefs about who they were and what they could do.52
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Co-ed Prom, 1936. University of Pittsburgh.
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Such gender irreverence is almost unrecognizable in the cultural imagery that arose about deans of women, who are represented as prudish older women attempting to thwart young people’s social lives.53 Although the deans strongly eschewed some modern aspects of youth culture—which one dean described as “the vices and bad habits of smoking and drinking, of using coarse and common language, of indifference to the niceties of living”—most understood concerns about coeducation as centering much less on women’s propriety than on what Slowe herself pointedly identified as “essentially the problem of educating ‘the weaker sex’ in colleges with ‘the stronger sex.’”54 Standing at a critical distance from the paternalistic visions of campus presidents and faculty, college men, and young women’s families, deans of women pursued their work of shifting gender norms and campus structures.55 Their goal was to create conditions that would allow young women to graduate with the self-knowledge and practical skills needed for making informed choices about their futures.

The Demise of the Profession of Deans of Women

The attention of deans of women to the extracurricular needs of women students ushered in the office of deans of men, avuncular administrators who loosely curbed the excesses of a youthful and privileged white masculinity.56 Deans of men undertook little of the gender challenge that defined the work of deans of women, who guided the development of clubs, programming, and physical space for women against institutional resistance. To put it bluntly, while deans of women were invested in cultural change, deans of men largely did not question the norms of masculine dominance on college campuses.

By the 1960s most coeducational colleges and universities had consolidated the roles of deans of women and men into an office of “student affairs.” In a turn away from a policy of gender separation and out of concern about rising student social activism on campuses, this restructuring was devastating to many women deans.57 Operating with sexist assumptions about leadership ability, coeducational colleges typically promoted deans of men to a cabinet-level role while demoting deans of women—even when they outranked such men or had more professional experience—within the administrative structure. As a result, whereas in 1936, 86 percent of deans of women reported directly to their university’s president, by 1963 fewer than a third (29.5 percent) had such access.58 Although this reorganization ended the tenures of deans of women on coeducational campuses, a number of women’s colleges recognized these administrators’ skill and experience with gender advocacy and recruited them for presidencies.59

As the first women in higher education administration, deans of women innovated a responsive extracurriculum to support young women’s exploration of selfhood outside an institutionalized subordination to men. The women deans understood that, despite the presence of women students, most institutions remained centered on college men; these new administrators keenly believed in “the need for a leader of women in a co-educational college.”60 However, because the profession was founded within a particular demographic of New Women, deaning limited its notions of a modern femininity to white middle-class women. As a result, the major agents in deaning maintained and reinforced white dominance, failing to conceptualize educated womanhood in ways inclusive of racially minoritized women.

Refusing Respectabilities

New Negro Womanhood

Neither racial respectability nor the New Woman discourse spoke adequately to Dean Slowe’s aspirations for Black women to have opportunities as full members of their campuses and society. Her extension of personal agency to educated Black women was therefore a radical act of social defiance. In this resistance Slowe drew on a lesser-known identity movement, New Negro Womanhood. Departing from the domesticity and men-centered racial uplift that respectability discourse put forward, New Negro Women dared to see self-actualization as a fundamental twentieth-century human right rather than a privilege restricted to whites and men. In short, New Negro Women rejected forms of control and diminishment at odds with their bids for self-definition and self-determination.

Overlapping with the respectability discourse of the late nineteenth century and contemporaneous with the rise of New Women, New Negro Womanhood attracted a cross-class group of Black women, including college alumnae and professionals as well as self-employed beauticians, domestics, blues singers, entrepreneurs, and activists.61 New Negro Women believed in their inalienable right to be consequential members of society and resisted what Kristie Dotson terms “epistemic backgrounding,” or the ways the particular realities of Black women are typically devalued and overlooked within men-centered experiences of racism or white-focused definitions of womanhood.62 In their rejection of forms of secondary and tertiary citizenship, New Negro Women insisted on the importance of their “self-discovery, self-acceptance, and self-fulfillment.”63

The contemporary Black feminist scholars Treva Lindsey and Brittney Cooper locate the emergence of the New Negro Woman ethos at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago.64 During the week of May 15 to May 22, six Black women activists challenged their exclusion from the World’s Congress of Representative Women. In this international venue celebrating modernity and attracting five hundred speakers from twenty-seven countries, Frances E. W. Harper, Fannie Barrier Williams, Anna Julia Cooper, Fannie Jackson Coppin, Sarah J. Early, and Hallie Q. Brown made some of the first public statements that established a “black-women-centered counternarrative” to their representation in white-dominated public life and community spaces controlled by men.65 Unlike women who abided by the self-management codes and surveillance of respectability, New Negro Women pursued social critique. From these alternative understandings of self and society, they pressed for an articulation of value and place by Black women for Black women.

New Negro Women were guided not by feelings of shame regarding their race’s condition but by a set of insistences: Black people were human beings, Black women had essential value, and the United States was structurally at fault for engaging in dominance rather than democracy in its interactions with large sectors of its populace. These Black women also believed that the dawn of a new century offered the possibility of a renegotiation of the social contract between different race-gender groups in the promotion of the American values of liberty and opportunity for all. As New Negro women focused on individual capacity and social contribution, they advanced a vision of an inclusive modern America—a democratic society no longer contorted under the twin pressures of white dominance and patriarchal structures.66 Although they were not blind to the obvious inequities that existed or oblivious to the active social resistance to such a race- and gender-aware vision of justice, New Negro Women did stake a moral claim: they believed that America could make good on its ideals and become in everyday practice what it was in name—a space of personal growth and social improvement.

Born into slavery in 1858, Anna Julia Cooper was an 1884 graduate of Oberlin College and a noteworthy proponent of a racially inclusive notion of womanhood. In 1892 she published A Voice from the South, a compilation of essays articulating her rejection of an accommodationist stance toward the attitudes of white supremacist patriarchy. A year later at the Columbian Exposition, she upheld a vision of Black womanhood that insistently departed from nineteenth-century forms of dominance and invisibility. In her speech she asserted, “We want, then, as toilers for the universal triumph of justice and human rights, to go to our homes from this Congress, demanding an entrance not through a gateway for ourselves, our race, our sex, or our sect, but [through] a grand highway for humanity. The colored woman feels that woman’s cause is one and universal.”67 Cooper focused on subordinated groups—“every man and . . . every woman who has writhed silently under a mighty wrong”—and emphasized Black women’s individuality and human qualities, not their traditional gendered obligations or racialized limitations. She asserted that Black women were intellectually equipped to be ethical actors in public life, and she believed their efforts and insights were essential for reconstructing society away from “the unnaturalness and injustice of all special favoritisms, whether of sex, race, country, or condition.”68

Cooper and other New Negro Women at the Columbian Exposition rejected patriarchal and racist notions of respectability. In their bold acts of self-definition, they sought to be known as free citizens and did not locate their identities in slavery and subordination. Countering respectability discourses anchored in white racism and men’s dominance, New Negro Women presented Black women as knowers, creators, and leaders. Three decades after slavery, the words of Fannie Barrier Williams (1855–1944), the educator, social commentator, and women’s rights activist, conveyed the self-determination of New Negro Women and their prospective outlook toward a “new horizon” of social inclusion and contribution.69 As she proclaimed, “We believe that the world always needs the influence of every good and capable woman, and this rule recognizes no exceptions based on complexion. . . . The contentions of colored women are in kind like those of other American women for greater freedom of development. Liberty to be all that we can be, without artificial hindrances, is a thing no less precious to us than to women generally.”70 New Negro Women believed that their independence and social contributions were assets to Blacks as well as women.71

Focusing her attention on the years after the Civil War, the Black suffragist and antislavery lecturer Frances E. W. Harper (1825–1911) approached the challenges of the early twentieth century with a sense of optimism and engaged purpose. Despite the “restlessness, religious upheavals, failures, blunders, and crimes” of the age, she viewed the arc of social change as bending toward “an increase of knowledge, the emancipation of thought, and a recognition of the brotherhood of man.” Referring to the new century as the “woman’s era,” Harper considered women no longer as men’s subordinates but rather as their companion and a sharer in such forward strides. Women had important social insights and, in distinction to men, were “grandly constructive” in their efforts and contributions.72

Williams and the other “self-emancipating” New Negro Women expected broad opportunities as collaborators in society.73 Aware that they were “confronted by both a woman question and a race problem, and [were] as yet an unknown or an unacknowledged factor in both,” New Negro Women considered their insights relevant to democratic praxis.74 As Maude E. Brown, the international president of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority (AKA), expressed in 1938, “The college woman accepts the challenge to demand not segregation, but full and open competition. For, as a minority group, we want equal opportunity and equal protection under the law in our courts and out of them. We wish to be considered American.”75 New Negro Women would not abide by what Trimiko Melancon has termed “the classical black female script,” which enforced men-defined notions of both race loyalty and femininity. Instead New Negro Women articulated and championed a consciously intersectional insistence on their social value.76

Of Women and Girls

New Negro Women and Youthful Black Femininity

Significantly, New Negro Women were among the first to attend to the needs of Black girls and the developmental and social importance of Black girlhood. In 1905, twelve years after her address at the Columbian Exposition, the fifty-year-old Williams published “The Colored Girl,” an essay in which she examined the particular problem of Black girl invisibility. Referencing W. E. B. Du Bois’s 1903 concept of Black men’s awareness of being perceived as a problem, Williams asserted that the colored girl managed an additional level of disregard because “she lives beneath the shadow of that problem which envelopes and obscures her.” Given white racism as well as adult-centered and patriarchal understandings of Blackness, the Black girl was a cipher—a figure “not known and hence not believed in.” Although the Black girl was overlooked even within her own community, Williams maintained that she was “like other girls in heart, brain and soul.”77

In her social commentary, Williams both criticized whites and Black men for “hold[ing] our girls too cheaply” and emphasized what only a Black woman could envision and celebrate—that despite social obstacles and devaluations, Black girls were irrepressible. Exhibiting “enterprise and ambition that are always in advance of her opportunities,” and drawing on these qualities, the colored girl was “pluckily challenging this humiliating color line.” Williams described Black girls as essential social actors who were undaunted by the injustices they encountered. As Williams insisted, “We cannot comprehend the term American womanhood without including the colored girl.” For her defiance of negative expectations and “demands [for] respect . . . the most interesting girl of this country is the colored girl.”78

Anna Julia Cooper similarly focused on the neglected potential of Black girls. In “The Higher Education of Women,” written in 1892, Cooper drew on her own experiences to expose how Black segregated communities invested disproportionately in boys’ success. As a result, Cooper “constantly felt (as I suppose many an ambitious girl has felt) a thumping from within unanswered by any beckoning from without.” Cooper argued against the view held among men—across race—that “the great law of self development was obligatory on their half of the human family only.” She encouraged her audiences to uphold an equality of encouragement: no less than their boy counterparts, Black girls needed to know that the social need “for their trained, efficient forces” was great.79

New Negro Women’s recognition of Black girls’ individuality comports with Nazera Sadiq Wright’s analysis of how social standing influenced literary treatments of Black girlhood throughout the nineteenth century. As Black men idealized Black girl figures to align with their own investments in a hardworking, devoted, and ultimately compliant adult Black womanhood, white authors wrote from a perch of racial superiority and presented Black girls as experiencing moral improvement and rehabilitation through contact with their social betters—that is, whites. In marked and important contrast, Black women writers drew the most textured representations of Black girls. As these writers “tended to focus on the interiority of the girls,” they made visible a range of “thoughts . . . plans . . . dreams and aspirations.” Williams and other Black women writers of the mid- to late nineteenth century depicted young Black women as “heroic and sensitive, quick-thinking and courageous.”80 These girls were both the developmental past and the social future of Black womanhood.

New Negro Women also worked to widen the professional horizons available to Black girls. In the 1920s AKA, the African American sorority Slowe helped found at Howard University in 1908 and led in its inaugural year, introduced vocational education as its national philanthropy. AKA women organized career guidance weeks and clubs at high schools, and they raised scholarship money for young Black women to attend college.81 AKA’s outlook diverged from the respectability discourse that constrained black women’s identities to being mother citizens and race mothers who would undertake work that did not threaten Black men’s leadership prerogative. As New Negro Women, these sorors asserted that as much as their white peers, Black girls and women ought to determine the line of activity that would allow for powerful synergies between their personal strengths and societal needs.82 Engaging in what they termed scientific, rather than simply moralistic or maternalistic, arguments about social progress, AKA women declared that “all girls had the potential to use professions [and not simply motherhood] to uplift the race.”83

Slowe’s contemporary, the African American educator Elise Johnson McDougald (1885–1971), understood the significance of this vocational support for its specific focus on Black women and not just the advancement of Black men. In her 1925 essay, “The Task of Negro Womanhood,” McDougald recognized the work of a local AKA chapter that had provided “girls a chance to hear the life stories of Negro women, successful in various fields of endeavor.”84 Featured professions included trained nursing, commercial art, medicine and dentistry, and journalism. McDougald also noted the significant material support of a $1,000 scholarship for study abroad presented to an art major by a New York City chapter of the second Black sorority founded in the United States, Delta Sigma Theta. These efforts toward the vocational expansion of Black girls and young women were all the more striking to McDougald given that prevailing racialized constructions defined their primary work as helping Black men and boys “overcome the fatal, insidious inferiority complex” of slavery and segregation.85

Washington, D.C.

A City of New Negro Women

In the early decades of the twentieth century, Washington, D.C., was home to several prominent New Negro Women who founded schools. Significantly, these institutional leaders rejected deficit-driven philosophies and practices with regard to the education of Black girls and young women.86 As such, their efforts resonated with Williams’s championing of the potential of young Black women and girls.

Throughout her fifty-year career as a high school educator and administrator, Anna Julia Cooper staunchly promoted a liberal arts education, as well as young Black women’s access to higher education and professions of their choice. During her principalship from 1901 to 1906 of M Street, the leading high school for African Americans in Washington, D.C., students earned admission to elite liberal arts institutions in the North and Midwest.87 That girls comprised 80 percent of the students in her first year as principal and that women dominated the teaching staff likely rendered the school’s success even more jarring to those opposed to Black women’s social progress.88 With Cooper’s refusal to deliver an exclusively vocational curriculum, the white superintendent and African American men school board members demoted her from the leadership position.89 In 1910, a subsequent board president recruited Cooper to return to M Street, where she remained a teacher of Latin, math, and science until 1930. Embodying the principle of lifelong learning, Cooper earned a doctoral degree from the Sorbonne in 1925, when she was sixty-six. During the first eleven years of her retirement, she assumed another leadership role, serving as the second president of the only extension school for working-class Blacks in the nation’s capital, Frelinghuysen University. Evident in Cooper’s life and career was her belief that education should serve the intertwined goals of “self-improvement and human betterment, as well as . . . social transformation.”90

Washington, D.C., was also the location of Nannie Burroughs’s National Training School for Women and Girls. A bold educational enterprise that focused on young Black women, the training school operated for more than a half-century, from 1909 to 1961. As a proud, dark-skinned, working-class African American woman, Burroughs challenged the ideologies and devaluations of white racism, bourgeois elitism, and Black chauvinism. She rejected the scorn for manual labor within both Black and white middle-class communities and professionalized forms of work to which the masses of Black women had access. The school’s all-women, college-educated faculty attracted industrious girls and young women from throughout the United States, Caribbean, and Africa.91 Burroughs explicitly acknowledged the gender project at the core of her institution: “This school builds womanhood. . . . There is such a great need for young women of talent and leadership ability, who really want to let their lights shine in this ‘confused’ world, that we have highly resolved to find and train leaders.”92

The National Training School’s motto—“Work. Support thyself. To thine own powers appeal”—articulated a powerful set of expectations that prized Black women’s capacity as “self-respecting wage earners” and community leaders.93 Burroughs insisted on standards of excellence for Black women as a way to build their independence as workers who “if they cannot get what they would like to do . . . must like what they get to do, and do their work so efficiently that they will deserve and can demand something better.”94 The curriculum manifested her racial pride: mandatory courses in Black history and the liberal arts complemented the entrepreneurial spirit of the school as well as Burroughs’s voiceful rejection of white notions of Black inferiority.95

Burroughs’s vision of a school that focused on the particular needs and success of Black girls and young women was “the exception among African Americans at that time” and reflected her commitment to fostering Black women’s autonomy from both racist and patriarchal constraints.96 She attributed developmental value to single-gender schooling, stating, “Careful investigation shows that the women who are rendering the most effective service in slum, social settlement, reformatory and missionary work were trained in separate schools [from men]. The normal adolescent girl quickly ‘finds herself’ if she is given three or four years in a girls’ school.”97 Burroughs saw Black girls and women as important, valuable, and skilled members of the labor market. And as she embraced the self-determination and assertiveness of New Negro Womanhood, Burroughs emphasized that, at her school, students and faculty “‘specialize[d] in the wholly impossible.’”98

Lucy Diggs Slowe

A New Negro Woman

When Slowe began her tenure at Howard University in 1922, she was thirty-nine and had already charted a personal and professional path as a New Negro Woman. Born on July 4, 1883, in Berryville, Virginia, she was the youngest of five surviving children.99 Her father, who owned the only hotel in town, died when Slowe was nine months old. After her mother passed away five years later, a paternal aunt raised Slowe in Lexington, Virginia, and then Baltimore. As salutatorian of her 1904 class at what today is Frederick Douglass High School in Baltimore, Slowe earned a scholarship to attend Howard University and became the first young woman from her school to matriculate at this flagship institution of Black higher education.100
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Lucy Diggs Slowe, fall 1922, her first term as dean at Howard.

Courtesy of the Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Howard University Archives, Howard University, Washington, D.C.



As an undergraduate Slowe majored in English, sang with the university choir, and presided over the Women’s Tennis Club, all while working to finance her education.101 With eight other Howard juniors and seniors, she cofounded the first African American women’s Greek letter organization in the country, Alpha Kappa Alpha (AKA), and served as its inaugural president. Throughout her college career she demonstrated the kind of leadership and maturity she would later cultivate in her women students. As her oratory professor, Coralie Franklin Cook (1861–1942), recalled in a tribute after Slowe’s death, the dean had approached her college years as “the time to make decisions, to adopt standards, to choose pathways—to build character. . . . She seemed instinctively a feminist.”102 In 1908 Slowe graduated at the top of her Howard University class of sixteen, which included equal numbers of women and men.103

After college Slowe became a well-regarded, innovative, and progressive educator. She returned to her high school, where she taught English and history for seven years, from 1908 to 1915.104 In this early part of her teaching career, Slowe took graduate classes during the summer session at Columbia University, and in 1915 she earned her master’s degree in English literature. Deaning took hold at colleges as well as high schools, and during Slowe’s teaching tenure at Armstrong High School (1915–19) in Washington, D.C., she spent one year (1918–19) overseeing the welfare of girls.105

In 1919 Slowe’s innovativeness led to her being recruited to serve as principal of the first junior high school for Black students in the capital, M Street Junior High, which was renamed for Robert Gould Shaw in 1921. Junior high schools were a new and “doubtful experiment” that had only recently (1909) been introduced to the American educational landscape.106 These schools focused on the needs of early adolescents (ages ten to fifteen) and linked students’ educational experiences to the social responsibilities of a democracy. As they empowered “youth [to] come of age, acting out new roles as maturing social beings,” junior high schools operated as “not just a learning place, but also a growing place.”107

While she was principal of M Street/Shaw Junior High, Slowe proved herself a visionary and dynamic leader. During her three-year tenure the student body grew more than tenfold, from forty to five hundred students. These young people encountered a developmentally responsive academic program as well as an impressive array of cocurricular opportunities to expand their skills and experiences. The school supported an orchestra, publication of the first review of a junior high school in the capital, a cafeteria guided by scientific food preparation, and a theatre program whose props were constructed by students. The school also sponsored regular gender-specific assemblies designed to place students in “close contact with successful men and women of both races for instruction and inspiration,” sports for girls as well as boys, recitals featuring noted artists, and faculty meetings called to manage problems and keep teachers abreast of “modern educational movements.”108 As she oversaw the educational offerings of the school, Slowe insisted on her students’ right to independence and self-determination. By standing apart from the reductive nineteenth-century ideals held for women and Blacks, Slowe encouraged these young people to begin, as one eighth-grader wrote in the school publication, “dreaming dreams of our future.”109

As an administrator Slowe championed ongoing education for area teachers. Working through her Teachers College connections, she established a Columbia University Extension Center at Shaw Junior High in 1920. Under her direction the center offered an interracial group of district teachers the opportunity to earn university credit by attending courses led by visiting experts. More than three hundred local educators took part in this professional development program.110

Slowe both aspired to the ideal of racial integration and actively rejected the devaluations of white racism. In February 1922, during her last semester as principal, she was elected president of the newly formed Columbian Education Association of Washington, which Black teachers had established for themselves to contest the segregation of the local chapters of the National Education Association into Black and white groups.111 Many recognized her educational advocacy and leadership, and as a general circulation daily in Washington, D.C., editorialized in its announcement of her acceptance of the offer to become Howard University’s dean of women: “The departure of progressive educators of this type is a serious blow to the public school system of this city.”112

In this period of establishing herself as a local educator, Slowe demonstrated a range of New Negro Women interests and was a visible proponent of Progressive causes. A member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and former secretary of the Baltimore branch, Slowe publicly supported both women’s suffrage and racial inclusion.113 Additionally, for more than fifteen years after her graduation from Howard, she continued to play tennis competitively, and in a 1917 singles tournament hosted by the American Tennis Association, she became the first Black woman to win a national sports championship. She defended the title in 1921 and retired from tennis in 1924.114

Conclusion

New Negro Women repudiated the presumptions of inferiority used to confine Black girls and women to lesser worlds of living. Unlike Blacks who invested in respectability, New Negro Women sought to determine for themselves their identities and the places they would occupy in the world.115 As a result, New Negro Women did not cede psychic space to the misrecognitions of other groups. Rather, they insisted on their self-definition in the face of the racist and patriarchal contempt directed at them. As dean, what Slowe termed the New Howard Woman was a collegiate version of the New Negro Woman. This figure, Slowe believed, deserved an education that would allow her to live more abundantly—with support and opportunities for growth. The next chapters trace how Slowe promoted New Negro Womanhood at Howard and within higher education.


CHAPTER 2

WE ARE THE NEW HOWARD WOMAN

EDUCATING A MODERN BLACK FEMININITY

There is a new force in Howard University that will bring help, inspiration, guidance, [and] culture into the life of the women here. Already a coveted view down the long avenue of time has revealed the New Howard Woman as she is conceived by Dean Lucy Slowe, the new force on the University faculty that must make itself felt far down through the future.

—Mamie Geraldine Neale, “The New Howard Woman,” Howard University Record, 1922

Just eight days into the fall term of 1922, Dean Slowe called together the women students of Howard University. For this October 10 meeting her goal was not only to introduce herself and her role but to share something more important—her bold vision of possibility, which she hoped would resonate with these young Black women. This ideal, her New Howard Woman, was “intellectually alert, physically alert, and of extreme culture and refinement.”1 As this figure was simultaneously modern, African American, and a woman, encouraging her presence and viability at Howard served Slowe’s larger goal of bringing New Negro Woman energies to the campus.

Neale, the third-year student reporting on the meeting for the alumni magazine, conveyed great enthusiasm among her classmates about their expectations of the campus’s new full-time dean of women. She characterized the dean’s presence as ushering in “a new day” for the institution overall and referred to Slowe as “the answer to a spiritual need in the life of the women here.”2 Neale and her peers found Slowe’s ideal liberating, and they eagerly gravitated toward the dean’s innovative construction of a collegiate Black womanhood.

Subsequent sections of Neale’s article addressed the depth and immediacy of students’ embrace of the New Howard Woman. Although they were attending the institution celebrated as the “Capstone of Negro Education,” women were not well served by Howard University’s structure.3 Neale explained that “a woman might seek the aid of any number of professors of the highest rank” for academic assistance but received little guidance in dealing with those “indefinable problems of etiquette, grace, culture.”4 Howard women’s awareness of their unmet cocurricular needs was not new. Seven years earlier, in 1915, thirty-three students had unsuccessfully lobbied the administration for a dean of their own. However, unlike most institutions of higher education, Howard had appointed the first dean of men in 1917, five years before filling the position for women.5

On a campus that slighted women, Neale recognized that Slowe, the alumna-turned-administrator, both understood this neglect and was committed to creating institutional space for an education that was responsive to Howard women’s lives both inside and outside the classroom. Neale concluded her assessment of the introductory meeting with this powerful vow: “We, the women of Howard University, welcome Dean Slowe with eager, open arms and consecrate ourselves to this sacred task of evolving the New Howard Woman.” What this resounding endorsement revealed was that while the New Howard Woman was Slowe’s term, its qualities were attractive to the women students. In other words, Slowe’s gender project was a labor that Neale and her peers not only would support but had long desired for themselves.

Three days after calling the women together, Slowe held a second meeting, this time with the men students. In an address titled “What a Howard Man Ought to Be,” she declared, “Young men, I came to do a job!” As part of her agenda she challenged them to become “Ideal Howard Men,” individuals who would acquire both knowledge and “character, the proper attitude toward women, and the social graces.” Particularly important to Slowe was that the men see the need for “a better social co-operation between the sexes” on the coeducational campus.6 She understood that for her advocacy of women students to be successful, the men would need to reconsider their relationships to women and see them as peers rather than subordinates.

Howard University was founded in 1867, two years after the end of the Civil War. Through an effort that brought together the Missionary Society of the First Congregational Church of Washington, D.C., and a congressional charter, Howard began operations as an inclusive site of higher education.7 With its doors “open to all persons without distinction of race, sex or former condition,” it was originally envisioned as an institution for preparing ministers and teachers.8 In a few years, however, the university’s mission expanded to include liberal arts education and graduate programs. Given the entrenched racial segregation of higher education, during Slowe’s tenure as dean the university counted among its faculty many of the key Black intellectuals, artists, and innovators of the early twentieth century, including the philosopher Alain Locke; historians Carter G. Woodson and Merze Tate; sociologists E. Franklin Frazier, Dwight O. W. Holmes, and Charles S. Johnson; chemist Percy Julian; mathematician and sociologist Kelly Miller; and activist and instructor of elocution Coralie Franklin Cook.

Despite Howard’s prominence and necessity for college-aspiring Black students, the university carried forward the gender and racial structures of the nineteenth century that Slowe found to be regressive impediments to her work of encouraging Black women’s “participatory belonging” in their communities as well as society at large.9 At Howard as well as other HBCUs, respectability norms upheld not only white dominance but Black men’s prerogative. Highly critical of this dynamic, Slowe focused on establishing new, resistive, women-centered traditions. To this end she introduced conversations and activities that would part from what she regarded as outdated respectabilities. As she made clear in her two early overtures to groups of students, Slowe sought to transform her alma mater into a learning-living environment supportive of a new Black community in which women and men would share the responsibilities of modern citizenship. A major vehicle for shifting the institution toward being a “Greater and Better Howard” was the establishment of the Women’s Dinner.10

Within a month of her outreach to the students, Slowe organized the signature tradition of her tenure—the Women’s Dinner. Like many of her white women peers, Slowe understood that incubating young women’s alternative visions of themselves and their future in the twentieth century required the creation of women-centered educational geographies. Slowe had proposed the idea for the dinner just days before it took place, and she worked with “a corps of efficient and enthusiastic workers of students and alumnae” to plan it.11 This organizing committee of thirty-one sent the spirited letter described in the introduction that informed the men of the campus of the upcoming event for women only.12 Held in the campus dining hall that had opened that fall, the Women’s Dinner excluded all men except waitstaff from attendance. The organizers confidently described the dinner as “‘a twentieth century wonder,’ Howard women enjoying themselves without the company of the men’” and announced a new Black femininity not beholden to old gendered patterns of control, invisibility, and subservience.13 As a result, on the night of the dinner, the men were allowed to gather on the balcony at an appointed time to see for themselves the emergence of the New Howard Woman.
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1940 Women’s Dinner.
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A student reporter for the Record summarized the dinner’s significance, writing, “The whole affair gave the women a new conception of what it means to be a student or an alumna of Howard University. We look forward with pleasure to the second annual Howard Women’s Dinner and many other such affairs that must create and develop a new force for a Greater and Better Howard.”14 Like Slowe, this undergraduate understood the dinner’s role in broadening the university’s focus beyond the men. Another article described the gathering of 250 women students, faculty, and alumnae as “brilliant in every aspect.” At this intergenerational “meeting of youth and experience . . . alumnae threw off their cares and problems” and expressed themselves through cheers and campus songs. Despite the merriment, not lost on the women attendees was the dinner’s “far deeper significance,” which was to “help awaken a woman’s consciousness which is one of the first steps toward the evolution of the ‘New Howard Woman.’”15 A tradition that sustained generations of Howard women, the dinner was held on the first Friday of November during Slowe’s fifteen-year tenure and for thirty years after her death.

At a time and in a context in which Black women were expected to accept patriarchal norms, and be emotionally guarded and mindful of the gaze of others, the inaugural Women’s Dinner was a striking act of collective self-assertion and relaxed self-expression. In the new “pleasure geography” created by the gathering, Black college women defined the place and scale of their own contributions in full view of the campus men, including the president and deans, who—in accordance with the women’s letter to them—witnessed the event from the balcony.16

Rather than operate with invisibility, hypervisibility, or surveillance at their own event, these Black women were centered, confident, and eager to be seen on their own terms as New Negro Women. That the Record’s article about the dinner incorporated Slowe’s own phrase, “the New Howard Woman,” reflected a degree of student alignment with her vision and work. The Women’s Dinner was a purposeful event and a shared undertaking of Slowe, women faculty, alumnae, and current women students. As such it showcased a New Negro Woman pride in Black women and their efforts independent of men.

At the Second Annual Women’s Dinner, Slowe’s own address was titled “The Obligations of the College Woman to Society,” and Neale reported that, with much anticipation from students, Slowe “struck again the note that she has so often sounded: that the ideal college woman is a woman whose body is strong and vigorous, whose mind is keen and alert, whose heart is trained.”17 Another indication of Slowe’s influence on the young women and their collective embrace of a modern Black femininity was a March 1924 campus publication that highlighted her attendance at the annual conference of the National Association of Deans of Women and referred to her as “a true representative of Howard’s womanhood.”18 Year after year, newspaper accounts documented student expressions of gratitude for Slowe. In their “thunderous applause” for the dean, they recognized her original vision, ongoing efforts, and words encouraging them to realize their possibilities.19

Throughout Slowe’s tenure, voicefulness and spirit remained celebrated mainstays of the Women’s Dinner. In the alumni Record and later the campus newspaper, the Hilltop, women students regularly noted their peers’ “desire to cooperate and see this structure of womanhood grow.”20 As a result, within three short years the dinner became, in the eyes of Howard women, “the most important woman’s function on the campus.” A press release making this assertion proudly conveyed the evening’s combination of frivolity and camaraderie:

Women students, 300 strong, led by the marshal, marched into the Dining Hall singing college songs and giving lusty cheers for good old Howard. The women faculty and alumnae at places of honor in the Dining Hall applauded the marching students to the echo as they entered.

The Program Committee arranged a most unique series of stunts by the various classes. The prize stunt was pulled off by the sophomore orchestra under the able direction of Ellen Hill. Miss Hill’s baton, a brand new broom with a big red bow, waved gracefully over her players whose instruments of combs, tin pans, and bicycle pumps made music, “loud and clear.”21

Such creative self-expression served a community-building function for the women in attendance, and alumnae were “greatly impressed” and supportive of the students.22

Inspiration was another key dimension of the dinners. Pathbreaking New Negro Women were invited to be guests of honor and embodied a sense of the possible for Howard women. These speakers included alumnae as well as other visionary leaders. Charlotte Hawkins Brown, the founder and principal of the Palmer Memorial Institute, a liberal arts day and boarding school in Sedalia, North Carolina, addressed the eighth Women’s Dinner in 1929. At the thirteenth dinner in 1934 Clara Burrill Bruce, attorney and manager of the Paul Laurence Dunbar Apartments in Harlem (home to such major Black figures as W. E. B. Du Bois, A. Philip Randolph, and Matthew Henson), encouraged Howard women to pursue careers in law, business, and housing administration. During her student years at Boston University, Bruce had become the first African American woman president of the university’s law review. Frances Grant, an instructor of English at Bordentown Industrial School in New Jersey and the first African American woman admitted to Phi Beta Kappa, spoke at the fourteenth dinner, in 1935. The operatic soprano Anne Wiggins Brown of Porgy & Bess fame, like Slowe a daughter of Baltimore, sang at the fifteenth dinner, in 1936, the last of Slowe’s tenure.23

During the years the dinner was held, Howard women demonstrated important commitments to the event and each other. Articles about the dinner in the Hilltop described telegrams and letters sent by alumnae who “didn’t forget to remember” the event.24 By its seventh year, in November 1928, undergraduates were competing for a cup awarded to the class with the highest rate of attendance.25 In 1929 the senior class made an impressive show of solidarity with three-quarters of its members present.26 In a campus newspaper article, the reporter also highlighted the reactions of first-year women attendees of the ninth dinner as “rang[ing] from anticipation to the zenith of pleasure” and described juniors as “bubbling over with spirit and joy.”27 Reflecting their proud ownership of the event in its second decade, students announced the twelfth dinner in 1933 with a noontime parade through campus. At the dinner itself the students felt so comfortable in the atmosphere of intergenerational sisterly play that they made Dean Slowe and her assistant, Joanna Houston, “butts of [a] joke” about their fashion choices.28 The recognition, rejoicing, and solidarity evident during the Women’s Dinner stood in contrast to respectability’s attempt to normalize struggle, isolation, and compliance. Embodying New Negro Woman sensibilities rendered the New Howard Woman an insistently modern figure.29

Defending an Original Design

As the dinner became a well-established and well-received tradition among Howard women, some men balked publicly at the gender exclusivity of the event. In the dinner’s first year the Record reprinted a letter addressed to “My Doubly Dear Ladies,” in which the writer adopted a sneeringly chivalrous tone to register his pronounced disapproval of the gathering: “This is the first time that I recall receiving a forewarning that men are forbidden even the thought of attending an exclusive feminine festal function. We may be led to expect many strange things when the ‘spare rib’ sex announces its declaration of independence.” Although the letter writer had already decided to forgo the dinner, he predicted with certainty that “the occasion will furnish ample opportunity for laughter on the part of the gods.” He also insinuated that the only “wonder” of the evening would be the fashion worn by the women, writing, “Nay, nay, my dear ladies, in your dear costumes, this is not the wonder of the twentieth century. It is but the age old propensity of the one feminine to lure and beguile simple minded masculinity by the display of vanity and pride. It is as old as Eve and the red apple.” His strong critique of the women’s efforts and his own unyielding embrace of status quo gender relations trivialized the women’s pleasure, labors, and intent. Moreover, he placed their actions in a framework of biblical patriarchy with its view of women, from Eve onward, as deceitful to their core. Dismissing what he mockingly termed an “Adamless dinner,” this aggrieved man both understood and rejected the event as a challenge to the campus’s patriarchal culture.30

Letters from other excluded men expressed much more support for the event. One addressed his “Dear Friends,” and described the opportunity to observe the event from the balcony as a “kind invitation.” For him the idea of “a Greater Howard” was not threatening, and he praised the organizers for their efforts: “As usual the women took the lead. It is my most sincere hope that the men will follow.” A second man addressed his letter to Slowe directly and commented explicitly and approvingly on the invitation’s “touch that gives your communication a laugh, a lilt, and a genuine touch of the human.” He wished her “every success in this new and very promising movement” and, although unable to attend in person, stated that he would “be there in spirit.” A third man described the event as “the beginning of a new day.”31

Despite such evidence of support for the inaugural dinner, at several points during Slowe’s tenure women students found the need to respond to criticism from Howard men. A student reporter for the Hilltop’s 1930 Women’s Edition, in an article under the headline “If Women May Speak,” challenged the men’s claims that the dinner was an unfairly exclusive event: “This has been labeled as undemocratic by some enterprising young men, yet cannot the women enjoy themselves with no men present, as the latter often do without the women, without being branded as undemocratic?” The decision to keep the dinner a women-only event was a shared and active commitment. As the reporter revealed, when a suggestion emerged to allow men to attend, “the women rallied to oppose it. At last they were doing something on their own.” With pride this young journalist concluded that these actions demonstrated that Howard women had finally “attained a definite place right in the foreground of college activities.”32 This was both an exciting and powerful sign of their advancement on campus.

In the next academic year, a woman columnist challenged the demeaning characterization of the event by some men as “a frivolous affair” because it was not open to them. Reminding the men of the option to observe the event from the balcony, she invited such critics to actually “drop in on it for a minute and try to realize the breadth of its influence on the women and their sisters in the Big World.”33 In a November 1932 Hilltop article, a woman reporter proudly claimed that attendees engaging in “lusty songs . . . frightened the men away.”34 As the dinner entered its second decade, women students held to the belief that it served an essential purpose in its original, women-only design. As a synergistic link between current students and alumnae, it connected the space of undergraduate preparation with postgraduate possibilities.

Attended by more than four hundred women, the 1931 dinner marked a milestone in Slowe’s efforts to transform campus culture and partner with Howard women. Students gave her a platinum brooch “in the design of a friendship circle.” The setting included ten diamonds representing her decade of work. Because it allowed for the incorporation of additional gems for each subsequent year of service, the pin symbolized the shared vision between Slowe and the college women. The gift also recognized Slowe’s major accomplishment of the 1931–32 academic year—the opening of three women’s dorms that comprised the Women’s Campus.35 These newly erected buildings, alumna Margaret Jean Grooms later recalled, were “a memorial to [Slowe’s] faith in Negro Womanhood” and aligned Howard women’s residential environment with that of other “first class institutions.”36 In a departure from established tradition, the attendees at the 1931 dinner included “invited male guests.”37

The last dinner over which Slowe would preside, in November 1936, attracted almost five hundred women and was the second largest in the event’s history.38 In addition to this strong attendance, Slowe received the fifteenth diamond for the friendship circle pin, as well as a gold watch.39 Alumnae sent telegrams expressing their regrets at being unable to attend, as well as checks to defray costs for current students.40 Another particularly poignant indication of the event’s significance for Howard women was a note from an 1871 alumna whose “health prohibited her attendance.”41 Although she had not been a student at Howard during Slowe’s tenure, this woman regarded the dinner as a generative tradition she wanted to support. Evidently, the ideal of the New Howard Woman resonated with her too.

A Space of Their Own

The Women’s Campus

Although the Women’s Dinner was a visible and dramatic celebration of the New Howard Woman, realizing Slowe’s philosophy of living more abundantly required many more shifts to the institution and its structures. During her inaugural year, Slowe worked with students to establish the Women’s League, an inclusive association of women students. The league lobbied for women’s collective interests and oversaw their extracurricular programming. As “the clearing house for all women’s activities, and the agency for keeping alive traditional events of interest primarily to women,” the league soon became the official sponsor of the Women’s Dinner.42 This body also organized three other annual extracurricular activities intended for the participation of all women students—the Christmas Vesper Service, the Women’s Loan Fund, and the weeklong May Festival—as well as “smaller group activities, such as book reviews, teas, current events, coffee hours, lectures and discussions by faculty and outstanding women and men in various fields.”43 Like other deans of women, Slowe took a developmental approach to the college years and instituted a mentor system for selected seniors and first-year students.44 Slowe chose rising juniors “on the basis of character and personality,” and her office provided a “brief but intensive” training for these mentors. The goal was to help “build Howard Women who will be an asset not only to themselves, not only to this great institution, but to the society into which they will go.”45 Hilda Davis (‘25), who was a sophomore in Slowe’s inaugural year, recalled Slowe’s successes: “With Dean Slowe we saw so many customs changed that we spoke among ourselves of our dean, not as Dean Slowe but as Dean Swift,” as she put into practice her “pioneering . . . interest . . . in women’s education and ideals.”46
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Committed to supporting the extracurricular growth of young women, Slowe—like her white dean peers—pressed for the establishment of a women’s campus. In her first annual report in June 1923, she began lobbying the Howard University president to invest in dormitories that would not only provide adequate housing for women students but function as living-learning environments under their control.47 She was concerned that the predominant social activities for Howard women consisted of dances sponsored by the men students and movies, and that more than three-quarters of the women students lived off campus, in part because of the lack of sufficient dormitory space.48

By spring 1931, Congress had appropriated enough money for Howard to build three new dorms for women.49 For Slowe, their construction realized a “long planned dream,” which a local newspaper described as closely aligned with Howard’s institutional mission of “prepar[ing] leaders of the colored race for a life devoid of prejudice and rich in culture and opportunities.”50 The establishment of the Women’s Campus furthered a goal Slowe had long championed: attention to the needs and insights of Black women, which she contended was imperative to making progress in the condition of Black people.

With great anticipation, the Women’s Campus opened at the start of the 1931–32 year. The three Georgian buildings provided housing for three hundred women students. Amenities included a coffee shop, dining room, infirmary, beauty salon, and laundry facilities; reception, guest, and assembly space; and elevator access to the upper floors. Students’ rooms were equipped with hot running water and closets.51 Although the dorms provided the conveniences of modern living, more important to Slowe was that these new buildings operated as “a laboratory for practical education in human relationships.”52 Management of these living-learning spaces fell to the Students’ House Government Association. This practice was in line with the deans of women’s focus on young women’s self-governance, rather than institutional surveillance of them, and the development of students’ self-direction, rather than their subjection to adult control. In consultation with the college-educated women dorm directors on Slowe’s staff, the House Government Association determined standards of behavior.53 Although Slowe believed rules were important for maintaining “the common good,” she refused to allow them to operate as concessions to “the immoderate conservatism of men in administration.”54 Slowe believed students should have ways to “become an active and useful part of the University” from their first weeks on campus.55 The dean maintained that Black women needed opportunities to develop “a solidarity and an independence . . . through purposeful activities,” rather than through infantilizing rules and regulations.56

Creating Spaces for Recreation and Play

Along with her white peers, Slowe encouraged physical activity and play as important means of developing college women’s “powers of initiative and self-direction.”57 The end of her first decade in office saw the establishment in 1931 of the Women’s Athletic League, whose motto was “A Game for Every Girl, and Every Girl in a Game.”58 Intramural sports included archery, swimming, basketball, tennis, and field hockey.59 Other campus leisure opportunities combined gender pride and leadership with fun. The Women’s League organized the Gay Nineties ball, for which Howard women dressed in the “bustles and laces” of their grandmothers’ generation, as well as a costume ball open to all students.60 A memorable 1936 Valentine’s Day party challenged gender norms as attendees invited their own escorts, and it drew supportive attention in the Hilltop: “The girls did all of the requesting [of dance partners]. At first they were a little shy (?), but by the time that the tin horns and confetti were distributed, everyone had caught the spirit of the party.”61 Howard women also took their play to open campus spaces. In May 1930 graduating senior women donned costumes for Frivolity Day, which included ringing bells and “playing childhood games.” Although “few of the boys dressed,” their lack of participation did not seem to dampen the fun the women had.62

Dean Slowe created even more opportunities to further institutionalize a “feminine atmosphere in the college.” In her first three years she reached out to the few women faculty, as well as the wives of Howard professors, and organized the Woman’s Cooperative Council. Meeting monthly, this group hosted socials for women students.63 Regularizing interactions between the college students and these adult women was part of Slowe’s goal to support young women’s development as individuals and members of a robust community.
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Howard University Women’s Hockey Squad, ca. 1930.

Photo by the Scurlock Studio, courtesy of the Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Howard University Archives, Howard University, Washington, D.C.



Archival evidence suggests that adult women welcomed much playfulness among Howard undergraduates. In February 1932 college women presented a Talent Night program consisting of skits, original poetry, dance and music routines, dramatic readings, and acrobatic feats. A Hilltop article described the event as “a wonderful exhibition of co-operation both among the girls and with the faculty.”64 In fall 1934, the Women’s Faculty Club organized a party for the college women. The program included a Chinese gong, peanuts tossed to be caught, “shouts and cries,” games, stunts, eating contests, a competition to construct clothing out of newspaper, and making drawings while blindfolded.65 These collaborative gatherings reflected adult Black women’s investment in the potential of young women, to whom one Women’s Dinner speaker referred as the “flower of womanhood of a struggling race.”66 Conveying a similar faith in her peers, one student asserted, “The chances for Negro women, the hope of future generations, rests with the younger women.”67 These activities normalized voiceful fun and gender solidarity in contrast to the atmosphere that emerged in campus sororities.

Beyond a Sororal Womanhood

The Women’s League

Howard University holds the distinction of being home to three Black sororities—Alpha Kappa Alpha (founded in 1908), Delta Sigma Theta (1913), and Zeta Phi Beta (1920). Part of what accounts for the dinner’s success from its inception was that some students were already exhibiting the qualities of the New Negro Woman. In fall 1922, the same semester as the inaugural dinner, Delta Sigma Theta acquired a new residence. In her account of the significance of the space to the college women, a student writer for the alumni magazine pointed to important shifts in the self-concepts of contemporary young Black women: “The women of today have a broader field into which to enter than had the women of a few decades ago. Their duties are not restricted to the maintaining of the home life. The women of today play a vital part in the affairs of the world. Much is expected of them.” For this soror, service extended well beyond the domestic sphere. Such breadth of engagement was “the price the world asks in return for the advantages offered.”68

Valuing and seeking to make social contributions outside the home or the Black community was not a new conviction for the sorority. Founded on January 13, 1913, the sorority’s first public act was to participate in the Woman Suffrage Procession in Washington, D.C., less than two months later. Accompanied by their adviser, the activist Mary Church Terrell, twenty-two founding members joined the parade among their white peers, rather than at the back of the procession. In defiance of parade organizers’ attempts to placate segregationists, the sorority women marched under their own banner. As soror Florence Letcher Toms recalled, “We marched that day in order that women might come into their own, because we believed that women not only needed an education, but they needed a broader horizon in which they may use that education. And the right to vote would give them that privilege.”69 As Toms asserted, the sorors’ participation declared not only their existence but their expectations of inclusion and equality within movements they viewed as aligned with their own sense of possibility.70 A lesser status was unacceptable to them.

Even with Delta Sigma Theta’s embrace of a Black woman–centered spirit of growth and ambition, as well as Slowe’s own undergraduate contributions to Alpha Kappa Alpha, the dean sought a wider institutional basis for her New Howard Woman ideal. Unlike sororities with membership criteria and exclusions, the Women’s Dinner was intentionally open to all Howard women, and it cultivated an inclusive definition of scholastic womanhood through new traditions. Irrespective of individual women’s campus group affiliations, the dinner “emphasiz[ed] the spirit of sisterhood among Howard women.”71 Slowe believed it essential that Howard women invest in a visible and far-ranging gender solidarity. The dean’s work focused on “building up a woman’s consciousness in the University.”72

An April 1937 Hilltop editorial laid bare a men-centeredness that weakened collective action within sororities. As a result, according to the writer, too many of these women’s groups were being “used as servants, in fact, as ‘stooges’ for fraternities to further the leadership of males.” The editorialist reminded her audience that at their founding, “sororities were organized for service to the community, not as congregations of cliques inviting members [to be] judged on the basis of being good looking, and amenable to control.”73 These regressive elements in the campus’s gender culture made it necessary for Howard women to create alternatives to it. For Slowe, activities that fostered expressiveness as well as community among women were critical for them to live more abundantly. Through a “common bond of sympathy and fellowship,” all students, faculty, and alumnae could take on the individual ambition and collective consciousness of being New Howard Women.74

The National Association of College Women

Advocating for an Educated New Negro Womanhood at HBCUs

As a New Negro Woman and the first African American dean of women in the United States, Slowe led the incorporation of this position at other HBCUs. In April 1923 she approached the College Alumnae Club (CAC) of Washington, D.C., and convinced the regional organization to establish a new federation, the National Association of College Women (NACW). The central focus of the NACW was to advocate specifically for the educational interests, needs, and advancement of Black women students, faculty, and administrators. From 1924 to 1929, Slowe served as president of the NACW, and she remained an executive committee member for the whole of her career.
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Dean Slowe with members of the National Association of Women’s Deans and Advisers of Colored Schools, Wilberforce University, March 1936.

Courtesy of the Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Howard University Archives, Howard University, Washington, D.C.



Although modeling itself on the American Association of University Women (AAUW) and using similar membership criteria, including graduation from a recognized liberal arts institution, the NACW emphasized the specific needs and aspirations of New Negro Women. Upholding Black women’s capacity for leadership, Slowe outlined three major priorities for the nascent NACW: the recruitment of “deserving and capable” young Black women and raising money to help them attend college; equity for women students and faculty on campuses; and fostering interracial understanding with white college alumnae. To promote such Black women–centered gender solidarity, Slowe encouraged NACW members to “face the future boldly.”75 She and other founding members of the association saw college-educated women as “constructive workers, not blind followers.”76

During Slowe’s career the NACW organized annual spring meetings at HBCUs and published a journal of its proceedings. Advocating for social leadership rather than conventional racial uplift, the New Negro Women members of the NACW promoted the “self-determination, respect, and advancement of college-trained African-American women.”77 Making good on its core charge to elevate the standing of Black college women, the NACW became the parent organization to two major initiatives: surveying women’s experiences as students, faculty, and administrators at HBCUs, and the 1929 founding of the National Association of Women’s Deans and Advisors of Colored Schools (NAWDACS).78 Meeting annually until 1954, the NAWDACS promoted the work of women deans within Black secondary schools and HBCUs.79

Refusing Nineteenth-Century Gender Logics

The New Negro Woman’s Vision of Higher Education for Black Women

Despite the support she received from students and alumnae, Slowe’s philosophy of living more abundantly was a striking departure from the much more deferential posture that Black communities and higher education institutions expected from African American women. In a series that began with an invited lecture on race and education at Teachers College in 1931, and subsequently included two papers published in 1933 and 1937, Slowe expressed most clearly her critique of the status of Black women’s education and the importance of deans’ efforts at HBCUs. In these works Slowe drew attention to a series of outdated yet common beliefs about Black women that were evident in their communities of origin as well as in the colleges and universities they attended.

Like deans of women across the country, Slowe insisted that college women deserved leadership opportunities and the preparation to pursue new professions as graduates. However, the case for Black women at HBCUs was unique: Founded in the decades following the Civil War to produce graduates who would operate within the confines of a racially segregated society, these institutions—Slowe contended—urgently needed to update their work to address the conditions and problems of “the modern world,” the twentieth century.80 With regard to women students in particular, Slowe asserted that HBCUs had yet to recognize the social influence of industrialization and suffrage and as a result failed to “prepare Negro college women for intelligent participation and leadership” in a society in which they worked and legally had the right to vote.81

Slowe raised concerns about the gender ideologies that HBCUs promoted and resisted questioning. These institutions needed to accept, “whether they like it or not, the life that women are leading today is different from that which was led by their grandmothers.” Operating with antiquated nineteenth-century gender logics, HBCUs reinforced cultural attitudes that Slowe found troubling and deeply out of step with societal trends and needs. In contrast she believed such Black-serving institutions needed to equip their women students to “be ready to make their contribution not only to the home but also to the economic, political, and civic life of their communities.”82

Slowe also maintained that Black college women had a “peculiar experience” in terms of their history and socialization that required they have access to leadership opportunities. Traditional gender attitudes prevailed in Black women’s home communities, such that “many parents still believe that the definition of woman found in an eighteenth century dictionary is true today: ‘Woman, the female of man. See man.’” Furthermore, Slowe faulted obsolete gender views and conservative religious philosophies for “suppressing . . . [Black women’s] own powers.” Taken together, these conditions among Black women matriculants normalized an approach to life that Slowe criticized as “the psychology of inaction rather than that of active curiosity.”83

Such antiquated views of Black womanhood in students’ home communities were met with equally concerning attitudes at the coeducational HBCUs a majority of them attended. Patriarchal outlooks on modernity and gender greatly shaped—and in most cases hampered—the ability of women matriculants to realize their contributions as individuals in a changing society. Slowe believed in Black women’s leadership potential, and she expected colleges to cultivate this capacity. NACW survey responses, however, revealed a deeply paternalistic neglect of women’s needs at HBCUs. The survey found that only 41 percent of reporting institutions offered specific opportunities for women to engage in self-governance, a pillar of the deans of women movement. From that statistic Slowe concluded that too few schools were providing Black women with extracurricular outlets for “exercising initiative, independence, and self-direction while in college.” These reactionary attitudes and trends resulted in HBCUs’ failing to “train [women] to understand the world as it now is, and to aid it in changing for the better.” Because she believed Black women should exercise choice in their social contributions, Slowe rejected cultural constructions of them as “adjuncts of ‘man’” on the grounds that “modern life forces them to be individuals in much the same sense as men are individuals.”84 Her notion of “social usefulness” took form in many domains, the home as well as the new professions and the world of business.85

For Slowe, a modern college education needed not only to support career preparation but to promote self-direction, which required that Black women students exercise initiative and independence in their decision making.86 As a result, she balked at the preponderance of meddlesome rules imposed on women at HBCUs. “Designed to control their conduct,” these regulations withheld “that necessary opportunity for making independent choices without which real freedom of action cannot be developed. When a college woman cannot be trusted to go shopping without a chaperone she is not likely to develop powers of leadership.”87 Slowe believed it was the obligation of colleges and universities to prepare Black women for whatever “sphere of life they will occupy after graduation.”88 In not specifying a particular kind of career trajectory, she revealed her fundamental belief that Black women alone should determine the environment—whether a home, community, or workplace—to which they would contribute their skills. To this end Slowe urged Howard women to develop independence of judgment and to exert the “effort . . . to be an individual and not merely a woman following the man.”89

To illustrate the anachronistic nineteenth-century thinking of twentieth-century Black communities and schools, Slowe cited what were likely the comments of Howard’s first African American president, Mordecai Wyatt Johnson.90 Throughout her tenure Johnson stood in opposition to her expansion of the educational and vocational opportunities available to Black college women. The unnamed administrator referenced in Slowe’s 1931 talk asserted that because women should “be trained to be good wives and mothers,” they did not require exposure to the “male subjects” of the social sciences.91 For Slowe, such attitudes pressed Black women into “curricular corset[s]” and were a consequence of women’s attending schools “almost exclusively administered by men,” who themselves were unwilling to recognize “the changed status of women in the modern world.”92 Rather than advocate for a rejection of the classical liberal arts focus on the humanities and sciences, Slowe argued for the inclusion of political science, economics, and sociology, as well as rural studies, to develop understanding of the world and the tools to take informed action in it.93

Slowe recognized that racial respectability shaped both Black women’s codes of behavior and their professional aspirations. She criticized the way Black women’s education was diverted from subject areas more widely accepted for whites and Black men, largely based on ongoing discriminatory attitudes, rather than Black women’s interest, innate ability, or potential. Because they “labored under the double handicap of race and sex—a Negro in a white world and a female in a male world,” college-educated Black women tended to be pragmatic in their career pursuits, and in many communities teaching in segregated public schools exemplified a respectable job.94 To disrupt this pattern, Slowe’s office provided Howard women with vocational counseling and exposure to other occupations.95 In her commitment to fostering Black women’s discernment of their “life’s work,” Slowe encouraged their consideration of careers such as accounting, dentistry, journalism, law, medicine, and writing.96 She also used the Women’s Dinner strategically to recognize guest speakers who embodied Black women’s accomplishments in a range of fields.

In 1930 Howard held a one-day Women’s Vocational Conference, which featured representatives from fields such as public health nursing, research, and medicine, and their talks focused explicitly on “the education of women for the modern world.”97 A Hilltop article noted that the event attended especially to first-year women students “with the hope that they will select their life’s work with more intelligence and vision.”98 Hilda Davis, a Howard alumna and future dean of women at Shaw University (1932–36) and Talladega College (1936–52), recalled the impact of these vocational visits by “women outstanding in various fields”: the guests spent several days on campus and “enter[ed] into the lives of the students in a way that would not have been possible by a casual visit.”99 Slowe supplemented such guest presentations with annual interviews of each student “to see whether or not what she has chosen will lead her where she wishes to go.” In a memo outlining her duties, Slowe acknowledged that such personalized outreach “consumes a great deal of time” but concluded that it was “very much worth while.”100 In these ways Slowe sought to build on Black women’s sense of social responsibility but extend it beyond teaching. She maintained a commitment to a much wider sphere of purposeful, remunerative work and acted upon her deep reservations about the limitation of vocational options for Black college women. In attending to her students’ specific talents, Slowe affirmed their desires for achievement and emphasized the personal joy and social benefit of pursuing their purpose.


[image: ]

Dean Slowe with members of the Dean of Women’s Club, 1930.

Courtesy of the Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Howard University Archives, Howard University, Washington, D.C.



In spring 1930 Slowe took the initiative to create a professional pipeline into deaning by offering an undergraduate course at Howard University. The inaugural group of enrolled women consisted of eleven undergraduates and Johanna Houston, a 1924 alumna who from 1928 to 1936 served as Slowe’s assistant dean of women.101 Although Teachers College, the leading institution offering coursework in deaning, matriculated Black women, Slowe saw a particular need for cultivating young southern Black women’s interest in the profession. Her hope was that Howard would become a “model department for the training of deans of women” in HBCUs.102

Despite her many efforts to expand the vocational trajectories for Howard women, Slowe found that the overwhelming majority pursued traditional paths, much like their peers at other HBCUs. A 1931 address that drew specifically on Howard women students’ courses of study and intended careers revealed that of 153 first-years, 142 were pursuing teaching largely because “it is the only occupation which is open to them with few handicaps.”103 Data from the spring 1937 semester quantified women’s enrollment in the social sciences from a low of 3 percent in economics to a high of 28 percent in psychology. Although these numbers surpassed the averages Slowe reported in a 1933 paper aggregating data across HBCUs, Slowe found them reflective not simply of societal racism in the workplace, which resulted in most graduates’ “crowd[ing] into the teaching profession,” but of what she termed “defects in the Negro college,” which included a failure to expose women to new fields outside teaching and social work.104 However, rather than resign herself to the stratification of the labor market and conventional cultural expectations about women’s work, Slowe persisted in offering vocational guidance and exposure to help Black women navigate new and developing career opportunities.

Conclusion

Recognition, visibility, and voice were key themes in Slowe’s work on campus and in higher education as an unapologetic advocate for educated Black womanhood. An unassailable belief in Black women’s worth guided her efforts in creating new traditions and geographies defined by Black women’s possibility rather than the socially circulating claims of their deficiency or inadequacy. Students appreciated Slowe’s extracurricular investment in their development because, as one alumna recalled, the dean interacted with them as a coworker rather than a superior. Given that Slowe had adopted a developmental stance toward the young women, they “could talk sympathetically with her as I did with my pals.”105 Slowe did not endorse a college life unduly focused on coeducational parties and dances, a point of contention for some Howard women.106 However, she did have—as Hilda Davis recalled—“the courage to allow young people freedom, yes freedom even to make some mistakes. We soon learned that, though she might let us stumble in our attempts to solve problems for ourselves, she was ever beside us to catch us before we fell.”107 In her forms of student outreach, Slowe labored against a cultural inertia and exhorted Black women to “take a place as individuals in this institution, and to prepare themselves for their debut to the world after college.”108 She expected them, as New Howard Women, to determine their unique strengths and capacities. To spur this individuality among Howard women, Slowe elected to “look up, laugh, and love, and lift.”109

The impact of living more abundantly, recalled one alumna, was that Dean Slowe “got us really interested in being women and demanding our rights as women. . . . You know everything was very male-tailored until Lucy Slowe came.”110 Rather than remain silent and accommodate herself to a racialized and gendered structure of inequality, the New Howard Woman—in the person of Dean Slowe and her women graduates—took up the charge that Black women were not anyone’s subordinate but “levelly human.”111 This ideal resonated with most Howard women, who worked with Slowe to establish the New Howard Woman’s presence on campus. Slowe’s vision of educated Black womanhood rejected many dominant expectations of what Black women should be, think, and do in the company of both whites and Black men. A leader and agent in her own right, the New Howard Woman embodied a twentieth-century willingness to lean into her self-actualization and social usefulness. As the next two chapters examine, the dean’s unflinching commitment to Black women’s self-determination challenged many of higher education’s entrenched racialized and gendered beliefs about human worth.


CHAPTER 3

RACE WORK IS WOMEN’S WORK

DEANING AND THE COLOR LINE

And she could draw a circle which took others in even though some might try to draw one with her out.

—Kathryn G. Heath to Marion T. Wright, September 6, 1962

For the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-line.

—W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk

Among Slowe’s papers is a professional photograph measuring eleven by nineteen inches. Taken by the Black-owned and -operated Scurlock Photographic Studio (1911–94) in Washington, D.C., the image documents an important moment in Slowe’s career—her February 1932 welcome of sixty deans of women who had traveled to Washington, D.C., for the sixteenth annual convention of their professional organization, the National Association of Deans of Women (NADW).1 While in town, the deans visited the Howard campus, where the focus of their tour was the Women’s Campus, the three new women’s dorms that had opened in the fall term of that academic year. With the establishment of a geography specifically for Howard women students’ lives outside the classroom, Slowe had achieved a major milestone in her work of transforming the university to meet women’s needs.

The interracial gathering captured by the photo might even be considered racially traitorous, given that the deans had assembled to mark a Black woman’s accomplishment.2 A further indication of an encouraging—and for its time a striking—example of women engaging as equals across the early twentieth-century color line is that Slowe is standing proudly left of center, with the prominent white dean, Thyrsa Wealtheow Amos, of the University of Pittsburgh, next to her. A highly regarded leader in the dean of women movement, Amos was also an instructor in the Teachers College summer program Slowe had attended. During Slowe’s tenure, she and Amos remained in contact and made several visits to each other’s campus. When Slowe wrote to Amos in June 1931 about breaking ground for the dormitories, Amos expressed her desire to “have any part in their dedication.”3
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Deans belonging to the National Association of Deans of Women visit the Women’s Campus, Howard University, February 18, 1932.

Photo by the Scurlock Studio, courtesy of the Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Howard University Archives, Howard University, Washington, D.C.



Although there is archival evidence of collegiality between Slowe and her white peers, the NADW—like other early twentieth-century New Women organizations in the work of social reform—operated from a stance of white racial superiority. As a result, such moments of New Negro Women and New Women engaging in partnership were elusive and not representative of Slowe’s ongoing interactions with the NADW and its members. Rather, throughout the whole of her fifteen-year career, Slowe confronted tacit, and at times overt, racial arrogance among New Women deans.

The Color Line Runs through Us

In Search of Interracial Gender Solidarity

In her charge to the National Association of College Women (NACW), which she had founded in the spring of her first year as dean, Slowe exhorted its members to pursue three initiatives—to encourage college attendance among young Black women; to institutionalize gender fairness in higher education, largely through the appointment of deans of women at all colleges and universities; and to work actively toward interracial understanding. She believed college-educated women in particular were well positioned to promote “peace and harmony among the races in the United States.”4 In these hopes Slowe was not blindly optimistic or ignorant of the realities of racism. However, she understood the maintenance of the color line as a learned behavior that operated in violation of the tenets of a multiracial, pluralistic democracy. And as an educator Slowe believed in the possibility of social change through informed, honest interactions between race and gender groups.

The regenerative potential of higher education was the focus of Slowe’s remarks at the first NADW meeting she attended as dean in February 1923. As the Howard University Record summarized with great pride, during a panel addressing the subject of foreign students, Slowe emphasized “the right of every student to be judged by his individual worth [rather] than by his racial affiliations.” To the general New Woman principle articulated by her NADW peers, that higher education should encourage personal development, Slowe added that “every university . . . should be a cosmopolitan center” encouraging mutuality “based on knowledge and not upon prejudice.”5 Although she understood that the color line coursed through all American institutions, Slowe saw colleges and universities as unique venues for change, where knowledge and actual interaction could supplant myths and distortions. As a result, racial segregation had no place in her conceptualization of higher education in the twentieth century.

At the same session on foreign students, Anne Dudley Blitz, then dean of women at the University of Kansas, gave a paper in which she described how the Women’s Student Government Association of her campus had solicited her support “for segregating the negro students in the classroom, laboratory, and library.” Expressing dismay at this request, Blitz cautioned that “where the students have partial or full control, segregation shows its head more and more insistently.”6

Although she was voicing criticism of the women students for their racial exclusivity, Blitz subsequently revealed her own troubling anti-Black beliefs. She portrayed African Americans as culturally bereft, believing that they had lost any African traditions and developed forms of music and folklore that were “more a negro perversion of an American product” than a genuinely unique contribution. In her disparagement of Black people, Blitz failed to acknowledge the realities of slavery and segregation. She also conveyed racist concerns about intermarriage, specifically between white women and Black men. She asserted that such women tended to be of “a lower type of white” and predicted that the children of these unions would face exile from both groups.7 Significantly, her focus completely eclipsed any attention to white men’s long terroristic history of perpetrating sexualized violence against Black women or to Black women students’ existence on her campus.

Twelve years later Slowe and Blitz would exchange letters about the housing of Black undergraduate women at the University of Minnesota, where Blitz served as dean of women from 1923 to 1949. In October 1936 Slowe appealed to Blitz on behalf of “the daughter of a very dear friend of mine,” carefully describing the young woman in respectable terms—she was “financially able to live in the dormitory and [came from] a family that has a very fine background.”8 However, Blitz—described in a retrospective institutional history as having a “striking . . . zeal for segregation”—refused to accommodate Slowe’s request.9 Although Blitz was invoking the Minnesota regents’ policy-setting authority against integrated housing, she also evinced a telling lack of investment in Black women students’ actual needs and realities. Rather, she focused on securing off-campus housing for these students and reported to Slowe: “I found a pleasant room where Elizabeth and another colored girl could room near the campus, but for some reason or other they did not take it, and they are living, I believe, over at the Phyllis Wheatley House, the center for our colored population.”10 In her letter Blitz exhibited little curiosity about or real knowledge of the young Black women’s situation: she displayed no interest in knowing why they rejected her alternative to campus housing, their exact place of residence, or the reasons they elected instead to board in the Black community.

In her November 1936 response, Slowe both highlighted and took issue with the flawed and hypocritical educational policy to which Blitz appealed in her avoidance of responsibility. Given that the university was in the North—“a sector of the United States which is not cursed with the tradition of racial prejudice”—Slowe had expected it to be “very broadminded.” Finding that the North operated with the same racial logics of the South, she expressed her outrage: “It seems to me that a university is failing in a fundamental duty when it adopts a policy which perpetuates racial intolerance. You realize, of course, that I am not blaming you for this policy for I am mindful of the fact that we Deans of Women are subject to our Boards of Trustees, but I certainly regret that you are placed in the position which I believe is contrary to your own feeling in the matter.”11 Slowe made clear her personal rejection of segregation and insinuated that Blitz felt—or should feel—similarly aggrieved about the unfairness of the housing policy. Segregation was, Slowe insisted to her peer, wholly incompatible with their charge as educators.

Despite the absence of a response from Blitz, other materials suggest the white dean’s personal investment in residential segregation. After she similarly was denied campus housing by Blitz, Charlotte Crump—another African American woman student and the daughter of a St. Paul, Minnesota, physician—published a thinly fictionalized account of her experiences in the university’s Literary Review. Subsequently reprinted in the National Urban League’s Opportunity magazine, “This Free North” lamented Crump’s initial faith in northern whites: “Why did I think that white college students would be different from other white people? Why did I naively believe they would be more tolerant here? Could I have thought that a university such as this—with the opportunity it gives for breadth of social outlook—would offer that barely glimpsed utopia of minority groups, a place prejudice-free?”12

Crump pointed out that while no official policy barred Black students from residing on campus, administrators claimed that white students objected to interracial housing. She also mentioned encountering an unnamed woman, likely Blitz, whose false “sweetness” made a Black woman classmate who was denied housing “squirm.” The lack of support Crump and other Black students received from the campus compelled them to create the Council of Negro Students to press for recognition of their unmet needs.13

Upon learning about the publication, Blitz took grievous offense at Crump’s characterization of her experiences at the university and rebuked the student in a letter: “I wish that you would come in and talk to me about your story in the Literary Review. . . . There are some misstatements there that I feel sure you would not want to have, if you had taken the trouble to verify your facts.”14 As in her exchanges with Slowe, Blitz demonstrated an arrogant belief that her own outlook and actions were correct. Such a stance stood far afield from the interracial contact and mutual understanding that Slowe pressed her white peers to develop, yet it was quite normative within the NADW. Against such racist attitudes promoting Black women’s social invisibility Slowe repeatedly insisted that her white colleagues commit to ending both race and gender prejudice as central tasks of the modern university and the profession of deaning.

As the first Black member of the NADW, Slowe attracted queries from her white peers regarding matters they perceived as uncomfortably racial. In November 1930 Lucy Jenkins Franklin, Boston University’s dean of women, wrote to Slowe asking for guidance on what would constitute “proper housing” for Black women students. Franklin had solicited the preferences of the young women in question as well as the advice of local Black organizations. No clear course of action emerged: some advocated separate housing to protect the Black women from hostilities their white peers were likely to perpetrate, while others recommended including the young women in the standard housing plans. Franklin reached out to Slowe as one who could examine the issue “from the standpoint of an educator and one who considered the welfare and happiness of the girl herself.”15

In her response Slowe referenced what she considered the “fundamental principle” of higher education—a focus on individuals, not races—which was itself a tool for gauging moral action at the college and university levels. She then advised that the Black women students be housed along with their white peers, insisting that “under no circumstances should the University suggest to the Negro student that it looks upon him in any other way than as a worthy individual who is an integral part of the University family. . . . [In higher education] there should be no taint of segregation on account of race.” Although not unaware of the probability that the young women would face insensitive slights and even outright rejection from their white peers, Slowe squarely maintained that the university itself carried the obligation to intervene and create a hospitable learning-living environment for all students. In no uncertain terms she declared, “If the other girls of the University have these prejudices, it is the business of the University to rid them of these prejudices as a part of their liberal education.”16

Slowe clarified to her NADW colleague that the responsibility to educate meant that colleges and universities needed to broaden their students beyond what she called the narrowness with which they entered. As a result, she baldly insisted to Dean Franklin that “to deny them [white students] the opportunity” of widening their social knowledge “would be tragic indeed.” Slowe’s closing lines further pushed Franklin to see herself not as a passive administrator but as a campus and social leader: “By so doing you would be demonstrating that Boston University is in truth a University and that it is interested in the highest development of its individual students.”17

In encouraging Franklin to view campus belonging as a core right of students, Slowe challenged her colleague to realize that race was always a part of deans’ work and that the exclusion of the Black women students was fundamentally in conflict with deans’ professional commitment to supporting educational opportunity for women. Through such advocacy, Slowe asserted, Franklin would be “making a real contribution to friendly race relationships, which is one of our most pressing social problems at the present time.”18 Two years after this exchange, Hilda A. Davis, a 1925 Howard alumna and Slowe protégé, enrolled in Boston University’s Alice Freeman Palmer Course for Deans of Women.19 For an assignment she conducted a “survey of living conditions for Negro women students in white colleges and universities.”20 One wonders whether Slowe’s correspondence with Franklin influenced both women’s interest in the significance of campus housing for inclusive education. Notably, Franklin was also among the NADW members who toured the new women’s dormitories at Howard University in 1932.21

Christian Sisterhood

Participatory Belonging and the YWCA

During her career as dean Slowe served on the national board of the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA). In its demonstrated and pioneering structural commitments to fostering interracial cooperation among women, the YWCA, not the NADW, was the organization in which she experienced meaningful mutual regard and belonging among white women peers.

Introduced to the United States from England in 1858, the YWCA promoted a concept of Christian sisterhood that encompassed women’s vocational opportunities, physical well-being, and community.22 Initially, the YWCA focused on intraracial and cross-class outreach in its reform efforts. However, the prodding and persistence of Black women—who held their white peers to the organization’s stated principles of “love for all and the oneness of all in Christ”—helped transform it by the mid-twentieth century into the largest and most inclusive “multiracial and interfaith women’s organization” in the United States.23 In this considerable shift from a segregated to an interracial organization, the YWCA came to embrace racial justice “as a central mission, rather than an awkward aside.”24

With the first college chapter founded in 1873, the YWCA also made early inroads into women’s higher education.25 YWCA campus chapters, which predated the hiring of trained deans of women, connected students to an informal network of community women who offered housing and counsel. Upon the emergence of deaning as a profession in the early twentieth century, and given their common focus on women’s empowerment, deans of women typically served as the adviser to the YWCA student groups on their campuses.26

College chapters of the YWCA were popular associations across both historically Black and white colleges and universities. In 1912 Black colleges had more than fifty YWCA student group chapters; after HBCUs added thirty more a year later, the organization reached more than half the enrolled population of Black women students.27 By 1924 the YWCA had 681 domestic and international campus associations, with 105 housed at Black institutions of higher education.28 Data from Slowe’s own NACW-sponsored survey confirmed the YWCA’s centrality to Black women’s college careers at HBCUs. In 1930, whereas almost 70 percent of reporting institutions had a YWCA chapter, just over a quarter had sororities, and only 7 percent supported a women’s league.29

Although the evangelical grounding of the YWCA made it attractive to the conservatism of many colleges, its notion of Christian sisterhood could also affirm women’s interracial solidarity. The National Student Council (NSC) led the college division of the YWCA, and as early as 1915 student chapters sponsored an interracial convention.30 In May 1924, after the NSC’s Commission on Standards completed a two-year study of the social interests of college women members, it determined that “many students are concerned and are eager to find the power to face certain great problems such as racial relations, marriage, war, [and] individual freedom versus group loyalty.”31 In promoting an interracial sisterhood, such student members stood against national and local practices that more often maintained a color line.32

At the start of her tenure at Howard, Slowe served on the board of the NSC as well as on the YWCA’s National Council on Colored Work, which oversaw the operation of “colored associations,” fostered interracial education, and linked chapters across the color line.33 For twelve years, from 1925 to 1937, Slowe represented the NSC at the annual national conventions of the Committee on the Cause and Cure of War, a coalition of nine Progressive Era women’s organizations.34 The regularity of her attendance reflected not only her shared embrace of the ideal of peace promoted by the committee but also the specific and atypical belonging she experienced within the YWCA. After returning from the inaugural conference in 1925, Slowe described her experiences to Leslie Blanchard, the executive secretary of the NSC and a 1912 Stanford graduate whose own relationship with the YWCA began during her college years.35

With much enthusiasm Slowe conveyed to her white colleague how the YWCA was distinctive in its strides to incorporate Black women. Her comments highlighted her subjective sense of acceptance, which she found both heartening and noteworthy. Among other self-described “liberal minded” New Women organizations in attendance, Slowe wrote, the YWCA was “the only one that included in its delegates a representation of the colored race.” Because the YWCA was “attempting to look at all races as one family,” it was “making a real contribution to the solving of our national and international problems as they concerned misunderstandings between races.”36 Throughout her tenure at Howard, Slowe would reach out to Blanchard. And in ways much more forthcoming than she would be with other white women deans, Slowe expressed her disappointments with the NADW’s ongoing failures to extend full membership to her and the Black deans who followed in her professional footsteps.

Crossing the NADW’s Color Line

Slowe’s interracial vision for higher education and her connections to the YWCA—rather than the NADW, her primary professional organization—facilitated some of her most successful engagements with white college-educated women. In 1925 she addressed the Club of Prospective Deans at Teachers College to make “a plea . . . for better race relationships between colored and white women of this country.” In her remarks Slowe presented her ideal of colleges as inclusive spaces where “students of all races would come together for the purpose of discovering that which is good in members of different racial groups.” Racial exclusion was a policy she roundly condemned for violating higher education’s “boasted principles of liberality and rationalism.” In the study and resolution of racial problems, she asserted that college women and deans of women should “lead the way” and not pursue “the method of evasion, indifference and ignorance” evident in many white-dominated settings.37

Significantly, despite Slowe’s membership in the NADW and her professional contacts with the faculty of Teachers College, her opportunity to address the club of prospective deans emerged from her ties to the YWCA, and in particular her relationship with Juliette Derricotte. A fellow African American and graduate of Teachers College, Derricotte was a national student secretary for the YWCA.38 In this role from 1918 to 1929, she traveled to, and worked with, the student branches of the YWCA housed at both HBCUs and many white colleges.39 Derricotte would go on to serve as dean of women at Fisk University from 1929 to 1931.

In her communication with Derricotte, Slowe expressed how she was “so much interested in the possibility of speaking to the group.” Despite being “as poor as can be,” she offered to cover the costs of her travel in order to give “our side of this race problem to such a representative group as would be found in Miss Sturtevant’s class.”40 Sarah M. Sturtevant (1881–1942) was a professor of education at Teachers College and a member of NADW. For Slowe to address deans in training—alumnae preparing to direct undergraduate women’s development—was to perhaps broaden their consciousness of, and commitment to, the realities of sexism and racism in higher education. In her appeal to these educators to improve interracial relations, Slowe was likely encouraged by the existence of white women like Blanchard whose social outlooks were shaped through their own undergraduate involvement with the YWCA.

During the spring of 1925 Slowe followed her Teachers College appeal to prospective deans with similar lectures to women students and faculty at the University of Delaware, University of Pittsburgh, and Women’s College of Newark, New Jersey. The titles of these addresses—“The Responsibility of the College Woman in Race Relations,” “The College Woman’s Responsibility in Race Relations,” and “The Responsibility of College Women in Race Relationships”—demonstrated Slowe’s radical refusal to see racism as Black women’s exclusive responsibility to remedy or as a social problem that did not implicate white women and how they took action in the world.41 In other words, Slowe urged her white colleagues and their students to take up the labor of erasing the color lines that pervaded higher education and limited their profession’s transformative influence.

After her talk at the University of Delaware, Slowe described her sense of its success in a follow-up letter to Blanchard. Although attendance was voluntary, Slowe reported that “almost all of the women students and many of the faculty members were present.” Their interactions led her to believe that “some good seed was sown.” As she noted, “a large number of the girls” lingered after the lecture, and the ensuing discussion initiated a “frank exchange of opinion.” This rare conversation moved well beyond racial respectability and New Women’s tendency to avoid facing the existence of the color line. Encouraged by this experience, Slowe told Blanchard, “It seems to me that this country is going to owe a big debt of gratitude to the students who are working through the YWCA for proper human relations in our land.”42

Because Slowe pursued graduate study at Columbia University’s Teachers College, the site of the first graduate program in the new profession of deaning, she had contact with many deans of women, including Amos, then the dean of women at the University of Pittsburgh. Amos served as NADW president from 1929 to 1931, and during her tenure Slowe participated as a discussion leader at the national convention and became the first African American woman to address the group.43 Although Slowe’s remarks were not racial in content—she argued that a campus’s dean of women, not a student affairs office, should address the needs of women students—the context of her address certainly was. Upon her return, Howard women students honored her with a “testimonial reception,” and the Baltimore Afro-American reported that the NADW’s invitation to Slowe to speak had “[paid] to her a great tribute in recognition of her brilliance of mind and strength of character” and reflected well on women students and the campus as a whole.44

After the conference, Slowe thanked Amos for her role in making possible this form of visible participation. Slowe also noted a degree of resistance she encountered among the other white deans, whom she diplomatically characterized as “not as broad” and who made it challenging for a Black peer to “feel comfortable as an individual” in their presence.45 In her response, instead of registering Slowe’s specific reference to the NADW’s racial dynamics, Amos emphasized what she heard as a compliment concerning her own qualities: “I would rather have it said of me that I had ‘breadth of view’ than almost anything in the world.” Amos drew the phrase “breadth of view” not with regard to Slowe’s language but in light of reading a recent description of an educated person written by Columbia University’s president, Nicholas Murray Butler.46 In personalizing and thereby decontextualizing Slowe’s comments, Amos essentially delegitimized the racial import of the Black dean’s words as well as her appeal to Amos for leadership among their white colleagues.

Despite their professional relationship, which extended throughout Slowe’s tenure, Amos’s resistance to seeing the color line became disappointingly apparent during her last of three campus visits to Howard.47 In April 1936 she conducted a one-day institute for student campus leaders. As she would with any group of college women, Amos urged her Howard audience to take an active role in developing themselves as individuals through their academic and cocurricular experiences. Personal growth both built character and strengthened the communities to which individuals belonged. Amos insisted: “We live as individuals in groups . . . and the better the individual, the better the group.”48

As inclusive and universal as this articulation of well-rounded growth appeared to be, it operated with racial logics. Early in the talk, Amos shared her observation that at the University of Pittsburgh, as well as other “white institutions[,] Negro students are not measuring up to the opportunities that are given to them to participate.” She faulted Black students for lacking what she viewed as requisite for personal development—“you must first have a great and beautiful idea that there is something in you to be released. If I told you but you do not sense it yourself, you cannot release it, nor can some one else release it.”49 She encouraged Howard women to set an important example among HBCUs by developing and exhibiting such self-confidence themselves.

The ensuing question-and-answer session surfaced even more evidence of Amos’s biased views on race. Asked specifically about the experiences of Black students at Pittsburgh, Amos repeated her assessment that these women opted out of important extracurricular growth opportunities, and she furnished the following revealing observation:

The thing that astonishes me is that for the most part all the Negro girls seem to work on is the YWCA. I say that if anybody discriminates against the Negro, it is that the Negro discriminates against himself. I regret that they do not work in the WSGA [Women’s Self-Government Association] as much as they might. They don’t seek places on committees. Some of them make a retreat of religion. . . . I do not want religion to be a retreat for a minorities [sic] or people whose privileges are curtailed.50

Although Amos claimed this pattern of Black women’s limited campus involvement was evident across colleges in the United States, her marked lack of interest in why this might be the case is curious. That is, Amos gave little consideration to the possibility of racially unwelcoming environments within those same women’s organizations in which she expected Black women to participate. Amos’s failure to appreciate the reasons behind the YWCA’s draw for young Black women is particularly telling, as she had been a member of the National Student Council of the organization.51 Furthermore, her office had cosponsored at least one joint event of a Black women’s student group at the University of Pittsburgh and a local Black chapter of the YWCA. Finally, following a visit by Slowe to the Pittsburgh campus in May 1929, Amos had written a letter of thanks and sent greetings on behalf of “all the C.N.C.W. girls.” Black women students at the University of Pittsburgh had founded the Council of Negro College Women in 1922 because of their exclusion from most student organizations outside the YWCA.52

Amos’s unwillingness or inability to question the racial patterns she observed, however, stood apart from her active investment in addressing the gender problems of women. Thus, when asked during her 1936 visit to Howard about “getting women interested in women” so that they would support the campus’s Women’s League, Amos sharply focused attention on the social causes of young women’s troubling lack of engagement. She asserted that behind their apparent “state of inferiority” lay an internalized belief that “no matter how poor a man may be he is better than a woman. . . . Girls for the most part would rather have the smile of the man than to stand for ideas.”53

Given the self-development she saw at the heart of a college education, Amos then suggested ways to attract women students. Rather than fault them for their willingness to yield to men, she encouraged understanding and careful outreach: “If you want a Women’s League that will attract women, do not scold the women because they do not come out. Get a program and activities that appeal to a woman. You’ve got to have a program.”54 Amos placed the onus of responsibility on students and deans of women to construct an extracurricular environment that would attract college women and in the process encourage them to reconsider their attitudes about self and gender. In other words, Amos believed this “woman’s problem” lay within a dean’s purview. In contrast, she urged no similar outreach to Black undergraduate women at white institutions and instead criticized these minoritized students for their limited and seemingly self-segregating extracurricular involvement. Such a white-centered approach to her work with women students, one all too common among many New Women deans, left Black undergraduate women vulnerable to their peers’ racist exclusions and harms.

In subsequent written correspondence, Slowe referred to Amos’s visit as memorable and as having provided her staff and students with “helpful . . . inspiration and information.”55 Yet, in light of Slowe’s long investment in interracial cooperation and her awareness that white women drew color lines, I believe her tone did not fully speak to her concerns with white New Women deans. Her peers’ minimization and neglect of Black women’s realities became dramatically evident at the last NADW annual meeting of Slowe’s tenure.

The fallout from the NADW’s February 1937 annual convention in New Orleans starkly revealed both the ongoing racial climate of the NADW and the divergence in racial outlooks between white and Black deans. A reading of histories, as well as Slowe’s contemporaneous letters to members of the NADW, demonstrate how the entrenched whiteness of the organization threatened the participation and sense of belonging that Black deans sought as they attempted to follow Slowe’s urging to “do what you can to make Negro women an integral part of NADW.”56

Telling Tales of a Meeting

White Memory and Race-Conscious Countermemory

At the 1975 annual meeting of the NADW, Kathryn Heath, a former executive secretary, presented a brief history of the organization, including the meeting in New Orleans. Reprinted in 1976 and 1986 in the NADW’s journal, the text of “Our Heritage Speaks” proudly celebrated how the profession had defined its place in higher education through the collaborative vision of its “remarkable women.” In this affirming account Heath pays considerable attention to the New Orleans convention, which she had helped set up and in her history characterized as “outrageous . . . in a very important way” (her emphasis). What Heath identified as a problem at that conference was “the absence of our black deans,” which, she quizzically acknowledged, “many in attendance perhaps had not noticed.”57

At the time of its founding, the NADW was affiliated with the National Education Association (NEA) and as a result aligned its annual meetings with the timing and location selected by the parent organization. More than sixty educational organizations connected their conferences to the NEA’s meeting of superintendents.58 The location—New Orleans—rendered this particular NEA gathering quite attractive. In fact, by July 1, 1936, members had reserved all conference hotel rooms, a first for the organization.59

Part of the draw may have been the historical pageant that the NEA organized to promote “the glory of Dixie.” Performed by twelve hundred schoolchildren, an apologist version of southern history unfolded in four scenes. Beginning with “the happy plantation life of the old South . . . [including] Negro voodoo dancers rais[ing] the primitive note of the Congo amidst the gentle refinement of old plantation life,” the rendition then moved to the destruction of that existence through war. After celebrating the South’s so-called rebirth, the play concluded with “the Mardi Gras, charming echo from the Old World.”60 In addition to trafficking in Confederate nostalgia in its entertainment, the superintendents’ conference also abided by the racist norms of the South. As a result, Black members were expected to use back entrances and freight elevators. Although they could attend sessions, they could not socialize and share meals with their white peers. In protest of the segregation of Black educators, several organizations, including the Julius Rosenwald Fund, a major philanthropic educational foundation, withdrew their participation.61

In her written history Heath referenced none of the Confederate pageantry of the NEA’s conference.62 Rather, she dwelled exclusively on the racially exclusionary terms set by the headquarters hotel for the NADW gathering and faulted its policies for proscribing the Black women deans’ attendance. With exasperation Heath noted that “the only dent I could make after extensive correspondence was to get a concession that our black sisters could join in a reception or meal in a private room where no other hotel guests would see what was going on.” Even under these conditions, however, the hotel would not guarantee that staff would serve the African American deans.63

Finding these options “too much for me to stomach” and aggrieved on behalf of “our black sisters,” Heath conferred with the NADW president, Irma Voigt of Ohio University (1913–49), and together they devised a plan: they would inform the black deans of these strictures and discourage them from attending. To this end Heath enlisted Slowe’s support as “that leader of her race, guider of so many young black women from around the country, and woman of so many firsts herself.” Heath then telephoned Slowe for comment on a draft of the letter she intended to send to the Black deans. In her retelling Heath registered appreciation for Slowe’s counsel and support and reported that Slowe “said she wouldn’t change a word” in the text. Claiming that Slowe’s intercession encouraged the other Black deans to “accept [the] indicated action” of her letter, Heath expressed relief that the group did “not . . . take out their justifiable outrage against the Association or me.” However, she also shared a critical observation in her published account—Slowe’s statement that this “was the first time the Association had been forthright about race discrimination instead of letting the black members face indignities without warning.”64

Slowe’s words were less an endorsement of the NADW’s decision than at best a tempered criticism of its internal support for the injustices of racism and segregation. In fact, in an oral history interview recorded in 1971, Heath spoke again about the 1937 NADW conference in New Orleans and revealed that Slowe came to her office and used even more direct language to criticize their professional organization: “I would not change a word [in the proposed letter to the Black deans]. It’s the first time we haven’t been lied to.” In that interview Heath also acknowledged the circumstances motivating Slowe’s actions, stating that the Black dean was “a great leader of Negro women and . . . went out and did many things that she didn’t want to do, but [undertook] because it was necessary to make a stand.”65 Unlike Heath’s later interview, however, her written statement emphasized little of the necessity of Slowe’s resistance and dwelled on how Heath felt after consulting with Slowe. With a sense of vindication for herself and the NADW, Heath then pronounced in her essay that “racial problems were resolved” before the next annual convention. She lay any acts of racism after 1937 not at the feet of the NADW but of individual hotel employees who failed to uphold the organization’s policy against racial discrimination.66 Heath’s account essentially externalized racism to actors outside the NADW and kept intact a preferred image of the organization as racially innocent rather than complicit in upholding the color line.

Although Heath’s recollections of the 1937 meeting comported with her broader narrative arc, which represented white New Women deans of women as “stalwarts . . . out in front fighting the discrimination battles,” it is inconsistent with the facts—including Heath’s own acknowledgment that most of the white deans neither registered the absence of Slowe and the other African American deans nor saw it as a problem.67 Additionally, a summary of the meeting by Voigt, the NADW president, made no mention of the discrimination and instead touted that the success of the professional gathering was actually “enhanced by the charm of the Southland.”68 Last, and most significant, the contemporaneous correspondence and later remembrances of several Black deans contradict Heath’s assertions. In short, what Heath characterized as a singular event dictated by the racist policy of a particular hotel and region, Slowe and her Black peers decried as simply one instance in a sustained pattern of disregard that fell under the radar of white sensibilities, even among those deans who, like Heath, saw themselves as acting in solidarity with “our black sisters.” The letters Slowe exchanged with other Black deans, as well as with Leslie Blanchard, whom she considered a white ally, offer a strong countermemory and a corrective to Heath’s valorization of the NADW.

The Black deans’ accounts unsettle much about Health’s recollections. A month before Heath contacted her, Slowe had voiced deep concerns about the location of the annual gathering. In a November 1936 letter to Leslie Blanchard, the former YWCA executive secretary for the National Student Council and then dean of women at Hollins College in Virginia (1935–39), Slowe was keen to express her reservations about the upcoming conference. She explained: “I am not at all sure that I shall be at the meeting in New Orleans, because I am not sure that I can attend the meeting with that degree of self-respect which, as an individual and an American, I should have. . . . The conditions which exist in New Orleans exist practically in every place in the South and for that reason educational organizations, in my judgment, should stay out of the South.”69

Slowe’s references to her self-respect and rights as an American were reflections of her New Negro Women sensibilities. Perceiving herself as an equal, she rejected a lesser kind of membership in the NADW or in society as a whole. Moreover, she highlighted how tiresome and disappointing she found the New Orleans situation and insisted that educators in particular carried an ethical responsibility to protest segregation. She also offered a comparison that further revealed the NADW’s troubling practice of accommodation of the color line, telling Blanchard, “This is the same old question that you and I fought together on in the Young Women’s Christian Association, so we are quite familiar with it.”70

In her own response two weeks later, Blanchard conveyed a shared understanding of Slowe’s principled objections to, and hurt resulting from, the racist exclusion and the NADW’s moral cowardice. Blanchard also recognized the gravity of the situation. She approached it with a sense of responsibility—“I appreciate fully the problem which it presents to us both”—and evidenced an ongoing commitment to interracial progress, mentioning that she “confront[ed] day by day in my work here in Virginia . . . the questions on which we have thought together in the Y.W.C.A.” Although Blanchard planned to attend the New Orleans NADW meeting, she vowed “to make every effort through the membership to raise these issues and attempt to make progress on it.” Having spent most of her career with the YWCA, Blanchard was new to the NADW and its avoidance of racial issues. Significantly, she echoed Slowe’s assessment that the NADW was less racially progressive than the YWCA. As Blanchard noted, “Apparently we are dealing with a group in which this question has not come to a focus.” From their years of working toward interracial community at the YWCA, Blanchard met Slowe’s racial witnessing with solidarity, not doubt or evasion: “I have not abandoned any of my convictions on this point and the problem of working in a new social relationship is a continuously keen one for me.”71

Slowe also registered her concerns directly with the NADW leadership. On December 3, 1936, she penned a letter to Voigt, inquiring “whether or not the Executive Committee of our Association has done anything to make it possible for all members, without regard to race, to attend the meeting and keep their self-respect.” Slowe then shared her knowledge of the segregationist practices of New Orleans and highlighted the affront to peers of color, telling Voigt, “Of course, no self-respecting person could attend a meeting under these conditions.” Slowe explained her view that the NADW itself ought to stand with other organizations in opposition and not “lend its aid or its influence in perpetuating customs which are an insult to a national body of American citizens.” As a matter of principle, Slowe insisted that it was the responsibility of the “Executive Committee . . . [to] take this matter up with the N.E.A. and . . . not cease its protest until the matter is settled in the right way.”72 Slowe’s papers contain no response from Voigt.

Three weeks later Slowe and Heath communicated about the New Orleans convention, and in early January 1937 Heath sent the NADW’s institutional letter to Slowe and the other Black deans. Written in a dispassionate tone, the letter presented the organization as a powerless and neutral bystander to societal racism: the “N.A.D.W. accepts the convention city chosen by the Department of Superintendence of the National Education Association.” Characterizing the situation as regrettable and in conflict with the fact that the NADW “draws no racial distinctions” among its members, the NADW’s letter sidestepped its responsibility, concluding with the statement that “The Association deeply regrets the segregation system which has prompted the writing of this letter.”73

Despite the courteous tone of letters that Slowe and Heath exchanged after the convention, Heath’s overtures at reconciliation resolved little for Slowe or the other African American deans. During the week of the actual NADW meeting, Howard alumna Hilda Davis, then the director of women’s activities at Talladega College, wrote to Slowe about her own letter-writing campaign of protest. She expressed the hope that “perhaps a show-down will come with [the] N.E.A. Dean Blanding, Leslie Blanchard, and several other deans are planning to make an issue of these conditions. I believe that something positive will result.”74 In response Slowe also pointed out that the work to be done required white women’s efforts and noted that she was “very glad that some of the white deans were willing to take up the matter.”75

The challenge to Slowe’s self-respect—occurring at the end of fourteen years of engagement with the NADW—remained an ongoing part of Black deans’ experiences with the organization. In 1979, four years after Heath’s initial presentation of her history at an NADW annual conference, a group of Black current and former student affairs officers—including deans of women—organized a panel titled “Our Living History: Reminiscences of Black Participation in NAWDAC” (National Association of Women Deans, Administrators, and Counselors).76 The panelists assembled out of a sense of urgency rooted in their fear that “this part of the history of NAWDAC would be lost [if those who] knew it firsthand did not share this information.”77 Clearly, the organizational perspective in circulation left troubling gaps in the accounts of events that the Black deans had experienced, rendering the official narrative incomplete, if not fraudulent, to them.

What these early Black members of the NADW revealed was that the indignities and exclusions of 1937 were not restricted to that particular meeting in New Orleans but were a regular aspect of being “sister deans” to the white members. Most of the panelists had served in the NADW after Slowe, and their memories collectively referenced the racial dynamics of the organization across five decades, from the early 1930s into the 1970s. Davis joined the organization in 1933 and confirmed that the New Orleans convention was not a singular incident but part of “the pattern year after year in city after city, even in large cities, like Chicago, New York, and Washington.”78 Although Black deans were allowed to attend the conferences, they typically could not stay in the headquarters hotels and thus had to secure accommodations either with Black families or at Black-owned properties and boardinghouses. Davis also affirmed that Slowe had not been a silent witness to this pattern. For several years Slowe had “publicly deplored the conditions under which the Negro members could participate in NADW’s national conventions” through discussions with the executive board and at conference business meetings. Despite the “formal protest[s]” of the Black deans, by Davis’s estimation it took another twenty years for the NADW to decide not to gather in racially segregated cities.79

Ruth Brett, director of counseling and academic advising at Morgan State College and a former student of Hilda Davis’s, joined the NADW in 1939. Her account, published in 1986, spoke to the emotional toll of the NADW’s denial of full participation to all its members. When she attended her first convention in 1940, she “wept inside,” not just for herself—she could access neither lodging nor service at the St. Louis conference hotel—but for another Black dean who “found the accommodations so inadequate that she left and never returned to NADW.” Brett further revealed that the problem of segregation extended beyond the conference headquarters hotels to the organization itself. Throughout her career she and the other Black deans were “conspicuous by their absence in most conference programs.” Moreover, task forces continued into the late 1970s and failed to understand the problem of low membership numbers among racial minority deans as well as their grievances at being expected to accept less than complete membership rights in the NADW. Although she acknowledged the support of some white deans within and outside the NADW, Brett remained a participating member by continuing to operate on the “faith that eventually I would feel that I was part of NADW.” She concluded that while she did eventually experience professional belonging, “I know that many other minority members do not; and too many have felt that it was not worth bothering about.”80

Dean Edna M. Calhoun confirmed that from her first NADW conference in 1955, eighteen years after what Heath had termed the New Orleans outrage, racial problems continued within the organization.81 Lucille Johnson Piggott, dean of student affairs at North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University, acknowledged the presence of “a strong band of white deans who tried successfully to persuade their colleagues to eliminate prejudices” yet also pointed out a prevailing refusal within the organization “to stop playing games against the minority members of the Association.”82 These countermemories of the Black deans locate the problem of racism squarely within the NADW, not external to it, as Heath had suggested.

Conclusion

On its own, the NADW was not a leading organization in the promotion of racial inclusion. As the historian Kelly Sartorius writes, “The strongest thread tying deans of women to racial activism rested in their cooperation with the Young Women’s Christian Association.”83 Despite the racist views evidenced among Slowe’s white NADW peers into the last year of her career, there are some indications that her vision and person effected some changes. In a reference to the 1940 NADW conference, Ruth Brett described Voigt, the organization’s president during the 1937 convention, as “one of the most courageous and determined women I have known.” Brett recounted how Voigt had made a public statement against segregation by walking with a few Black deans “through the hotel lobby, through the dining room to a separate room where we had lunch with her and Sarah Blanding, who was president.”84 It is not clear what changed Voigt’s thinking about how racial segregation impacted the Black NADW members.

There are also intriguing suggestions of a heightened racial awareness emergent in Thyrsa Amos. In addition to attending Slowe’s funeral in October 1937, Amos hosted a luncheon as well as a memorial service for Slowe at the University of Pittsburgh’s Women’s Center during the NACW’s April 1938 annual meeting.85 Amos’s tribute was titled “Lucy Diggs Slowe: A Pioneer in the Education of Women.”86 In a remembrance of Slowe submitted for an issue of the 1938 National Association of College Women Journal, Amos acknowledged that few of her relationships with women extended across the color line: “[Lucy Slowe] is the first Negro woman leader whom I came to know well, and with whom I could talk freely about the constructive relationship of our two races.”87 Amos’s words appear to recognize the limits of her own racial knowledge and the value of Slowe’s perspectives on interracial possibilities. Furthermore, in hosting the NACW on her campus, Amos seemed to appreciate Slowe’s importance both to the deans of women movement and to the Black alumnae whose organizations—including the NACW and the National Association of Women’s Deans and Advisers of Colored Schools, which Slowe founded—existed in large part because they experienced ongoing forms of exclusion from New Women’s professional associations. However, Amos’s statement also touted her own growth and personal betterment in the context of Slowe’s inspiring qualities instead of expressing a commitment to scrutinizing her own racial attitudes and actions. In describing a connection with Slowe that existed “above race,” Amos’s tribute created a space of transcendence, a world in which race did not matter, a comfortable environment for a white woman to occupy.88 As a result, Amos’s comments did not challenge the NADW’s dominant imaginary of itself and its white members as good, inclusive, and committed to women.

Within the NADW the lack of consistent support among white women for Slowe’s vision of mutuality reinforced much of her knowledge of the United States as a white-dominated society with a deep strain of anti-Blackness that was maintained, not insignificantly, by a majority of white men and women. Because of white women’s problematic support for the color line, the NADW failed to meet Slowe’s aspiration that New Negro Women and New Women would partner in cultivating a new world—that of a racially inclusive democracy.


CHAPTER 4

OUR DEAN, OUR SELVES

THE PERSECUTION AND DEFENSE OF A NEW NEGRO WOMAN

On May 15, 1933 when you were President of the Trustee Board of Howard University you said to Miss Slowe that you had been told by one of the Trustees of Howard University that there would be ‘no peace at Howard University as long as she was on the campus’! . . . Although Lucy D. Slowe has gone from the campus, is there peace there? . . . There is another reason for the perpetual turmoil at Howard than the presence there of Howard’s distinguished alumna and former Dean of Women, Lucy D. Slowe—a great woman of our race.

—Mary Burrill to Dr. Abraham Flexner, former chair of the Howard board of trustees, May 2, 1938

College presidents have never been put on the spot like deans of women; in fact, they sometimes make the spots for the women deans.

—Lucy Diggs Slowe, quoted in the Baltimore Afro-American, December 1, 1934

At a 1936 meeting of the National Association of Women’s Deans and Advisors of Colored Schools at Wilberforce University, Slowe recalled her first days as dean at Howard. An administrative colleague, a man, offered the following greeting: “I am so glad you are coming up here because there will be some one on the campus at night after all the rest of us have gone home.” Taken aback by his words but recovering quickly in her response, Slowe corrected his assumption about being a “campus housekeeper” or “lady cop,” explaining, “But you know I shall not be on the campus either. . . . Because when you go home I shall go home too.”1 Although her retelling is humorous, Slowe’s archive of memos and letters reveals that she encountered entrenched sexist misperceptions of her role and work throughout her tenure at her alma mater.

In addition to confronting the racism of white deans of women, Slowe challenged the heteropatriarchal gender structure of Howard University. Given her involvement in the extracurricular lives of women, she understood her vantage point to be unique as well as necessary. She saw herself as “a constant vigilant and wise observer of what the college is really doing for students.”2 That Slowe “remained unapologetic and unwavering” in her promotion of progressive gender relations within the Black community was the source of much friction between her and the university’s administration, certain faculty, and members of the board of trustees.3 As she understood and repeatedly articulated, a dean of women was a necessary advocate for women students whose needs and presence were at risk of neglect within men-centered and men-administered institutions, whether historically Black or “persistently white.”4 However, she was not alone in her struggles. Other New Negro Women saw themselves in Slowe, and in their own letter-writing campaigns and voiceful advocacy, they challenged the vilification of her work and person. Embracing the proposition that Black women mattered, and putting the weight of their support behind Slowe’s vision of living more abundantly, Howard women students, in particular, rallied against the force of men-dominated power structures that dictated the terms of Black women’s respectability and the prerogatives of Black masculinity.

The New Negro

A Patriarchal Racial and Educational Agent

By the time of Slowe’s hiring as her alma mater’s dean of women in 1922, the limitations of using respectability for renegotiating Black people’s status within society were alarmingly evident. Irrespective of African Americans’ self-sufficient behavior and commitment to American values, whites refused to grant them the protections, opportunities, and recognitions of full citizenship. The virulent anti-Black racism of both legalized segregation and the spread of lynching as an unpunished “ritual of white power” belied the promises of Emancipation and Reconstruction.5 Along with a growing social discontent—evident in the Black soldiers who had returned from providing patriotic service in the First World War, the migration of southern Blacks to northern cities for physical safety and economic opportunity, and the immigration of West Indians—a new social movement was born. Self-proclaimed New Negro men rejected nineteenth-century codes of respectability and insisted on their right to embody a patriarchal form of self-determination within Black communities, politics, intellectual production, and the creative arts.6

The philosopher Alain Locke (1885–1954), Slowe’s Howard University colleague and contemporary, powerfully articulated the New Negro’s distinction from the Reconstruction-era ideology of respectability. In the lead essay for his 1925 anthology, The New Negro, Locke proclaimed an end to “the Old Negro” and his offensively feminine posture of deference and dependence. As Locke emphasized, the New Negro “lays aside the status of a beneficiary and ward for that of a collaborator and participant in American civilization.”7 In pursuit of an “assertive but cultured” masculine agency, New Negro adherents valorized a “driving quest for self-determination” to offset the effects of both slavery and respectability.8 Consequently, in their efforts to “man the race,” New Negro Men assumed leadership of both Black families and other social institutions.9

The New Negro’s abandonment of servile “social mimicry” in pursuit of “true social [and] self-understanding” offered little recognition of Black women as political, intellectual, or cultural equals.10 As the liberation of Black men as men took center stage in the racial strivings of African Americans, Black women were to complement respectability’s self-surveillance with their visible “subordination to strong, benevolent, capable black patriarchs.”11 Consequently, the New Negro’s counterpart was not a peer but a deferential race woman expected to occupy a parallel yet “invisible talented tenth,” a space of achievement in which Black women focused their efforts on strengthening Black men–centered notions of marriage, family, and community.12

In her own contribution to Locke’s anthology, the activist-educator Elise Johnson McDougald drew a revealing parallel between “the modern Negro mother . . . [and] the much extolled, yet pitiable black mammy of slavery days”: both maternal figures experienced a tension between a desire to be self-directed and a competing, socially normalized expectation to be “loyal and tender.” As a result, McDougald observed, “on the whole the Negro woman’s feminist efforts are directed chiefly toward the realization of the equality of the races, the sex struggle assuming the subordinate place.” As McDougald expressed in an earlier version of this essay, the struggle of Black women amid New Negro Men continued to be a “double task” against both white racism and intraracial sexism.13

A Dean, Not a Matron

A Question of Residence

As a new profession developed by women, deaning suffered from a perception that it was a lesser undertaking than other administrative work in higher education. Slowe acknowledged as much in a letter to Abraham Flexner, chair of Howard’s board, in 1933. “Unfortunately,” she wrote, “some people conceive of the Dean of Women as a dormitory supervisor or matron whereas she is forced by the nature of her work to be an administrative officer with university-wide duties.”14 During her tenure and through her work with the National Association of College Women (NACW), Slowe attempted to correct this persistent mischaracterization shared by many of the men who were college presidents and trustees. As conceptualized by Slowe, the NACW was an accountability organization working to shift HBCUs’ operations from their nineteenth-century founding in principles of respectability to twentieth-century ideals of equal worth and opportunity. Key to this modernization was the incorporation of the position and office of dean of women. To this end, NACW members visited HBCU campuses and administered follow-up questionnaires focused on assessing institutional progress toward previously stated goals of equity for women.15

In her fifteen years as dean, Slowe served under two Howard presidents. The last white leader of the university, J. Stanley Durkee (1918–26), hired her, and she experienced the historic appointment of the institution’s first Black president, Mordecai Wyatt Johnson (1926–60). Despite important differences between them, the two men shared a view of her as a semiprofessional. As a result, both took actions Slowe interpreted as deeply regressive and invalidating of her standing, such as singling her out among her university peers to require her residence on campus as a condition of continued employment.

Slowe initially was confident that she could maintain a private home off campus because she had negotiated this specific point with Durkee. In a follow-up letter she sent him to clarify “the several agreements covered . . . for your verification and endorsement,” Slowe highlighted the terms most important to her: her faculty position as a professor of English in the School of Education and the administrative title she would hold, her salary, and the staffing for her office. She also included this explicit statement: “I shall not be required to live on the campus.”16 Along with increasing numbers of her white dean counterparts, Slowe expected a clear break from expectations she would have to act as a matron and saw herself solely as an administrative professional.
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Lucy Diggs Slowe and Mary Burrill in their backyard, 1932.
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In addition to recognizing her administrative standing, Slowe’s residence off campus allowed her to maintain her private life with Mary “Mamie” Burrill (1881–1946), who taught English and drama at Dunbar High School in Washington, D.C., from 1907 to 1945.17 An educator and playwright, Burrill had met Slowe in 1912, and the two women began sharing a home while Slowe was principal at Shaw Junior High School (1919–22). They remained life partners for twenty-five years, until Slowe’s death in 1937.18

Soon after accepting the offer to serve as Howard’s first dean of women, Slowe and Burrill purchased a home together at 1256 Kearney Street in the Brookland neighborhood of northeast Washington, D.C. The two-and-a-half story Queen Anne structure was built in 1890.19 Landscaped with fifty rose bushes, the property included six mature maple trees and a rock garden containing “many different kinds of flowers in it.”20 The house was a five-minute drive or a twenty-five-minute walk from the university, and its location did not impair Slowe’s ability to keep regular work hours of 9:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m., to return to campus for evening meetings, or to have student groups gather at her house “several times a week.”21 Her residence extended the affirming geography she had established on campus for women students. Reflecting on her many visits to Slowe’s home, the alumna Valarie O’Mega Justiss characterized the dean as an attentive and even indulgent hostess who could engage lightheartedly with the students: “While she made cocoa and fudge, we raided the ice box as though we were in our own homes. We concluded the evening only after we had sampled all her jelly, tasted rather generously all left-overs, quarreled over who was to have some particular delicacy that she remembered was in an out-of-way place and then as though that were not enough, we tramped through the house on a personally conducted tour of inspection.”22 In this space that was open and familiar to students, Slowe hosted meetings of the Women’s League cabinet as well as annual garden parties for graduating senior women.23

Despite the initial agreement Slowe had reached with Durkee regarding the terms of her appointment, at the end of her third year in late June 1925, a committee of the board of trustees decided to move her to campus. Perhaps prompted by Slowe’s own insistence that such an action broke with current professional practice, Durkee wrote to Mina Kerr, who had served as president of the National Association of Deans of Women (NADW) from 1920 to 1923 and who was its current executive secretary, to solicit her “opinion regarding the advisability of deans of women living on the campus.”24 Kerr responded the same day she received Durkee’s letter and recounted a brief history of the profession. She acknowledged an important evolution in the work during the previous ten years: whereas at the turn of the century, from 1900 to 1915, “practically all deans lived on the campus in the residence halls and had charge of the minutest details of the social and home life of the students,” with the rise of the profession “presidents and boards of trustees have come to realize that women deans like men deans, women professors like men professors, do better work on the whole for students when they have some separate home life of their own, some time away from their work for rest, study and thought.”25 In a brief three paragraphs, Kerr alerted Durkee to a point that many campus presidents never completely appreciated or recognized—that deans of women were administrative professionals, due the same respect and work conditions extended to men of their training and rank.

Durkee eventually agreed to honor his original housing agreement with Slowe. Yet his power, and that of other men administrators, to challenge and attempt to alter what Slowe and other deans of women considered to be a basic term of their appointments served as an uncomfortable reminder of their vulnerable professional standing on men-run campuses. Although this particular attempt to deprofessionalize Slowe’s office failed, the question of her housing would resurface forcefully under the subsequent administration of Johnson, a last step in his protracted campaign to humiliate her and discredit her work on campus.

Standing Up for “My Girls”

Dean Slowe and Professor Mills

After six decades of campus leadership by white men, in 1926 Mordecai Wyatt Johnson (1890–1976) was named president of Howard University. An ordained Baptist minister and educator, he had earned degrees from Atlanta Baptist College, the University of Chicago, Rochester Theological Seminary, and Harvard University. During his thirty-four-year tenure, Johnson expanded Howard’s faculty and student body and improved its academic standing.26 Despite these laudable achievements, he was not an advocate for women’s campus life, as Slowe envisioned it. Her philosophy of living more abundantly and her New Negro Woman assertions of voice and equality ran afoul of Johnson’s conservative gender ideology. Consequently, using the power of his office, Johnson engaged in what Slowe’s many supporters among alumnae, deans of women, and the Black press collectively viewed as his unwarranted and malicious persecution of a committed daughter of Howard.27

Slowe’s October 1922 introduction of the New Howard Woman and her invocation of the need for a new masculinity among Howard men would not have been lost on Clarence H. Mills, who in four years would effect a major turning point in her career at Howard. With a bachelor’s degree from Dartmouth and a master’s from Harvard, Mills joined the Howard faculty as an instructor in French the same year Slowe returned to her alma mater.28

In January 1927, during the second academic quarter of the Johnson presidency, the mother of a woman student wrote to Slowe about Mills, expressing concern about his use of “improper and sometimes vulgar language” and its creation of an uncomfortable learning environment for her daughter and peers. Taking this parent’s complaints seriously, Slowe quickly reached out to Mills personally. After coming to an apparent understanding, in which—according to Slowe—he expressed thanks for her intervention and the avoidance of the mother’s lodging a formal complaint with Johnson, Mills engaged in an about-face and sent what Slowe later described in a memo as “one of the vilest letters that any woman could possibly receive from a man.”29

Mills’s invective revealed much about Howard’s patriarchal gender structure and the institution’s beliefs about color, class, and heteronormativity. Writing on January 11, 1927, Mills addressed Slowe in a highly emotional, seemingly hastily typed letter, in which he misspelled her last name and referred to her not by title but as “Madam.” As he lashed out with unmitigated patriarchal arrogance, he impugned both her person and the position she held. He accused her of participating in a mulatto conspiracy against darker-skinned yet more qualified faculty, and he threatened to sue her personally. He also attacked her character and that of the women students in her charge: “You forget that you are merely the Dean of Women and not the custodian of morals of the male teachers of Howard University. It is my opinion if you had something to do and two classes to teach as the other Deans, you would’nt [sic] hear so much. And if what I can hear about your character is true, you would be summarily dismissed from Howard University and made hall matron of the principal whore houses in Washington.”30 In this unvarnished act of “gender disciplining,” Mills charged her with “prosecuting lies” against men faculty members and asserted that her role as dean of women left her with insufficient work and the leisure to take up hearsay.31 Furthermore, he characterized her sharing a household with Mary Burrill as immoral. His multiple assaults marked her as a woman (not a man), a matron (not a scholar), and as queer (not heterosexual). In his view each of these qualities invalidated any charges she might bring against him.

Rather than respond with silence or cower in the face of his attack, Slowe enlisted the support of men administrators, and one accompanied her to a meeting with Johnson. In her “Memorandum on the Mills Case,” which she wrote in May 1933, she recounted her insistence to the president that “Prof. Mills should leave the University immediately for he was unfit to teach the students and unfit to associate with the faculty.” In an attempt to avoid negative publicity for the university and seeing merit in her concerns, the administrators decided on this course of action: Mills would formally apologize to Slowe, finish the quarter, and then “be quietly let out of the University.”32

Pursuant to this agreement, Mills sent a carefully worded one-paragraph retraction to “Dean Slowe.” Reflecting a level of care absent in his attack two days earlier, he both specified and capitalized the time of “TEN THIRTY A.M.” He claimed to have written the first letter “under the pressure of a severe mental strain bordering on a nervous breakdown” and implored her to “be magnanimous enough to return the said letter to me in the presence of such authorized persons as you may designate so that I destroy it and offer to you a verbal apology which is certainly due you.”33

Despite this admission of wrongdoing and the corrective action agreed upon by the administrators, the university retained Mills through not only the winter quarter but the spring term as well. Slowe accurately viewed this decision as rewarding rather than censuring Mills’s libelous behavior toward her and the women students, and she gave Johnson an ultimatum: “I told him that either Prof. Mills would go or I would go. I said that if he was so sick that he did not know what he was doing when he insulted me and the students of the University, he was too sick to remain on the staff. If he was not sick, he was unfit to remain.”34

Although Mills’s supporters then pressured Slowe to soften her assessment of the situation, she emphasized in her 1933 memorandum the impossibility of doing so: “I could not do this and keep my self-respect, or the respect of worthwhile people who might know about the case.” In addition to allowing Mills to complete the school year, the university granted him a subsequent leave of absence at half pay, which he used to complete his doctoral degree at the University of Chicago. As Slowe incisively observed in her memo, “He could not have been very sick to have been able to do this.”35

Johnson’s heteropatriarchal views about women were a major point of contention between him and Slowe, and his handling of the Mills case was their first serious clash. With the benefit of hindsight, she summarized in the same 1933 memo that “from the time this case happened down to the present, I have not had the cordial support of the President.” Seven years into her work in his administration, she found Johnson willfully ignorant about her efforts and profession: “He has never sympathetically studied the real work of the Dean of Women. . . . He confuses her with a matron. He seldom comes to any function sponsored by the Department of the Dean of Women, and cannot have first hand knowledge of her work. I have tried in every way to correct this but can get no co-operation from the President.”36 For Slowe’s part, Johnson’s disparagement of her reflected a fundamental conflict between his paternalistic view of women and the advocacy she saw as central to her campus role. And in their subsequent correspondence, her voice was insistent and righteous because of how little Johnson recognized her world in his own.

On the archival copy of Slowe’s memo, Mary Burrill vehemently denounced Johnson as a “petty President reared and educated not for Education, but for the Ministry” (emphasis hers).37 Furthermore, in 1939, as she organized the dean’s papers, Burrill composed her own note about Mills’s “infamous letter.” Far from an exaggeration, Burrill’s reference to a persecution that was “continuous and heartless” was consistent with the contemporaneous assessments of others—including Howard women students and alumnae, Slowe’s white dean peers, and the Black press—regarding Johnson’s unfair and humiliating treatment of the most well-known expert in Black women’s higher education.38

The Persecution Begins

At the start of the 1930–31 academic year, Johnson elected to remove the dean of women as well as the dean of men from the university council and its weekly meetings. Slowe viewed this decision as wholly ill-advised given her charge. As she wrote to the president, “To cut off the Deans who direct the student in his extra classroom life from those who direct his inside classroom life is like cutting an arm from the body and telling the former to function.”39 She asserted that “women students ought to have a special representative among the administrative officers, for their interests are somewhat different from those of men students.”40 It was precisely this vantage point and role that Johnson refused to acknowledge and value in his administration.

Neither Slowe nor the dean of men was reinstated on the administrative council. But she was singled out for further disparagements throughout the remainder of her tenure. During the spring term following the opening of the Women’s Campus in the fall of 1931, Kelly Miller, the sociologist and former dean of the College of Arts and Sciences, wrote to Johnson to suggest naming one of the three new dorms after her. Describing Slowe as “the leading alumna of Howard University . . . [and] the most effective and influential colored woman now functioning in the sphere of higher education,” Miller further reminded Johnson that during ten years of Slowe’s leadership, the Women’s Department (Slowe’s office and the activities it supported on behalf of Howard undergraduate women) had earned a “place and recognition in the sisterhood of American female and coeducational colleges.”41 Slowe’s campus achievements included the Women’s Dinner, which was entering its second decade, and the establishment of a number of mentoring programs. Furthermore, since 1930 she had offered, through the university’s department of education, an undergraduate course in deaning to introduce a younger generation to the work.42 However, in one of the many affronts she would experience during his administration, Johnson refused to grant Slowe the recognition she deserved. In his response to Miller, Johnson “advised that it was against the policy of the university to name a structure after a living person,” even though several other buildings—including the library, science hall, and the university itself—all carried the names of men who were not deceased when the buildings were dedicated.43

Johnson’s attempts to delegitimize Slowe’s campus standing took full effect at the end of the 1932–33 school year when he and the board of trustees issued several decisions to dismantle the Women’s Department. Eighteen months after the opening of the dorms of the Women’s Campus, Johnson informed Slowe of his upcoming decision to transfer management of all student housing—women’s and men’s—to the university treasurer.44 Although he professed to be following the institution’s bylaws, it was more likely that he was motivated to find a clause that would allow him to return to a structure of control that predated the women’s dorms and Slowe’s hiring as dean of women. Claiming financial hardship, the board then pressed for a drastic reduction in Slowe’s office personnel, including the firing of the women’s doctor, the graduate dietician, and one of the two dormitory directors. As a result, all that remained of the women’s program staff was Slowe and an assistant, who also oversaw a dormitory. This gutting of the Women’s Department, as Slowe passionately expressed in a letter to the board of trustees, “destroyed, in one day, practically everything that I had built up over a period of eleven years.”45 Last—and most devastating and humiliating—the board ordered her to live in campus housing.
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Slowe among men Howard administrators, November 1930.
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As I examined in chapter 2, the Women’s Campus was designed to be an alternative, women-controlled geography focused on promoting college women’s development. Given this intentional and necessary function, Slowe’s office staff was deeply troubled by Johnson’s abrupt placement of the dormitories under the treasurer’s control. Just months later, Joanna Houston, a Howard alumna and Slowe’s assistant, couched criticism of the management shift within her 1932–33 annual report to the dean of women: “Those of us who assisted with the initiation of life on this side of the campus, and who have invested ourselves and our means unstintedly [sic] in the program because of the possibilities we saw in it, cannot sit quietly by and see what was set up as a cultural center for Negro women—the only one of its kind—turned into a commercial center where all culture is disregarded.46 Striking a similarly aggrieved tone in her own memo to the treasurer, Slowe described the dorms as no longer constituting a Women’s Campus but as fast becoming a “public Commons” and a hotel that hosted mixed-gender groups of visiting students.47 In a letter to Slowe, Houston characterized the atmosphere of the dorms as approaching a “men’s club.”48

Women students were not quiet about their own outrage in regard to the loss of control of their space. In a memo to Slowe they described a grossly substandard operation in the dining hall that included “ill-prepared . . . cold . . . indigestible” meals, insufficient utensils, and inefficient and discourteous service. They also detailed a wholly unacceptable level of food handling that included “bread stale, butter finger-printed, hair in foods, straw and rope found in foods; spinach and other leafy vegetables gritty from apparently lack of wash” (emphasis theirs). The authors of the memo concluded that what was supposed to be “an atmosphere of culture has deteriorated into a literal hovel.”49 Slowe and her supporters correctly understood the shift in supervision to be an insult—not only to the women students who deserved a space of their own but to her as the architect of an environment designed to cultivate the New Howard Woman well beyond compliance with black men’s chauvinism.

Women students also protested the loss of personnel for the Women’s Department. In a move that demonstrated courage, political savvy, and their identification with New Negro Women expectations of equality, they shared directly with the Baltimore Afro-American a May 2, 1933, letter of protest addressed to Johnson and the board because the women “wanted no garbled account of what they were doing.”50 Signed by the president of the Women’s League and eleven other students on behalf of their aggrieved peers, the letter was a demand that the women’s doctor be retained. The students recalled that the appointment of the women’s physician, Dr. Dorothy Boulding Ferebee, had initially been made “in answer to a protest raised by mothers and daughters” concerning administration of the mandatory physical examination by the physician who was a man. Because the trustees claimed that the firing of the women’s doctor was an issue of economy even as they chose to retain the full-time services of the men’s physician, the students provided an equitable alternative: both medical professionals should become half-time employees. The twelve signatories also underscored that “the majority of women students” on campus shared their outrage.51

In his fiery response to the young women, Flexner, the board chair, presented them with an ultimatum—they could either accept the trustees’ decision or transfer from the college.52 Outraged by his arrogant dismissal of their concerns, the women students addressed a second letter to him and insisted on his resignation. In its Washington, D.C., edition of May 13, 1933, the Afro-American newspaper quoted excerpts in which the women students expressed their indignation at Flexner’s condescending attitude. In an article under the headline “Howard Women Rebuke Trustee Board Head,” the women maintained that they were within their rights as students to “question the action of the trustees.” Again led by the president of the Women’s League, the students emphasized that they had already secured the signatures of three hundred women and had solicited alumnae support for their protest.53

What the Howard women students accurately read in Flexner’s letter was a nineteenth-century attitude of patronizing white benevolence that they publicly decried as an affront to their twentieth-century, New Negro Woman sensibilities. They contrasted their understanding of Howard’s mission to foster Black leadership with Flexner’s contemptuous tone, which they rejected as consistent with “a regime of . . . slavery.”54 Despite their appeal and its backing by the Black press, in June 1933 the board discontinued Dr. Ferebee’s services.

Writing to Slowe directly, Flexner referred to the protesting college women as a “crowd of girls” and chastised their behavior. To him, the dean’s support for their actions provided “no stronger evidence of the importance of your being on the grounds and getting their confidence in such wise [sic] that they will not take such silly steps without conference with you.”55 Concerned that her work was being misrepresented, Slowe addressed a follow-up letter to him and included letters of support she had solicited from other deans and from students. Because of her belief that her difficulties with the Johnson administration began with the Mills situation, she also provided copies of their correspondence and her own explanatory memo about the case. Despite this documentation, Johnson and Flexner regarded her outspokenness and refusal to concede to gendered practices a problem they hoped that further program reductions and mandating her residence on university grounds would resolve. As Slowe later recalled, it was during a phone call on May 15, 1933, that Flexner conveyed to her another trustee’s caustic comment that “there would be no peace at Howard University as long as I was on the campus.”56

Howard alumnae quickly recognized the deep meaning of the trustees’ order for Slowe to reside on campus. It was an effort to demote Slowe to a matron and subject the women students to her supervision. Again, as with the firing of the Women’s Department staff, Howard women took action. Alumnae wrote directly to the trustees about this “attempt to take from the position of Dean of Women some of its administrative status,” adding their awareness that “the Dean of Men has been left undisturbed in his own home . . . [which] is being interpreted by many as sex discrimination which is not in keeping with the spirit of the day.”57 In her own letter to the trustees, a former instructor at Howard placed the housing decision in the context of the university’s standing in higher education, writing that the unfair decision had “implications, not only to Howard men and women, but to colored men and women everywhere.”58 All of Slowe’s work to recognize Black women students as capable, responsible, and valued individuals was being compromised by what she regarded as the Johnson administration’s vindictive action to put her—and by extension all the women who looked up to Slowe—under paternalistic university control.59

The humiliation of the housing decision only grew when in late June 1933, Johnson advised Slowe which house he intended for her to occupy. In a follow-up letter to him, she pointedly detailed the actual condition of the residence: “The house is situated on an unpaved, blind street next to the University dump. Trash and dirt are hauled to this dump every day and burned. . . . A more unsightly, unattractive and unsanitary place could not have been chosen as a suitable residence for the Dean of Women of Howard University.”60 The Black press continued its support of Dean Slowe, and in July 1933 an unnamed “special correspondent” from the Baltimore Afro-American took up her cause and wrote a series of articles characterizing the board of trustees’ decision to force her to reside on campus as “purely and solely punitive.”61 Fearing an attempt by the Howard administration to beautify the structure, the journalist took pictures of the dwelling offered to Slowe. Furthermore, the writer compared Slowe’s mistreatment to medieval torture and concluded that, even if justified, Howard’s actions toward Slowe violated all tenets of fairness. The reporter then landed on the real cause of the university’s cruel action: it was a “technique for the punishing of a woman who apparently does not ride on the bandwagon.”62

In an attempt to protect her name and work, Slowe reached out to the vice president of the interracial board of trustees, George Williamson Crawford, a lawyer from New Haven, Connecticut.63 He was not a member of the executive committee that had decided to move her to campus, and Slowe hoped he would be sympathetic to her situation.64 Crawford, a graduate of Talladega College and Yale Law School, and a protégé of W. E. B. Du Bois’s, had sat on the Howard University board since 1926.65 Slowe acknowledged to him her reluctance to contact trustees directly out of concern that she would be perceived as a nuisance, but she also maintained that “in order to defend myself and to defend the interests of the women students,” she was left with no choice but to do so.66

Throughout the summer of 1933, Slowe kept Crawford abreast of her situation even though his responses largely reflected indifference to her case. Her persistence reflected her desperation. As she explained in her final letter to him, dated August 17, 1933, “It seems as soon as I get over one hurdle, [President Johnson] sets up another. . . . It looks as if the President has created this dilemma for me to force me into the dormitory where he thinks a dean of women should be. He does not want the Dean of Women at Howard to have any administrative standing; he has always wanted her to be a matron.” Lacking a man advocate to intervene on her behalf, Slowe believed that Johnson felt empowered to threaten and demean her. On this last point she offered a revealing elaboration: “Maybe I have no right to say these things to you, but I must trust somebody and I don’t know whom to turn to. There is not a single man in my own family to confer with, and no woman can cope with this situation alone. If Dr. Slowe—my brother—were living, things would have been very different.”67

Slowe’s late brother was the Philadelphia dentist William Myers Slowe, a 1900 graduate of Howard University’s Medical Department, an honorably discharged first lieutenant in the Dental Corps during World War I, and a civic leader.68 In referring to him, Slowe was acknowledging a devastating reality—the limits to her influence as a woman when dealing with a sexist man, as well as the awareness that all her efforts and excellence were being dismissed on the basis of her gender. She had spent her whole career encouraging young Black women to embrace their potential and claim their right to be seen as modern subjects with wide horizons. The reality, however, was that their aspirations—as well as her own—could be delimited and cast aside by the prerogative men exercised, even in the women’s own communities. As Slowe rightly and painfully recognized, at her alma mater and in the eyes of its first Black man president, “It means nothing to him that I am one of the few trained and experienced Deans in the country.”69

For the remainder of the summer, Johnson refused to identify an alternative residence to the shanty abutting the university dump. Having fought this decision since April, just before the start of the 1933–34 school year, Slowe attempted to resolve the matter by stating her intent to move into one of the three dormitories.70 However, she never relocated to university housing. A memo in her file suggests that what staved off the move were letters of support sent to the Howard president and several board members by Daniel Calhoun Roper, the secretary of commerce, and Carter Glass, a U.S. senator from Virginia.71 Burrill’s own handwritten annotation contends that “it was only after this political influence was secured that Dean Slowe was given a partial rest from persecution.”72 This intercession provided what Slowe alone could not: the authority of more powerful actors, white politicians.73

Although Slowe remained in her private home off campus for the remainder of her career, tensions with Johnson and the board about her housing situation continued into the 1933–34 academic year. Women students kept abreast of the pressure placed on Slowe and maintained their vocal objection to the housing order. After the board denied two requests by alumnae to meet with the trustees, Howard undergraduates staged a public protest during the fall board meeting and collected student names in support of their petition.74 The Baltimore Afro-American reported on November 4, 1933: “A placard placed in the main building prior to the meeting of the board bore ‘Girls, do you sanction the discrimination shown between the dean of men and the dean of women? If you don’t, please register today at 12 o’clock.’” Some men students stood in solidarity with the women against the trustees’ refusal to grant them an audience.75 Again, this action garnered much student support: the women collected more than 250 signatures, which were attached to a letter sent to Johnson as well as the board.

The Baltimore Afro-American reprinted the Howard women students’ letter of concern in an article about the upcoming Twelfth Annual Women’s Dinner. Identifying Slowe’s residence as “the one home among those of the university officials that was always open to us,” students framed the threat of forcing the dean to reside on campus as “destroy[ing] our only habitual retreat from the campus.”76 In this public and published resistance to the board and the Johnson administration, the Women’s League—the official sponsor of the Women’s Dinner—showed itself to be a political body and a forum for representing women’s needs to masculinist constituencies and powers. At the actual dinner Slowe’s remarks focused on what she termed “the crisis in higher education of women,” suggesting a commentary relevant to the situation she and the women students knew well.77

Slowe’s remuneration was another source of institutional devaluation. By the fall of 1933, when she was in her twelfth year of service, she had received a salary increase of only $300. All this had occurred during the Durkee administration, and it left her compensation within the Johnson years markedly below that of her men colleagues. Furthermore, it was $500 less than the salaried position of a junior high school principal that she had left to return to her alma mater eleven years earlier. In an unaddressed “Memorandum on the Department of the Dean of Women” dated October 9, 1933, Slowe recounted the terms of her original appointment, her purview as dean of women, and the disparagement she had experienced at Johnson’s hands. In capital letters, she named the source of her frustration: “WOMEN’S PROGRAM HANDICAPPED SINCE THE ADMINISTRATION OF PRESIDENT JOHNSON.” Furthermore, she revealed that her budget to cover programming for more than five hundred women students was a paltry $205.62 (equivalent to $4,178 today), from which she was also expected to cover her office needs.78 In a later report Slowe estimated that this amount was just one-third of what she actually needed to promote intellectual and social activities for Howard women.79 Nevertheless, Slowe pressed Johnson for a salary adjustment commensurate with her training and responsibilities. Even as late as August 1937, after yet another denial of a raise, she argued that hers was “an exceptional” case and insisted that Johnson take up the matter in March 1938 at the annual budget meeting of the board of trustees.80

The Death of a Daughter of Howard

Slowe never began the 1937–38 academic year. A bout of pneumonia in early August left her bedridden.81 In those summer and fall months Slowe received a few letters from peers that referenced her “nervous exhaustion” and a state of cumulative debilitation.82 However, the intensity of the professional attacks she had experienced for a decade appears to have been largely the cause. In a July 1937 letter to her former assistant Joanna Houston, Slowe lamented the departure of her former high school teacher and Howard University colleague, Dwight O. W. Holmes, for the presidency of Morgan State College. Slowe poignantly described the demoralization she was experiencing: “I regret very much to see him leave his Alma Mater, but I don’t blame him in the least for making the decision to leave. It ought to be very refreshing to him to get into a different atmosphere and to work in a place where there is some consideration for human beings.”83

The Black press kept its readers abreast of Slowe’s rapidly failing condition. The September 18, 1937, edition of the Baltimore Afro-American reported that she was “critically ill” with pleurisy and noted that her relatives had already been “called to her bedside.”84 Two weeks later readers learned that Slowe had slipped into a coma at home.85 Given the gravity of Slowe’s decline, President Johnson was within his rights to name an interim dean of women as the new academic year approached. However, to the outrage of Burrill, as well as Slowe’s closest friends and advocates, his humiliation of Slowe continued during her final weeks. In late September Johnson presented her, by way of her secretary, with what the Alumni Journal mordantly termed “the deathbed ultimatum”: Slowe could either report to work or identify a replacement. Burrill refused to answer the demand, and the Howard administration replaced Slowe with her assistant, Alida Banks.86

The fifty-four-year-old Slowe died of kidney failure in her home at 11:05 p.m. on Thursday, October 21, 1937.87 Her friends and supporters charged Johnson with “hate, ill-will and malice” toward her and considered her a “martyred example of [the] persecution, vindictiveness and terrorism which rides wild and unchecked on Howard’s campus.”88 Rallying together, they banned him and other Howard administrators and trustees from any official or symbolic role in her funeral services, which were held in Rankin Memorial Chapel on the Howard campus at 1:00 p.m. on Monday, October 25, 1937.89

Johnson’s handwritten letter of condolence to Slowe’s last surviving sibling, her sister Nellie Hawkes, thanked her for a copy of the memorial service program and enclosed a few telegrams “expressing high esteem for Dean Slowe and sympathy with the University in her loss.” As Mary Burrill made clear in her own handwritten annotation on Johnson’s letter, he was focused on the logistics of the funeral and “neither . . . mentions the great contributions that Lucy Slowe made to the University nor pays personal tribute to her outstanding worth.”90 It was a final snub to Burrill that Johnson never offered his sympathies to her directly.

Banks, the interim dean of women, ushered in dramatic changes that Howard women deemed unacceptable. In the first issue of the 1937–38 academic year, a Hilltop article referred to the three new staffers for the dormitories as matrons. Although these women were graduates of liberal arts colleges, the use of the anachronistic term suggested a regressive approach to the undergraduate women’s dorm lives.91 In a subsequent issue of the newspaper, an editorial bearing the impertinent headline “Puh-lease, Miss Banks” described Slowe’s replacement as “the high-handed ‘Hitler’ of the women’s dormitory.” It also accused her of falling in line with a majority of campus administrators who “seem to be engaged in a contest to determine the one official who can handle the students in the roughest manner.”92 The headline on a second editorial in this issue asked rhetorically, “Whose Dorms Are They?” in reference to a new practice of allowing faculty to live in the women’s residences, displacing women students in the process.

Undergraduate women’s concerns about Slowe’s successor contrasted greatly with the Hilltop’s references to Slowe in the early fall. Notice of her death was met with students’ “deepest aggrievement” at the loss of “a scholar and a friend.” An editorial further described Slowe’s distinguishing qualities as “loyalty and devotion to duty with a deep-seated sympathy, so necessary to one in her office” and highlighted her effectiveness as “a counsellor of students” who was equipped with “an innate ability” for her work.93 Slowe’s obituary in the Hilltop remembered the dean as a beloved “Guide of University Women,” and the editorial page of the November 10, 1937, issue included a somber pen-and-ink drawing of Slowe’s closed office door beneath excerpts from Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s elegy “Crossing the Bar.”94

In a final editorial about Slowe, the Baltimore Afro-American’s special correspondent described her as a martyr and “a victim to administrative vindictiveness” for her challenges to the gender order at Howard: “Whatever she wanted for the development of the women was very certain to meet with administrative opposition.” He also praised her personal qualities: “She was no henchwoman. . . . She was a true woman, with a conscience that served as her daily companion. . . . Her life might have been prolonged if she had surrendered, but she fought as a real woman. She died as a real woman.”95 The reporter deemed valiant Slowe’s New Negro Woman battle against Howard’s patriarchal culture.


CONCLUSION

REMEMBERING DEAN LUCY DIGGS SLOWE

No one else can be Lucy Slowe in duplicate and there is no need to have another. But the world is sorely in need of many to live as she has lived and to accomplish what she has accomplished. There is still hard work to do and heavy loads to fill. . . . She gave the last full measure of devotion that girls, all girls, might live more abundantly.

—Dr. Dwight O. W. Holmes, eulogy for Lucy Diggs Slowe, October 25, 1937

In the months after Slowe’s funeral, Mary Burrill undertook an extensive effort to expose Howard University’s persecution of the dean and the duplicity of its administration. She ordered bound copies of Slowe’s eulogy, sent these to the trustees as well as to Slowe’s professional colleagues, and used the Black press—all to lay bare the harassment and hostility to which the dean had been subjected for more than a decade. In Burrill’s reply to the condolence letter she received from the current board president, she reminded him and the other trustees that few of their tributes “had found expression in deeds before [Slowe’s] passing.” She confronted them with their hypocrisy: “Howard University had in its midst in the person of Lucy D. Slowe a great woman but its President and Board of Trustees could not see it.”1

Slowe’s friend and colleague, Kelly Miller, the former Howard dean of arts and sciences, also turned to the Black press to express his admiration for Slowe’s work. Significantly, he drew attention to the oppositional environment in which she labored, writing, “The Deanship of Women is perhaps the most important, as it is the most difficult and delicate position, on any co-educational faculty. When Dean Slowe assumed her function at Howard University she was given a skiff to sail an untried sea without chart or compass. She at once entered upon her task with the determination to solve this new problem in education.” Miller’s metaphor of a small boat traversing turbulent seas captured the unprecedented nature of Slowe’s efforts as well as the combative context—“the masculine life of the University”—in which she undertook her advocacy of Black collegiate womanhood.2 His powerful analogy also spoke to the tenacity of her purpose: the skiff moved across an expanse it was neither designed nor expected to navigate with success.

Miller’s evocative words notwithstanding, it is important to note that the “untried sea[s]” that Slowe negotiated at Howard, as well as within the dean of women profession, were decidedly human made. The failure of some of her professional New Women colleagues to recognize her achievements and expertise and her disparagement by the patriarchal New Negro power structure at Howard University are sobering reminders that both groups were more invested in seeing Black women accommodate themselves to racism and sexism than in Slowe’s New Negro Woman sense of intrinsic value. I read her early death as a tragic reminder of the price extracted from too many Black women who have dared to envision and work toward an inclusive world.

Howard alumnae, sorors, faculty, and friends expressed their shock and grief at Slowe’s death in hundreds of telegrams and cards sent to Howard University and Mary Burrill. They also spoke to the breadth of the dean’s influence. Ella Murphy, a Howard graduate, described to Burrill how Slowe uniquely “had the welfare of all women students at Howard at heart.”3 The sorority Slowe helped found, AKA, asserted that she “gave more than she received,” and likened her forging of new spaces and possibilities for Black college women to gardening: “Where thorns and thistles once grew, she planted flowers.”4 The alumna Brenda Francke highlighted Slowe’s “dynamic spirit,” which was evident in her life and achievements.5 From their many years of close association, Hilda Davis insisted that her mentor’s work required both “vision and courage . . . to raise the status of the dean of women in Negro colleges to one of dignity and leadership.”6 Detroit-area AKA sorors characterized Slowe as a woman “filled with a keen insight into the social needs of a changing world.” And because she “gave her life to building leaders with social vision,” they considered the dean’s death “a challenge to the womanhood of America.”7 Verna Dozier, an alumna, concluded that “[Slowe] was fighting a great fight against ignorance, prejudice, bigotry,” which were problems in society as well as in the hierarchical and exclusive contexts of higher education, including their own alma mater.8
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Lucy Diggs Slowe Memorial Stained Glass Window in Rankin Chapel, Howard University.

Courtesy of Amber N. Wiley.



Other letter writers spoke of their solidarity with the dean. In her condolences the chair of the 1931 Women’s Dinner, Ketura Whitehurst, both lamented Slowe’s “immeasurable loss” to future college women and emphasized how acutely Howard women identified with the dean. Although Slowe had been singled out for “unjust opposition and criticism,” Whitehurst, class of 1932, vowed that “hundreds of us now” would take Slowe’s place and embody “a spirit as militant and unconquerable.” The alumna did not regard this conviction as an exaggeration, asserting, “I am sure I’m not alone in this opinion.”9 In a similar vein Marion Thompson Wright (‘27) referred to Slowe enduringly as “my Dean” and herself as ever one of “her girls.”10

Additional efforts to commemorate Slowe and her work continued for several years. The College Alumnae Club (CAC) of Washington, D.C., a group of Black women who were liberal arts graduates, worked with Mary Burrill to collect a representative sample of Slowe’s writings, as well as tributes to the late dean. In January 1939 the CAC dedicated a memorial edition of its journal to Slowe’s career and influence.11 Howard students and alumnae also pursued institutional acknowledgment of the dean and her work. Pooling resources, they commissioned a stained-glass window for the Rankin Chapel of Howard University. Installed in November 1943, the window includes the inscription “Lucy Diggs Slowe, Pioneer, Friend, and Leader of Young Women.”12 These words complement the epitaph on her headstone, which reads, “Leader of Young Womanhood, Friend to All Humanity.” Significantly, both tributes highlighted Slowe’s commitment to Black college women. As a whole, these remembrances commemorated Slowe as both an educator and a beacon of Black women’s possibility.
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Because Slowe died just two weeks before what would have been the Sixteenth Annual Women’s Dinner, Howard women held a tribute service in lieu of the celebratory gathering. They resolved, however, that the tradition would resume the next year in honor of Dean Slowe. Howard women not only organized the dinner in 1938 but sustained the intergenerational women’s tradition at the university for almost half a century, until 1967.

At the Women’s Dinner in November 1955, five hundred alumnae, students, and guests gathered for what had become a weekend celebration.13 They paid homage to Slowe, her ideal of the New Howard Woman, and the institutional landscape she had reshaped for their benefit. Eighteen years after the dean’s death, Vashti Turley Murphy, a Howard alumna, educator, and cofounder of Delta Sigma Theta, offered a poignant reflection on the historical necessity for Slowe’s work: “Howard [University], Lucy Slowe found, was still an educational jungle, in the sense that it accepted women on the faculty grudgingly; that it paid them lower salaries than men; and that it considered its dean of women as dormitory preceptress or a house mother with a college education. . . . It was Lucy Slowe’s task to bring to this university the conception of the Howard coed, who studies and gets her work, because that is what she is here for mainly.”14

These women actively recalled the resistance Slowe faced on a campus “inhabited mainly by men not altogether convinced, that women were designed to do their equal share in the world’s work.”15 Although Slowe encountered an institution overgrown with nineteenth-century attitudes toward Black women, through the founding of affirming traditions as well as structures, she cultivated a new “pleasure geography” for Howard women.16 Like a diligent gardener, Slowe tended to their overlooked needs, sought to eliminate barriers to their growth, defended them against attacks on their worth, and nurtured their positive development in line with the self-affirming ethos of New Negro Womanhood and its rejection of racialized sexism and sexist racism.

When the gathering was in its fourth decade, an alumna stressed its ongoing significance: “Because Lucy Slowe set up that ideal [of Black womanhood] on this campus and persuaded the students to follow after it, tonight we have this dinner.”17 And almost two decades after her death, Howard women still were carrying her spirit forward—not only through the dinner but in the object of a cup presented to “the Howard senior, who approximates nearest the Lucy Slowe ideals of scholarship, character, culture, refinement, and high public service to the student body.” The 1955 recipient sat on the student council as the senior class representative, served as a senior mentor and second vice president of the Women’s League, and cochaired the Dean of Women’s Committee.18 She exemplified the leadership that Slowe had empowered Howard women to cultivate in their extracurricular campus lives. The Howard women assembled in Slowe’s honor still knew and respected the work the dean had undertaken to create institutional space for them to “live more abundantly.”
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Howard student Celestine Raven was the inaugural recipient of the Lucy Diggs Slowe Award in 1938.

Courtesy of Scurlock Studio Records, Archives Center, National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution.
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“I refuse to believe I am the first person to do this work.” Ruth Nicole Brown, a scholar of Black girlhood studies, uttered these words to me at the 2017 National Women’s Studies Association meeting as I shared with her the outlines of my project about Dean Slowe. What I find powerful about Brown’s response is that she presumes her indebtedness to earlier scholar-activists—both known and yet to be found—who similarly rejected deficit framings of Black girl-woman subjectivities. Although separated by a century, Brown and Slowe share a conviction about the inherent value of young Black women in a dynamic stage of developing their minds, values, capacities, and sense of community. As such, both uphold New Negro Women ideals and support what we today call Black girl magic.19
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Photo of Dean Slowe in her garden, 1932.

Courtesy of the Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Howard University Archives, Howard University, Washington, D.C.



A pioneer many times over, Dean Lucy Diggs Slowe was a higher education administrator and an innovator who led with an unyielding belief in young Black women as fully human beings. As such, she is a major feminist foremother in Howard’s institutional history. From her own grounding in New Negro Womanhood, Slowe brought proud visibility to young Black women and their qualities as she knew them. Her personal example and ongoing championing of “my girls” outside “the double bind of white supremacy and respectability” allowed them to view themselves not as victims or subordinates but as equals, leaders, and necessary members of the many communities to which they belonged.20

The New Howard Woman embodied what Slowe saw as the essential qualities of “vision and imagination that enlarge our purposes and that keep us progressing all the time.”21 As a result, this Black feminist figure took up space, stated her truths, and stood alongside—and not behind—her peers from other race-gender groups. Black women living more abundantly operated not in the shadows of white people or Black men but in the light of their own selves and possibilities. Thus, instead of allowing their psyches to be populated with negative external perceptions and devaluations, Slowe cultivated collective, affirming spaces for Black college women to determine their own value and outlooks. The New Howard Woman, as a New Negro Woman, saw herself as nothing less than a full and deserving citizen of a new century. And for its attention to Black women’s self-definition, its creation of joyous and supportive environments, and its challenges to structures of exclusion, Slowe’s audacious philosophy of living more abundantly remains a relevant and necessary labor—in higher education as well as society at large.

Lucy Diggs Slowe, loyal daughter of Howard University, molder of finer womanhood, inspirer of youth, dreamer and worker for a better day for Negro women, may your memory continue to be an inspiration.22
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