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PREFACE

In 1984, soon after I had published When and
Where I Enter: The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America, I
received a call from Hortense G. Canady, the national president of Delta
Sigma Theta. She congratulated me on the book—and then offered me
two propositions. The first was to invite me to Delta’s seven regional
conferences where I would have the opportunity to talk about the book,
and offer it for sale to those who attended the meetings. It was a gesture
of support, something that Black sororities are well known for. And
Delta, especially, has had a long tradition of supporting women in the
arts. The second proposition was for me to write a history of the organ-
ization in time for its seventy-fifth anniversary in 1988. I had to weigh
that proposal more carefully, both as a writer interested in Black wo-
men’s history, and as a Delta who had some knowledge of the obstacles
I would encounter.

Writing the history would give me an opportunity to explore the inner
workings and dynamics of a major Black women’s organization—some-
thing that I could not do in When and Where I Enter…. Such organizations
are an important, yet much neglected, subject in both Black and women’s
studies. As one of the largest Black women’s groups in the world, with
some 125,000 members, Delta was certainly a major one. The fact that
its membership also included significant historic and contemporary
figures such as Mary Church Terrell, Sadie T. M. Alexander, Patricia
Roberts Harris,



Barbara Jordan, Leontyne Price, and many other women who were
leaders and pioneers in their fields, made it more so.

As a college-based group, its history also would shed light on the
experience of Black women in higher education—a driving force in our
history. Barred from most occupations, Black women had few choices
besides domestic work or the “women’s” professions, such as teaching
or social work. Education, then, was the dividing line between a life of
drudgery and crude exploitation, and the greater quality of life and
status derived from professional work.

That such aspirations were not sanctioned by society defined the
nature of Black women’s organizations. Most are what sociologists call
social movement organizations whose purpose is to change individuals
within them and/or the society. Like other Greek-letter groups, Delta
Sigma Theta was founded by young college women with the idea of
creating social bonds or a sense of sisterhood among its members. Its
primary focus, then, has been on transforming the individual. At the
same time, however, its founding in 1913, a time of both racial and
feminist ferment, also imbued it with a secondary purpose: to have an
impact on the political issues of the day, notably the woman suffrage
movement. By 1925, the organization made its first public pronounce-
ment against racism and four years later created a Vigilance Committee
whose purpose was to enlighten the growing membership about
political and legislative issues and thus prepare them to become agents
of change. This aspect of Delta distinguished its beginnings from the
other sororities, both Black and White, that preceded it. It also makes
contemporary Black sororities, in general, different from most of their
White counterparts.

The history of Delta is better understood when seen in the light of
the principles that govern social movement organizations. For example,
they must be able to adapt to changing environments: in this case, the
ever changing exigencies of race relations and the attitudes toward
women. Consequently, Delta has had to alter its purposes and goals
throughout the years—and must continue to do so—as well as its in-
ternal structure to accommodate them. This makes the Black sorority
a particularly dynamic organization.

At the same time, however, changes cannot occur too abruptly or
without the consensus of an increasingly diverse constituency. For like
other social movement organizations, its viability is dependent on the
growth of its membership, which in turn, is largely determined by the
number of its members who feel that the sorority’s goals are in harmony
with their own.1 This makes it complex as well as a particularly demo-
cratic organization, for if power becomes too
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concentrated, it invites apathy—the kiss of death for a social movement
organization.

Social movement organizations are also dependent on the attitudes
of the larger society toward both the movement that they represent and
the organization itself.2 The more legitimate it is seen in the broader
society, sociologists say, the more potential supporters become actual
supporters. The ideal condition for organizational growth “is a strong
sentiment base with a low societal hostility toward the movement and
the organization.”3 This, too, has important implications in terms of its
public activities and the need to maintain not only respect but a deep
loyalty of its members.

The sorority, I knew, would also be an interesting subject to study
because it is an “exclusive” or closed membership organization. Under-
graduate members must be in college. All members must be invited to
join, and undergo a final selection process that includes both quantifiable
criteria, for example, grade point average, and/or subjective assessments
regarding achievement and character. Against the long experience of
discrimination and exclusion in the broader society, and color and class
distinctions within the race itself, debates regarding the various criteria
for membership have, historically, been particularly emotional and in-
tense. Behind the internal debates, of course, is how the organization
sees its mission and itself—a vision that has constantly reshaped itself
during different periods of Delta’s history.

Despite the inherently controversial nature of an exclusive Black or-
ganization, it also has certain advantages. For one thing, a closed
membership group is better able to take on new goals.4 For another, it
is less subject to membership declines and conflicts in the face of com-
peting social movements. This is even more true for an organization
with “solidarity” incentives, one that emphasizes coherence, or, in this
case, sisterhood, within its membership. And because the focus of its
leaders is mobilizing its membership for tasks—rather than attracting
members through a charismatic leadership style—there is greater di-
versity in the kind of women who lead the organization, and more
emphasis on getting those tasks done.

While there was no question that the sorority had historic importance,
I also knew that there would be difficulties in writing the history. Sys-
tematic efforts to organize its archives were still in the early stages, and
documentation is scattered and incomplete. And I was afraid that many
of those who had a long-standing and thorough knowledge of the sor-
ority would be reluctant to reveal its inner workings and problems. I
was not willing to write a public relations
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tract, and I wondered about how much freedom I would have to get
beneath the skin of the sorority and write about its weaknesses as well
as its strengths. Concerning the latter, President Canady assured me
that she would welcome constructive criticism, and that it was important
to give a realistic picture of the organization—and she noted as much
to the membership. Her style of leadership convinced me that the or-
ganization would be supportive, and that I would have a free
reign—which turned out to be true.

The last thing I considered was my own personal view of the sorority.
I had become a Delta during my sophomore year at Howard University.
At that time, 1967, fraternal organizations were being widely criticized
for their emphasis on social activities—which seemed all the more
frivolous during the Black Power years—and their exclusiveness in a
period when middle-class notions were under intense attack. However,
for me, who never found socializing very easy, the ready-made parties
and get-togethers with the sorors and fraternity men were an attractive
feature of the Greek-letter groups. Growing up in Yonkers, New York,
I had never felt a sense of belonging to a community, and the sorority
paved the way for lifelong friendships. But more importantly the groups
were concerned with more than the frivolities of campus life. Most of
the student leaders belonged to them—including those who were poised
to close down the university in the following year in an attempt to make
it more responsive to the Black Power movement. Additionally, on
Howard’s campus, the fraternities and sororities functioned with the
power of well-heeled political parties when appointive and elective
positions were to be filled. Among the sororities, the Deltas held, to my
mind, most of the coveted ones such as the editorship of the literary
magazine that was beginning to reflect the more race-conscious poetry
and prose of the period. Finally, the coeds whom I most admired, and
liked, were Deltas, and I was anxious to be a part of the sisterhood that
they shared.

Later, I would experience the down side of sorority life. Friends of
mine would be rejected for what I thought petty, personal reasons, and
be devastated by it. The pledge period was an intense one. There was
little sleep, constant fear of “big sisters”—who had extraordinary power
over the pledgees—hazing, and other unpleasantries. On the one hand,
the experience accomplished what it intended: a sense of bonding among
the pledgees, and a profound understanding of one’s own weaknesses
and strengths under stress. On the other hand, there were the excesses,
the mean-spiritedness, even the revelation of the sadistic side of human
nature, that are
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inevitable by-products of the pledge period. Hazing that might produce
any physical harm was strictly forbidden by the national organization,
but it could occur. A paddling incident during my own pledge period
cast a shadow over the whole sorority experience.

It was one of the reasons why I ceased to be an active member or join
any of the alumnae groups after I graduated. But there were other
reasons, too. I became involved in my own career as a writer and editor.
In any case, I was never much of an “organization” person. Also, al-
though I was aware that the Deltas had a long and honorable history
of serving their community and helping individuals, I was not convinced
that the demands put upon its graduate members were equal to the
results the group achieved.

However, by the mid-seventies, when I was an editor at Howard
University Press I was invited to become a part of a newly established
arts and letters commission. It was headed by a past president, Jeanne
Noble, and was cochaired by no lesser Deltas than Leontyne Price and
Lena Horne. As will be written about in more detail, the commission
was an effort to support Black women in the arts, and one of its projects
was a book and author luncheon for poets Nikki Giovanni—also on the
commission—and the venerable Margaret Walker, who had co-authored
a book for Howard University Press. But its most ambitious project was
the production of a full-length feature film with political import to
counter the influence of the “blaxploitation” movies that offered little
but stereotypical images of Blacks. However, the film encountered some
major difficulties that caused much turbulence in the sorority. Soon af-
terward, I accepted an offer to work for a newsmagazine in Paris for
two years, and, upon my return, I didn’t not renew my financial mem-
bership in the organization.

So, when President Canady proposed my writing the history, I
paused. I didn’t have to make a decision until after attending the region-
al conferences, and it was there that I decided to pursue the project. I
had forgotten that feeling of well-being and sisterhood that pervades
those meetings. This is not to say that the usual intercourse among
people competing for office, attention, and power wasn’t taking place,
but something larger was happening as well. It struck me that Black
women may be among their freest, their happiest, and, in some ways,
their most fulfilled when they are together in their organizations. A
psychologist whom I once interviewed, Kathy White, used the term
“beloved organization” when we discussed this dynamic; and it is the
sorority, I am convinced, that is the most beloved
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of all. These feelings are even true, I have found, of many of those who
are inactive, or have been disappointed or hurt by sorority life.

The challenge of the sorority, one made all the more difficult by the
pathos of the Black women’s experience in North America, is to maintain
that sense of sisterhood while striving, organizationally, for a more
general purpose: aiding the Black community as a whole through social,
political, and economic means. As one can see from the rules that govern
the social movement organization, this idea can be a difficult one to
realize. But the effort to resolve the tension between the goals of the
organization, and those of the sisterhood, through strengthening social
bonds within the context of social action has been an interesting and
engaging experiment. One that can be seen as a model for Black organ-
izational life, and which adds contour and dimension to the history of
Black women in this country.
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INTRODUCTION

THE IMPORTANCE OF

THE BLACK

SORORITY: SOME

CONSIDERATIONS

On January 13, 1913, twenty-two young
women attending Howard University, in Washington D.C., chartered
Delta Sigma Theta sorority. Seventy-five years later it has become one
of the largest Black women’s organizations in the world, with over
125,000 members in 730 chapters in the United States, Africa, and the
Caribbean. Throughout its history, Delta has shaped and been shaped
by its members—many of whom rank among the most important figures
in American history. The activist, and suffragist Mary Church Terrell
wrote the sorority’s official “Delta Oath” in 1914, which is still recited
at formal meetings. She also led the young coeds in their first public
act as an organization: marching down Washington’s Pennsylvania
Avenue (with the Delta banner aloft) in the famous woman suffrage
demonstration on the eve of Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration. And
when, thirty-seven years later, Terrell became one of the leading
plaintiffs of the celebrated “Thompson Restaurant case”—which ulti-
mately led to desegregated public accommodations in Washington—the
Deltas, in coalition with



other Greek-letter organizations, helped “man” the picket lines and
filed an amicus curiae brief in support of the plaintiffs.

Terrell’s colleague, Mary McLeod Bethune, the educator, a member
of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Cabinet, and the founder of the National
Council of Negro Women (NCNW) was a frequent speaker at Delta
conventions, and an important source of information about what was
happening at the highest levels of government. She helped shape the
sorority’s social action agenda in the thirties and forties, and Delta, in
turn, provided vital support to the NCNW in its early years. At one
Delta convention enough money was raised to hold repossessors of
NCNW’s national headquarters at bay. Delta was an early member of
the council’s board of directors and many officers of the sorority also
served in executive capacities in Bethune’s organization.

The sorority has always been an important source of leadership
training for Black women, whose opportunities to exercise such skills
in formal organizations are few. Patricia Roberts Harris, who became
the first Black woman to be appointed an ambassador, to become dean
of Howard University’s School of Law, and to head the Cabinet post
of secretary of housing and urban development, was in 1953, Delta’s
first executive director. On the eve of her appointment as ambassador
to Luxembourg in 1965, she said that “while there are many things in
my life which have prepared me for what I am about to do, it is largely
the experience in Delta Sigma Theta which gives me the most security.”1

Similiar sentiments are heard from women like Barbara Jordan, who
served as chair of the sorority’s National Finance Committee and was
among the Deltas who lobbied Capitol Hill before becoming a United
States congresswoman from Texas. It was on one of those occasions
when, looking up at the arched ceilings of the Capitol, she told the then
national president, Geraldine P. Woods, that one day she, too, would
have an office there.

In addition to opportunities for leadership, the sorority has also his-
torically been both a supporter, and magnet, for Black women in the
arts. Throughout our history, even the most brilliant talents could de-
pend on little financial support for study, and few opportunities to
perform, publish, or have the benefit of an empathetic audience that
appreciated the meaning of their achievement. There was a mutual
appreciation, for example, for writers like Alice Dunbar-Nelson, the
poet, journalist, and suffragist who was the widow of Paul Laurence
Dunbar when she became a member of the sorority. At a historic Delta
national convention in 1924, Nelson and another soror, the soprano
Florence Cole Talbert—one of the earliest Black
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singers to perform operatic roles in Europe—wrote the lyrics and the
music, respectively, for what was adopted as the official Delta Hymn.
At the same convention, Delta, which began giving scholarships in the
early twenties, granted its first foreign study award of $1,000 to the
Harlem Renaissance artist Gwendolyn Bennett. Others to receive support
in critical phases of their careers included the concert artist Dorothy
Maynor, whose extraordinary gifts were recognized by Boston Sym-
phony conductor Serge Koussevitsky; Mattiwilda Dobbs, who became
one of the first Blacks to sing at the Metropolitan Opera House; and
another promising operatic artist—Leontyne Price. Delta-sponsored
concerts featuring such artists were frequent. On one particularly
memorable occasion, a chapter sponsored a concert featuring Price and
Paul Robeson. Several decades later, the diva of divas would cochair
the sorority’s Commission on Arts and Letters with another soror of
considerable talent and verve, Lena Home. The involvement in arts and
letters has been a particularly deep one for Delta—it is a tradition that
began with several of Delta’s founders who were drawn to various
forms of artistic expression in the days before there were many such
role models. Founder Osceola Macarthy Adams, for example, a member
of the Howard Players Theater group as early as 1911, went on to a
professional career as an actress, drama teacher, and director. In the
latter capacity, she directed the theater debut of two “green” actors
who, hope against hope, wanted to make their mark on the national
consciousness: Harry Belafonte and Sidney Poitier.

Of course it is more than well-known names, or historic firsts, that
make up the meaning of the seventy-five-year-old organization. When,
in 1913, those twenty-two students organized Delta Sigma Theta, they
added an important and vital dimension to the “Black sorority idea”—an
idea that filled such a compelling need, that gained such wide currency
among college-educated women, it became a full-fledged social move-
ment. In many ways it was a movement that was part and parcel of the
general fraternal movement that began with the appearance of Phi Beta
Kappa at William and Mary College in 1776, saw the first women’s
sororities in the mid-nineteenth century, and reached new peaks in the
early twentieth century. By 1912, there were 256,000 members in forty
such organizations in the country,2 including the Black fraternities.
Alpha Phi Alpha (1906), Kappa Alpha Psi (1911), Omega Psi Phi (1911);
and the sorority Alpha Kappa Alpha (1908). Soon following was the
establishment of Delta Sigma Theta (1913), Zeta Phi Beta (1920), and
Sigma Gamma Rho (1922) sororities, and Phi Beta Sigma trater-
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nity (1914). Both the Black and White groups shared in common, Greek
names; a closed, or exclusive rather than inclusive, membership; and
the culture of “secret societies” replete with rituals, oaths, and symbols.
Members of all the groups had to meet particular criteria and go through
“novitiate” periods where they were subjected to hazing and the discip-
line and orders of the organization. All were created out of the desire
to form social bonds with like-minded students.

However, the particular needs of Black students in general, and wo-
men in particular, made the history of Black Greek-letter groups distinct
both in degree and kind from those of their White counterparts. The
growing but still small numbers of Afro-Americans attending univer-
sities in the early twentieth century created a special sense of urgency
to form the social bonds with each other that was inherent in the nature
of Greek-letter societies.

From 1826, the year that the first Black attained a degree from an
American university, to 1905, 7,488 Blacks had earned academic or
professional degrees—the bulk of them in the turn-of-the-century years.3

Though the number is not broken down by sex, disproportionately few
were women. Jeanne Noble, in her important study “The Negro Wo-
man’s College Education” (1956), noted that in 1900, twenty-two women
received B.A. degrees from Black universities—which educated the
majority of Blacks, and particularly Black women. By 1910, that figure
was 227.4

Racism, sexism, and the sense of racial obligation were also forces
that helped shape the Black Greek-letter groups. It is interesting to note
that the two earliest fraternities were actually established on predomin-
antly White campuses: Alpha Phi Alpha at Cornell University and
Kappa Alpha Psi at the University of Indiana. All of the others were
born on Howard University’s campus. But the early growth of the
fraternal organizations, in most instances, was on predominantly White
campuses—where there was a greater need for a haven against discrim-
ination. In Delta’s case, though the second chapter was organized at
the predominantly Black Wilberforce University in Ohio, in 1914,
twenty-seven of the next thirty chapters would be established on non-
Black campuses—including the Universities of Pennsylvania, California
(at Berkeley and Los Angeles), Pittsburgh, Michigan, Iowa, Nebraska,
Chicago, Cornell, and Syracuse, among others. In such places even the
idea of a sorority house had special implications. On many predomin-
antly White campuses, they served not only as centers for social activity,
but as the only on-
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campus housing for Black students, who were allowed to matriculate
at the schools but not live in their dormitories.

The racial environment in which they were conceived also made the
groups very conscious of scholarship and achievement, making them
closer to honor societies such as Phi Beta Kappa than the more socially
oriented White groups. For many, in fact, who for assorted reasons
would never have the chance to hold a Phi Beta Kappa key, the criteria-
based membership in a fraternity or sorority became its own evidence
of academic distinction. At least one of the Black Greek societies, Alpha
Phi Alpha, was originally conceived as a literary and study group on
Cornell’s campus, and only later evolved into a full-fledged fraternity.

For Black college students, scholarship had a double-edged purpose.
It offered proof of their intellectual abilities in a society that doubted
them; and as benefactors of a college education—a scarce commodity
in the Black community—there was the racial obligation to achieve both
on the campus and beyond it and so better lead the others. There was
another dimension to these aspirations too: the right to attain the same
intellectual training as that of the best of their White peers. For this
reason, Black fraternal groups—conceived at a time when an academic
education was widely seen as dangerous, futile, or impractical, for
Blacks—had a decidedly liberal arts bent. Their development was more
than an imitation of the White Greek-letter groups that excluded them.
Even the Greek appellations were, in part, a defiant response to the
notion that a “Negro would never learn to parse a Greek verb or to
solve a problem in Euclid,”5 as former Vice-President and states’
righter John C. Calhoun once opined. Black Greek-letter societies were
also calculated to strike a blow against proponents of industrial, nonac-
ademic education for Afro-Americans. The latter included Blacks like
Booker T. Washington, who believed the study of classical subjects was
of little practical use. Unlike him, those in the Black fraternal groups
did not see the irony in, as the Tuskegee educator once noted, “the black
boy studying Greek, while the Greek boy is blacking shoes.”6

For Black women, these circumstances had even deeper implications.
The tremendous need for instructors who were not only teaching “a
whole race trying to go to school”—as Washington once described the
Black hunger for education—but providing important role models, did
encourage Black women to study beyond high school. But most were
attending normal institutions: two-year
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schools with limited curricula aimed at preparing teachers. Encourage-
ment diminished as aspirations increased, especially during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when the technological revolu-
tion was challenging women’s traditional roles. Mary Church Terrell,
who became the first Black woman to serve on a city wide board of
education—in Washington, D.C.—and who was educated at Oberlin
College in the late nineteenth century, wrote that “it was held by most
people that women were unfit to do their work in the home if they
studied Latin, Greek and higher mathematics…I was ridiculed and told
that no man would want to marry a woman who studied higher
mathematics…Most of my friends,” she continued, “tried to dissuade
me from studying for an AB degree.”7 Tellingly, Terrell’s choice of
subjects at Oberlin was called “the gentleman’s course”—which she
would complete, defiantly, and then pursue further study in Europe.

Black sororities were also liberal arts oriented and the small numbers
of Black women in four-year institutions who sought social bonds and
shared experiences gave a particular resonance to their organizations.
(The first group of initiates of Alpha Kappa Alpha numbered nine: the
total number of women in Howard’s Liberal Arts School.) In general,
the sororities often held their members to even stricter academic
standards than their male counterparts, although all had similar criteria.
For Black women though, who also saw community service and racial
uplift as a vital part of their mission, those standards were often a source
of conflict. Especially in the South, where the overwhelming majority
of Black people lived, segregation, poverty, and racism prevented many
potentially brilliant students from attending prestigious liberal arts in-
stitutions. Not until the 1920s were there significant numbers of public
high schools in the South, even for Whites. Should the lack of opportun-
ity exclude them from membership? If not, how could they attain the
true “honor society” dimension of the sororities? When did selectivity
go beyond the notion of excellence to embrace elitism and snobbery?

The debate touched on an always explosive issue among Blacks: the
question of class and color. After all, it was often the Black descendants
of White slaveholders who had the earliest opportunities to attain a
liberal arts education and learn the social graces. Another layer of
complexity was added because of the association of class with morality.
The latter has been a particular preoccupation of Black women because
of the widely held stereotypes about their sexual behavior—stereotypes
that had horrible and far-reaching consequences. The sorority’s constant
redefining of the meaning of class
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and achievement within its own ranks has been an underlying theme
in its history.

Black sororities have also had to grapple with how the concept of
service is translated into political activism. The sorority may be unique
among Black purposive organizations as it was not conceived to trans-
form society but to transform the individual. The sorority is a sisterhood,
and an enabler that helps individuals to grow through cooperation,
leadership development, “culture” and exposure to the leading figures
and issues of the times. Individually, many members of Black sororities
were also active in the NAACP and a host of civil rights organizations
on either end of the political spectrum; and organizationally, they have
lent financial aid and other means of support to such groups. But the
role of the sorority itself in Black political life has been less clear—and
in highly charged times of Black militancy, such as the sixties, it has
often been thrown into a crisis of identity and relevance as a primarily
social organization. Especially in such periods its exclusive membership,
its reluctance to be a vanguard for positions considered radical for the
times (even those concerning education), and its primary concern for
social bonding have drawn sharp criticism from those both within and
outside the sorority. This is compounded by the perennial problem of
chapters, many of which are small and made up of women with little
experience in exercising the political mandates of the national leadership.

On the other hand, the sorority’s emphasis on being an individual
rather than societal transformer insulates its members from the kind of
polarization, dependence on outside resources and disruption that
other organizations have faced. Unlike civil rights organizations, for
example, which had to alter its goals and leadership style when de jure
integration was achieved, the sorority has been relatively immune from
having to undergo such changes. Partly for this reason it has not only
survived but grown while many other organizations have failed to do
so. In 1908, with the founding of the first Black sorority, there were nine
women who belonged to a Black Greek-letter organization. Today, over
a quarter of a million women belong to the three major college-based
sororities—Delta Sigma Theta, Alpha Kappa Alpha, and Zeta Phi
Beta—and their numbers continue to grow. Their viability—despite the
changes that two world wars, the Great Migration, the Great Depression,
and de jure desegregation have wrought—attests to their continuing
importance in Black life. So too, does the fact that unlike predominantly
White Greek-letter organizations, association with Black groups does
not end with graduation from college. The lifetime commitment to the
ideals of the
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organization is stressed, and the majority of Delta’s active members are
non-students.

Throughout its seventy-five-year-old history, Delta Sigma Theta has
maintained a stable yet dynamic organization that has consistently
rendered service to its community. Its leadership is democratically
elected by its membership, imbuing it with a legitimacy to represent
and speak for a significant constituency of Black women. There are few
Black organizations with a more skilled or more coherent membership,
or that is less dependent on outside sources, than the Black sorority.
Because of these very reasons, there is a challenge inherent in the Black
sorority idea—a challenge that no one understands better than the
sorority itself. Its history shows that its vision of itself and what it must
do grows with each succeeding decade. From a self-contained group
of college students, the sorority took on the goals of public service and
support for those organizations that sought political change. Its mandate
for the next century, following its own evolutionary path, is to continue
its ever-increasing abilities to render public service, and to enlarge its
concept to embrace and directly impact on public policy. This can’t be
done by fiat, but rather must be accomplished through a transformative
vision internalized by the membership—a vision that will allow it to
realize its extraordinary potential and continue to attract committed
women.

In 1913, twenty-two young women, barely out of their adolescent
years, founded a sorority that today touches the lives of thousands of
women. This book is a history of how that organization was born, the
ideas of those twenty-two women, of its struggles, and its attempts to
fashion a meaningful life for the community and for themselves from
the raw material of denial. It is the history of one group’s search for
sisterhood.
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When I look at you, I see myself. If my eyes are unable to see you as my
sister, it is because my own vision is blurred. And if that be so, then it is I

who need you either because I do not understand who you are, my sister,
or because I need you to help me understand who I am.

—Lillian P. Benbow,
National President, Delta Sigma
Theta,
1971–1975





PART ONE





CHAPTER 1

WORLD OF THE

FOUNDERS

On a sweltering August 2 in 1981, ten
thousand members of Delta Sigma Theta sorority marched down
Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C. The women, all wearing
white, and many of them carrying parasols to fend off the sun, were
commemorating—at this, their thirty-sixth national convention—Delta’s
first public act as a sorority. On March 13, 1913, just two months after
their inception, the Deltas had participated in the historic woman suf-
frage parade on the eve of President Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration.

Two members of the Black sorority who participated in the commem-
oration march remembered the suffrage parade that had taken place
sixty-eight years before: Sadie T. M. Alexander, then eighty-three years
of age, and Bertha Pitts Campbell, who was ninety-two. In 1913, Alex-
ander was preparing to enter the University of Pennsylvania, from
which, in 1921, she would become the first Black woman to receive a
Ph.D. degree.* While an undergraduate, Alexander was elected the first
national president of Delta Sigma Theta, guiding its transition from a
loose federation of chapters to national organization.

*Subsequently she became the first Black woman to pass the Pennsylvania Bar and the
first Black assistant solicitor general of that state.



Only Campbell garnered more attention as she marched down
Pennsylvania Avenue on that August day. Despite her years, she refused
to ride in the limousine provided for her, and only half humorously
urged then national vice-president Hortense Canady to go faster or she
would “walk on her heels.” Campbell was the only person who had
actually participated in the 1913 march. She had marched as one of the
twenty-two founding members of Delta Sigma Theta sorority. The ex-
periences that brought her there mirrored those of a fortunate few in
her generation.

Soon after Bertha Campbell was born, on June 30, 1889, her family
moved from their home in Winfield, Kansas, to Montrose, Colorado, a
mining town about 180 miles southwest of Denver. It must have been
a painful decision for her parents, Ida and Hubbard Sydney Pitts, to
leave their wheat-filled land in Kansas. The state possessed the hopes
of her Mississippi-born father as it did for thousands of southern Blacks
who migrated there after the Civil War. Wheat farming was benumbing
work, with a growing season that sometimes lasted two hundred days
a year, but the Pittses were successful farmers—until the windswept
droughts made it difficult to make ends meet. When Ida became preg-
nant with their third child, Bertha, they were compelled to go elsewhere.
The family decided on Montrose because Ida’s mother, Eliza Butler,
was there, and Hubbard (or H.S. as he was called) could find a job as
a cook in the gold, granite, and coal mines that had attracted a popula-
tion of about a thousand. It was a young town, founded in 1882, and
was an emerging service center for miners and railroad workers. In
November of 1889, the couple and their three children, Charles, Minnie,
and Bertha, arrived there, and it would be the birthplace of two more
siblings, Huey and Timmy.

Eliza Butler, Ida’s mother, would have the most profound impact on
Bertha, who would eventually live with this short, slim woman who
was among the first generation of Blacks who knew both slavery and
freedom. Campbell still recalls her saying that “education is the gateway
to everything,”1 and Campbell took those words seriously. In 1903, she
became the only Black student to enroll in Montrose High School, and
five years later delivered the valedictory address to the class of 1908.
In that year, she graduated summa cum laude, and was offered a full
four-year scholarship to Colorado College in Colorado Springs, some
160 miles from Montrose. And Campbell would have attended that
thirty-four-year-old institution if it hadn’t been for a woman who was
a trustee of the nearby Congregationalist church, which was attended
by the Pitts family. The trustee had just
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been to the nation’s capital and had seen Howard University. “Oh,
Bertha,” the woman told her, “it’s the nicest school in Washington.”2

She was also partial to the college because it was named after General
O. O. Howard, a Congregationalist and Civil War hero who had been
president of the university from 1869 to 1873. The general also had
headed the Freedmen’s Bureau, a government agency that aided newly
emancipated Blacks. According to Campbell, the trustee also believed
that it would be beneficial for her to be part of a Black community, an
experience she had not had, since her family were the only Blacks in
Montrose, and Colorado College would not be much better. Campbell
protested that her family would be unable to afford Howard in lieu of
the scholarship she had already received, but was told that perhaps the
Church could offer her one. Campbell did get the financial support and
in 1909 she found herself preparing to attend Howard.

For the twenty-year-old Coloradoan, the Howard adventure began
with a three-day train trip—including one luxurious meal in the train’s
dining car and a long stop in Chicago before reaching Washington, D.C.
When she arrived on the campus, she must have been pleased at what
she saw. Howard University, chartered in 1867, “for the education of
youth in the liberal arts and social sciences,” stood on twenty acres of
“the highest elevation in Northwest Washington, and the most attractive
part of the city,” noted the Howard University Record, the official organ
of the university.3 The campus looked over a small lake-sized reservoir,
and the grounds of the National Soldiers Home that furnished a park.
There were abundant shade trees and modern brick buildings that were
“heated by steam and lighted by electricity,” boasted the Record. One
might also have been relieved to know that the campus and its surround-
ings had an enviable record of “healthfulness.” No disease “has ever
become epidemic in the institution,” the publication proudly noted,
“and there has never been on the grounds a death from typhoid.”4

Spread across the campus grounds were Freedmen’s Hospital, the
Main Hall, Clark Hall, the Manual Training and Arts Building, the
Memorial Chapel, and the medical and law schools. There was also
Miner Hall, named after Myrtilla Miner, a White woman who in 1851
established an academy for Black girls in Washington, D.C., despite
much opposition. It was here that Bertha Pitts and all of the female
students would reside while at Howard.

The female students’ residence was built at the same time as the
university’s main building, in 1869. No effort was spared, said the Re-
cord, “to give it a home-like atmosphere and to make it a center
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of intellectual and moral culture for the young women placed in charge
of the institution.”5 The rooms in the four-story building were arranged
in suites with accommodations for two or three girls each. On the
basement level were the dining rooms; each had an outside entrance
for young men. And on the other floors were a reception parlor, a music
room, and sewing room. In these Victorian times there was also an effort
to make it as “nearly as possible ‘representative of a Christian home
under the guidance of maternal care, sympathy and love,’” observed
historian Rayford Logan in his history of the university.6 Miner Hall,
he observed, would remain under the “superintendence” of a lady
matron. Students, Campbell would soon find out, were expected to
show respect for order and morality, and were even liable for any
misbehavior during vacation periods away from the campus. For the
women students, especially, social rules were strictly enforced. They
were not to take walks, ride in any vehicles, correspond, or engage in
any outdoor games with the opposite sex without approval from the
matron, who even acted as a kind of censor. She was the “instrument-
ality,” as Logan noted, through which all mail sent or received by Miner
Hall students passed.7 Of course, going off campus without an approved
chaperone was out of the question. And spending the night elsewhere,
even on holidays, was only possible with parents’ permission. As Delta
founder, Naomi Sewell Richardson, recalled, punishment for any infrac-
tion was severe. “If Miss Hartley [the matron] saw smoke coming from
a girl’s room—even if she didn’t see her smoking—but saw smoke
coming out of the window of her room, then she was immediately dis-
missed from the university.” The omnipresent matron was also always
there to “greet” a student returning to the dorm after a holiday.
Richardson remembered how once, a young lady came back after
Thanksgiving, and the matron smelled liquor on her breath. The student
said she had made a mince pie, said Richardson, “and you know how
you make a mince pie—you usually put something more than water
in it. Right away the matron accused her of drinking and the student
was immediately dismissed.”8

All of this was calculated, of course, to ensure not only ladylike beha-
vior, but undistracted attention to one’s studies. Bertha Campbell must
have been impressed by, and perhaps a little anxious about, the high
academic requirements of the school. In the College of Liberal Arts and
Sciences, there was an array of courses in English, mathematics, Latin,
Greek, French, German, physics, chemistry, biology, history, philosophy,
and the social Sciences “such as are given in the best approved colleges,”
noted the Howard University
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Journal.9 There was also a School of Manual Arts and Applied Sciences,
the Commercial College—offering business, commercial law, and
bookkeeping courses—the Academy—a high-grade preparatory
school—and the professional schools of theology, medicine, and law.
Of particular interest to Campbell, as well as most of the women stu-
dents, was the Teachers College that was at this time experiencing a
period of growth.

By the turn of the century, there was a great deal of attention and
emphasis focused on developing Black teachers who would join the
missionarylike movement to educate the first generations of Blacks
born beyond the pale of slavery. For Black women, being an educator
at once made them part of this racial uplift movement, gave them status,
offered an opportunity to work in one of the few professions open to
them, and gave them the means to overcome some of the restrictive
attitutdes toward the middle-class woman’s role as silent and subservi-
ent homemaker. By the time Campbell came to Howard, it had already
followed the lead of such schools as Columbia University in establishing
a Teachers College that offered a more professional, comprehensive,
and varied program than the two-year normal school.10 As the Record
described it, the function of the Teachers College was “to supply a very
definite demand for advanced professional training for teachers and a
more serious study of educational problems.”11 One of those problems
was literacy, and it was Howard, Logan reminds us, that was among
the first institutions of higher learning to express concern about remedial
reading, and that identified the term.12 No longer would the training
of teachers be given an inferior status, promised the Record: “The
training of the educator for all grades of instruction or of supervision
from the elementary school up shall not be inferior to that of persons
of other professions.” Indeed, an education major had to complete 120
semester hours of courses, including history, principles of education,
psychology, methods of teaching, actual teaching under observation,
along with areas of specialization and elective courses.13 As the Record
noted, “[The student] will not sacrifice anything of the culture of the
Liberal Arts Course, but through all of the four years of this course will
be growing professionally in efficiency and spirit.”14 The word “spirit”
is key. The growth in the education department, and the progressive
ideas in pedagogy that it was offering along with the improving facilities
and new buildings gave this class of students a new esprit de corps, as
a student wrote in the Journal. Such a development affirmed the notion
that “there is no reason why
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[Howard] should not continue in her growth until Harvard and Howard
be synonymous.”15

Certainly, Campbell would soon find out, Howard’s cadre of profess-
ors included some of the most brilliant scholars in the nation. Her
philosophy instructor was Alain L. Locke (1886–1954), who was only
three years older than she and had earned his B.A. degree from Howard.
Locke, the first Afro-American Rhodes Scholar, did graduate work at
Oxford University and the University of Berlin. After World War I, he
would become the leading critic and interpreter of the Harlem Renais-
sance movement. She would also study with the even younger Ernest
E. Just (1883–1941), educated at Dartmouth and the University of
Chicago. Just, a biologist, would formulate new concepts of cell life and
metabolism and receive the coveted Spingarn Medal from the NAACP
in 1914. The well-known writer, Benjamin Brawley (1882–1939) would
instruct Campbell in English. In 1913 he would publish A Short History
of the American Negro and six years later Women of Achievement. And
then there would be the venerable Kelly Miller (1863–1939), a mathema-
tician trained at Johns Hopkins, dean of the Liberal Arts School, and a
cosponsor of a new organization that made its appearance in 1911: the
National Urban League. There were other professors of renown as well,
those like Charles H. Houston in the law school, characterized by
Thurgood Marshall as the “First Mr. Civil Rights Lawyer”; Lorenzo
Turner, linguist and sociologist; and the historian Charles H. Wesley.

Fortunately, Bertha Campbell already had the academic discipline
and confidence to take on the four-year curriculum. But how would
she relate to the other students? Would she make meaningful friend-
ships? Would she get along with her roommate and other students who
came from different backgrounds? Some of these questions began to
be answered when she met her roommate in Miner Hall. She was a
young, attractive woman from Columbus, Georgia, who had attended
school in Savannah, Atlanta, and Macon, and graduated salutatorian
of her class from Ballard Normal School in the latter city. Her name
was Winona Lucile (Cargile) Alexander, a wholesome if sassy enough
student to earn the title “Most Flirtatious of Her Class,” one year. Coin-
cidentally, their birthdays were only one day apart; Alexander’s was
on June 21, though she was three years younger than her roommate.
Unlike Campbell, Alexander was not a first generation college student.
Her father, an African Methodist Episcopal (AME) minister, and her
uncle had attended Howard before her. But both must have been awed
by finding themselves in such a cosmopolitan city and heavily populated
campus.
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Alexander had graduated from a class of ten girls and one boy. And
the well over one thousand students attending Howard was greater
than the whole population of Montrose.

But the immensity of it all would become more manageable as the
two young women found themselves becoming part of a growing circle
of friends, linked by happenstance and a common conviction. Unbe-
knownst to them, they would form a core of what would become one
of the largest organizations of Black women in the world. A core that
would also include twenty other women: Osceola (Macarthy) Adams,
class of 1913; Ethel (Cuff) Black, class of 1915; Zephyr (Chisom) Carter,
class of 1913; M. Edna (Brown) Coleman, class of 1913; Jessie (McGuire)
Dent, class of 1913; Frederica (Chase) Dodd, class of 1914; Myra (Davis)
Hemmings, class of 1913; Olive C. Jones, class of 1913; Jimmie (Bugg)
Middleton, class of 1913; Pauline (Oberdorfer) Minor, class of 1914; L.
Vashti (Turley) Murphy, class of 1914; Naomi (Sewell) Richardson, class
of 1914; Mamie (Reddy) Rose, class of 1913; Eliza P. Shippen, class of
1912; Florence (Letcher) Toms, class of 1913; Ethel (Carr) Watson, class
of 1913; Wertie (Blackwell) Weaver, class of 1913; Madree (Penn) White,
class of 1914; Edith (Motte) Young, class of 1913; and Marguerite (Young)
Alexander, class of 1913.

Bertha Campbell would strike up one of her closest friendships with
Zephyr Carter, who hailed from El Paso, Texas. Both were fun-loving
and possessed a ribald sense of humor. Once Campbell’s brother sent
her a suit, but the jacket was too large: “Not enough bust,” she recalls.
Her friend, Zephyr, however, was a better “candidate” so, as Campbell
remembered, “I gave her the jacket and she wore it and I wore the
skirt.”16 Carter would become close to Naomi Richardson, from
Washingtonville, New York, who became a target of her sense of fun.
Richardson recalled how “jolly” she was and how Zephyr was a self-
appointed member of the “Dust Club”: a club for coeds who seemed
unable to attract a suitable boyfriend. “After you were at Howard a
certain length of time, you were expected to have a male friend,” said
Richardson, “so one day, Zeffie met me in the bathroom and she asked
me if I had a male companion yet. ‘No,’ I said, ‘my mother and father
didn’t send me to Howard to get a boyfriend.’ So she laughed and said,
‘Well, if you don’t have a boyfriend, be at the Dust Club meeting tomor-
row night. I’m declaring you an official member.’”17

Three other close friends of the young Richardson were Wertie
Weaver, Ethel Black, and Frederica Dodd. Weaver was from Kansas
City, Missouri, and like Richardson, celebrated her birthday in Sep-
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tember, though the former was two years older. Naomi liked to kid the
Missourian over the fact that all during her years at Lincoln High School
the only college that Wertie had heard about was Tuskegee, until friends
told her about others. After graduation Naomi and Wertie would both
go to teach in East St. Louis together, and continue to correspond and
visit with each other. Ethel Black was from Wilmington, Delaware, and
could boast of grandparents who were second generation free Blacks
and property owners. Her maternal grandfather had fought in the Civil
War, and her father was an entrepreneur in Black banking and retail
enterprises. Her background might have prompted the following note,
written humorously to Richardson, to keep their “high finance” books
straight: “On account with Miss Naomi Sewell,” Black’s note began,
“25¢, a ticket for a recital, 10¢ a carfare, 9¢ a sheet in the laundry, 12¢
hairnet, 5¢ a pickle and 5¢ a cracker. 49¢ total. If there be any more,
speak now or forever hold your peace. Ethel.” These were not insigni-
ficant amounts when you considered that an advertised “first-class”
lunch at the nearby Georgia Avenue Cafe was $0.15, a pair of shoes
could be gotten for $2.50 and suits sponged and pressed for $0.25.

Ethel Black had arrived on the Howard campus after graduating with
the highest scholastic average from the Industrial School for Colored
Youth in Bordentown, New Jersey. The high school, like so many in
the postwar period, had to accommodate students of all levels as there
were so few of them; and its curriculum was not an advanced one. So
Black had applied to the Howard Academy in 1909, where she certainly
must have met three other future Deltas—Jimmie Middleton, from
Lynchburgh, Virginia, whose parents were graduates of Shaw University
and whose father, a physician, was, she said, the first Black to pass the
Virginia State medical board tests; Edna Coleman, from Washington,
D.C., whose father, Sterling Nelson Brown, was a former slave who
had a distinguished career as professor of religion at Howard for thirty-
one years; and Ethel Watson, who had come from Parkersburg, West
Virginia, where she had attended the Sumner School, whose principal
advised her parents to send her to Howard. All three young women
were of the Academy class of 1909, of which Edna Coleman was vale-
dictorian.

Frederica Dodd, another of Richardson’s early close friends, was one
of the most popular in the circle. She was stunningly attractive, and is
described as having a coppery, smooth complexion and “hair that was
straight a few inches from the roots and then turned into shiny, lush
waves.”18 She wore little makeup and was a conservative dresser. Bertha
Campbell remembers her as “very aristocratic in her
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speech and carriage, and soft-spoken in manner.” She was born in
Dallas, and her father was one of the early Black lawyers in Texas. Her
mother, the descendant of a slave woman and the master’s son, was
educated in a Quaker, then a normal school and became a teacher. She
was well known in the Dallas community, where the Fannie C. Harris
Elementary School was named after her. Dodd attended the Dallas
Colored School Number 2, and arrived at Howard University in 1910.
She and Naomi Richardson would continue to correspond and visit
each other over the next four decades, and the Texan would also have
enduring friendships with two others from her home state, Jessie Dent
and Myra Hemmings.

Dent was from Galveston and had graduated from East District High
School, one of the first Black high schools in the state of Texas. Myra
Hemmings was from Gonzales, Texas, though her family had moved
to San Antonio while she was still a child; she graduated from Riverside
High School in 1909. During her train ride to Howard, she would meet
another young student also bound for the same destination by the name
of Mamie Rose. Rose was coming to Washington from a small town
called Beta, in South Carolina. Their encounter was an especially friendly
one, and led to their becoming roommates in Miner Hall.

Of the group of twenty-two, Hemmings had, perhaps, the most out-
standing leadership ability. Naomi Richardson describes her as very
“sober, but friendly, and somewhat older than the rest.” She was the
kind of student that the others looked up to, Richardson recalled. Bertha
Campbell was more direct: Myra, she said, “was a blustery one. Myra’d
take over everything…. She worked for Miss Childers, worked for the
director of singing, and of course, she felt she was as big as Miss
Childers…. She tried to impress us with her bigness.”19

Lulu Vere Childers, a graduate of the Oberlin Conservatory of Music,
was appointed instructor of music at Howard in 1896. Childers would
soon become a full-fledged professor, teaching both instrumental and
vocal courses, as well as directing the Choral Society. She had tremend-
ous influence and a reputation that extended beyond the campus. One
of her students who graduated in 1917, Lillian Evans, or Madame Evanti
as she became known, was, according to Logan, probably the first Black
opera star of the twentieth century, and the first Black to sing at La Scala
in Rome. On the campus, the Choral Society was extremely popular,
of the extracurricular events, ranking second only to football.20 The
choir sang stirring renditions of Handel’s Messiah, and the Black com-
poser Samuel
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Coleridge-Taylor’s Hiawatha’s Wedding Feast. Vocalists such as Roland
Hayes and Florence Cole Talbert were also featured. The future founders
had come to Howard at a time when music and the performing arts
were beginning to be taken quite seriously by the administration, and
that development would have an impact on many of their lives. In the
years just preceding the Harlem Renaissance, there was already the
conviction, as Kelly Miller stated, that “our colleges and universities
must find some way to relate their motive to the awakening of the
Negro’s artistic powers.”21 Already, for example, plans had been made
to develop a conservatory of music, headed by Childers, which was
established in 1913.

Another member of Childers’s choir was a student by the name of
Pauline Minor, who one year would room with Naomi Richardson.
Minor was born in Charlottesville, Virginia, and, by her own submitted
biography to the sorority, did not know who her parents were or the
exact date of her birth. She was reared by an aunt and uncle and
graduated from the Philadelphia High School for Girls in Pennsylvania
in 1910. As a member of the Union Baptist Church in Philadelphia, she
sang in the choir, and through the influence of the dean of the Howard
Teachers College, Lewis B. Moore, was given a church scholarship to
the university. She was an excellent student and musician; those who
knew her were not surprised when she graduated valedictorian of the
Teachers College in 1914, or went on to become a mezzo-soprano recit-
alist and published hymn-writer.

In fact, an unusual number of the circle of twenty-two were involved
in the arts at Howard. Ethel Black was also a member of the choir.
Washingtonian Olive Jones, who would graduate with the majority of
the twenty-two in 1913, would be a music teacher in the Washington
public school system. Edith Young, from North Carolina, was known
as an excellent pianist and dedicated her adult life to the education of
her daughters at the Oberlin Conservatory of Music in Ohio.

However, it was drama that seemed to catch the fancy of most of the
future Deltas. Leading this list was Osceola Adams, a Georgian from
Albany, who was considered the most dramatic and elegant among
them in manner, speech, and dress. She had a true artistic temperament,
which emerged, unfortunately, when the first picture was taken of the
twenty-two as a group. Although she was angry at the missed oppor-
tunity, Bertha Campbell recalled that “she wasn’t there because she
didn’t want to come. She didn’t want to be around all the time.”22 But
she did want to perform on the stage and Howard was the beginning
of a notable career in the theater. Adams
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was a leader of the Howard College Dramatic Club, which was directed
by a man who came to Howard in 1910 and was destined to play a
significant role in the first year of the sorority, Professor T. Montgomery
Gregory. Zephyr Carter, who had her own kind of verve, was also in
the dramatic group and gained campuswide fame for her role as Mis-
tress Quickly in Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives of Windsor. Also in that
production was Edna Coleman, as her sister, Mrs. Elsie Brown Smith,
recalls. The occasion was an especially memorable one, because in those
times acting was not considered a respectable avocation for proper
young women and the play was one of the few occasions on which the
Brown younger sister was allowed to attend a theater.23 In another
production, For One Night Only, the cast included Adams, Carter, and
another young woman destined to join their circle: Vashti Murphy.

Murphy, like Coleman and Jones, was from Washington, D.C. She
was attractive and often pictured with a stylish hat. The Washingtonian
had graduated from that city’s famed M Street High School, the first
public high school for Blacks in the United States, and during this
period, unquestionably the best. The M Street School, later known as
Dunbar High School, was the proud alma mater of such achievers as
Sadie T. M. Alexander, Dr. Charles Drew—who developed the means
to preserve blood plasma in blood banks—the lawyers Charles H.
Houston, and his protégé William P. Hastie, who became the first Black
governor of the Virgin Islands and later an outstanding judge. Its
principals included a future judge, Robert H. Terrell, husband of Mary
Church; and Anna J. Cooper, scholar, activist in the Black women’s club
movement, and writer.

After graduation, Murphy went on to Normal School Number 2 (later
the Miner Normal School), which was associated with Howard. The
“culture” of the normal school in the early twentieth century included
not only pedagogy, but manners befitting a teacher. As a commentator
noted, “Normal school students were taught correct posture when
standing or sitting. In chapel, you sat stiffly erect. As the speaker of the
day arose to speak, you leaned forward slightly as evidence that you
were attentive.”24

Upon completion of her studies, Murphy was appointed to teach in
the Washington public schools in 1908. Shortly after she began teaching,
however, she was struck by a devastating tragedy. She had lost her
mother eight years before and within eighteen months of her teaching
appointment, her father, sister, and brother also died. Nevertheless, her
determination to succeed was undiminished. According to her daughter,
Bettye Moss, after a year’s experience in the
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classroom, she realized that her career would be limited with just a
normal school diploma. And she might have been encouraged by the
fact that in 1909, Howard’s board of trustees approved the recommend-
ation that tuition scholarships be given to the normal school graduates.25

She enrolled in the Howard University evening school. Though several
years older, Murphy had probably known the other Washingtonians,
especially Eliza Shippen, who was from a well-known family in the
District and whose father had attended Howard. After attending ele-
mentary school in Long Island, New York, Shippen had followed a
similar path, graduating from both the M Street School, and, the first
in her class, from Normal School Number 2 in Washington, D.C. Another
District native was Florence Toms, the last survivor of six children in
her family, who graduated from the Armstrong Manual Training High
School with a ceremony made particularly memorable by her being
awarded a diploma and scholarship by President William Howard Taft.

Of the “D.C.” group, Murphy, despite the fact she was older, attended
evening school, and was a shy, private person, enjoyed campus social
and extracurricular activities. Of the latter, there were more than a few.
In addition to the Choral Society and the Dramatic Club, there were six
literary societies and debating clubs, which, as the Record stated,
“through exercises, debates, oratorical contests, and renditions of choice
dramas, provide for the student a training the value of which cannot
be overestimated.”26 There were student chapters of the YWCA, “de-
voted to the development of Christian character in [their] members,
and the prosecution of active Christian work,”27 and a variety of student
publications. Additionally, there was the opportunity to attend lectures
by noted figures both on and outside the campus.

Many of the band of twenty-two would come to meet and know each
other through these activities. Both before and after they formed their
own organization, they were zealous in their pursuit of all of the oppor-
tunities campus life offered—opportunities that were now only opening
for women. As Jimmie Middleton noted to the historian Helen Edmonds,
“As positions in campus life opened to women, Delta girls were always
in the vanguard of those seeking to fill them; in fact no aspect of Howard
University’s campus life open to women was unattended by the presence
of some soror.”28 Madree White, for example, was the first female stu-
dent to be on the staff of the Howard University Journal. As its associate
editor, White, the young woman whose family had moved from
Atchison, Kansas, to Omaha, Nebraska—where she graduated from
Central High School
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with honors—would play an important part in documenting Delta’s
inception.

Along with Winnie Alexander, she was also a member of the College
Classical Club, which opened its meetings with a prayer in Latin and
discussed various topics in classical literature. On one occasion, Madree
White read a paper entitled “The Ideal Orator As Discussed by Quin-
tilian” (a Roman rhetorician known for his beautiful Latin style) and
Alexander closed the discussion with a review of Current Classical Liter-
ature.29 The Kansan was also the reporter for a group called the Arts
and Science Club, whose purpose was to “act as a bond between the
young ladies in Miner Hall and those in the city, in order that a true
college spirit may be developed and fostered.”30 The president of the
literary and social club was Mamie Rose, the young woman from Beta,
South Carolina, who grew up in Mount Vernon, Illinois; the treasurer
was Ethel Watson, from Parkersburg, West Virginia; and the critic,
Zephyr Carter—all future Deltas.

The energetic Kansan also managed to find time to take part in a
number of declamation contests, in which students matched their ora-
torical skills against one another. Naturally, Osceola Adams would
participate in them and one year she performed John Greenleaf Whitti-
er’s “Polish Boy.” Winnie Alexander once tried her hand at “A Second
Trial”, by S. W. Kellogg and White did “A Man Without a Country” by
Edward Everett Hale.31 Mamie Rose was cited for her awards as a
dramatic reader.

Myra Hemmings, in addition to her duties with Miss Childers, was
also a member of the Alpha Phi Literary Society, which presented pro-
grams such as the one honoring Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, the great
musical composer of African descent. The program included piano se-
lections from a distinguished future soror, who would miss being a
founder by one year, Eva B. Dykes.

In addition to the arts and letters activities, there were also campus
organizations such as the YWCA, which would have an important rela-
tionship with the sorority for decades to come. Winnie Alexander was
in the Y cabinet in 1912 and 1913; Ethel Black was chairperson of its
collegiate committee (1911–1912), and both White and Frederica Dodd
served as president during their undergraduate years. These were im-
portant years for the Y’s national organization, which in 1913 appointed
its first “Colored Secretary,” Eva Bowles. Addressing the YWCA student
group, Coralie Franklin Cook, who would become one of the first hon-
orary members of the sorority and a leading clubwoman and suffragist,
read a letter from Bowles to the
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group. “The YWCA of Howard University,” Bowles wrote, “is an ideal
source from which we may find leaders for our women in the com-
munity life to which they will go when they leave school.”32 It was a
message that formed the cornerstone of the young women’s organiza-
tional lives. As teachers they would have a special role in that com-
munity life, and not surprisingly, the Teachers Club was also a popular
one. Eliza Shippen, who would graduate magna cum laude in 1912,
was a member, as was Pauline Minor, who was the president of the
organization one year. Her achievements were cited in the NAACP’s
Crisis magazine, edited by W.E.B. Du Bois.33

The Crisis, in fact, devoted many of its pages to the activities and
achievements of Black college students. The NAACP itself was only
formally established in 1910, the same year that a student branch was
organized at Howard. The presence of the student chapter may have
been an issue of some controversy. The primary role of Du Bois in the
formation of the civil rights organization had given it a radical image
in the eyes of many. It certainly was widely perceived to have been
created as a counterweight to the influence of Booker T. Washing-
ton—who had been a member of Howard’s board of trustees since
1907—and his philosophy of industrial education and the forbearance
of political inequality. In The Souls of Black Folk, published in 1903, Du
Bois had written about the need for an intellectual vanguard—the
“talented tenth”—to lead the fight for racial equality. And at Howard,
he had his allies. Alain Locke, for instance, believed that the chief aim
of Black education was to train a “racially inspired and devoted profes-
sional class with group service as their ideal.”34 Kelly Miller similarly
believed that the race would not progress unless its educated leaders
recognized their “racial responsibility and duty” and assumed their
“rightful place in race leadership which their culture calls for and which
the situation demands.”35 Such professors daily imparted these views
to their students. Madree White recalled how Miller impressed upon
her “that the talented tenth owed it to people who had made possible
the special opportunity they’d had, to go back to that community and
[help] to leaven the lump.”36

By the late nineteenth century there were some “leavening influences”
that promoted the progress of Blacks in general and Black women in
particular. Though the numbers were still small, Black women had
broken into the legal and medical professions. In fact, the first women
of any color to practice medicine in the South were Black. There were
nationally known journalists, the most famous of which was Ida B.
Wells, who had initiated the first antilynching cam-
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paign in 1892. Other leaders had emerged, particularly through the
National Association of Colored Women, founded in 1896, and studded
with school founders, writers, former abolitionists, and successful
businesswomen.

Nevertheless, the young women knew that as Howard students, they
were among the precious few Blacks able to attain a higher education
with a liberal arts curriculum. By the end of 1910, only 4,238 Blacks had
received a bachelor of arts degree (79 had received master’s degrees
and 11, doctorates).37 Though figures for women are not available, it
can be assumed that they made up a very small percentage of the above
number. In 1910, for example, 227 women received B.A. degrees, at a
time when 80 percent of Black women in the work force were perform-
ing arduous work on farms and as cooks and washerwomen. At
Howard, one of the largest of the schools educating Black women, there
were 25 women in its class of 1910. The numbers were increasing by
the time the 22 were at Howard; and so too were the racial obligations
they were taught. Some of them would express that conviction through
the student chapter of the NAACP. Vashti Murphy, Winnie Alexander,
Zephyr Carter, and Madree White—who served as vice-president of
the chapter in 1913 and 1914—joined its student branch. Carter, in fact,
would be cited by The Crisis magazine as the “leading spirit in the or-
ganization.”38

W.E.B. Du Bois was a frequent lecturer in Washington, and was a
familiar figure on Howard’s campus. At least on one occasion he was
invited before the Social Science Club to lecture on socialism, a topic of
much interest in those times when the exploitive nature of expand-
ing—and largely unchecked—industrialism was rearing its head in this
country. And in another, Russia, it had already lit the fuse for an incip-
ient socialist revolution. That Howard was dependent on a largely
conservative Congress for federal funds made such subjects inherently
controversial, and the school was periodically chastised and threatened
for its liberal stance. Other programs, including one that featured the
representative of a striking waiters union in Washington, D.C., and
another on woman suffrage, seemed to make the club the most political
and progressive of the student organizations. And with the decidedly
political bent of many of the circle, it is no surprise that a number of
them would be a part of it. Zephyr Carter was a member and so was
Vashti Murphy. Winona Alexander served as its secretary one year;
and Madree White, as vice-president, had presided over the 1912
meeting where the address on woman suffrage was heard.

The young women also enjoyed the special events off the cam-
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pus: The combination of political interests and social restrictions made
them something to look forward to. The most important was “Howard
Night,” sponsored by the Bethel Literary and Historical Society at the
city’s Metropolitan AME Church. The chief aim of Howard Night, ac-
cording to the Journal, was to bring the university “into closer touch
with the city and to establish a higher appreciation of the importance
of the university in the National Capitol.”39 During these evenings, the
church would be filled to capacity. The center aisles on the main floor
of the church were reserved for the visitors, friends, and guests. To the
left and right of the middle aisles sat the professional-school students.
The undergraduates sat in the gallery, and each class wore its own in-
signia, and sang its own class song during the course of the evening.
Of course the most important element of Howard Night was the
speeches they heard from those well known to them, like Terrell who
was president of the Bethel Society. Others read from their works, talked
about the evils of segregation, and reported on lynchings.

Howard Night added an important dimension to the college experi-
ence for its students. They were exposed to the city and its leaders. They
had the opportunity to hear a variety of views on the great issues facing
Blacks and the nation during these years. And it would help them fur-
ther understand the complexities of racism and discrimination in a
cosmopolitan place like Washington. For the young Bertha Campbell,
who was spared the cruder aspects of discrimination in Montrose, the
experience of not being able to eat in the city’s “White” restaurants, or
try on a dress before buying it, was a new one. Naomi Richardson
wasn’t quite as put out by it all. Washingtonville, New York, was as
“prejudiced as anyplace in Mississippi, Alabama, or Georgia,” she said.
The racial situation might have seemed particularly ironic to Madree
Penn White who had refused scholarships to the University of Iowa
and the University of Nebraska, situated in the more tolerant West, to
attend a Black school in a rigidly segregated city, where, by 1913, ninety-
two thousand Afro-Americans resided. Of course, a number of the future
sorors came from the South. Two were from Georgia, two from Virginia,
one each from West Virginia, South Carolina, and North Carolina.
Published news stories that promoted the worst stereotypes about
Blacks and separate accommodations would be nothing new to them.
The same was true for the four students from Texas, and the five “home
girls” from D.C. The others from Wilmington, Chicago, and Kansas
City were no strangers to racism either.

But with the university as a supportive ally, they now, at least,
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had a means and opportunity to analyze racial problems through their
exposure to the great men and women of their time. They had also been
privy to the ideas of woman suffrage, particularly from activists in the
city such as Mary Church Terrell, and Nannie Helen Bur-
roughs—founder of the National Training School for Girls and secretary
of the Women’s Auxiliary of the National Colored Baptist Conven-
tion—who were stressing the specific need for Black women to get the
vote because of their greater vulnerability and the disenfranchisement
of Black men in the South. The NACW, of which Terrell was the first
president, had suffrage clubs in almost every major city in the country.
What may have been more curious, and in its way more frustrating,
was Howard’s seeming inability to be as progressive on the woman
question. Indeed, the university, tolerant of radical ideas when it came
to race, was way behind when it came to the social freedoms of its female
students or even the rights of its women on the faculty. The suffocating
restrictions imposed on the women were in marked contrast to the ideas
they heard from those like Du Bois, who during the years that the circle
of twenty-two were students (and before he published them in his 1920
edition of Darkwater) told them that changed economic conditions de-
manded a “change in the role of women,” and that women were “en-
titled to a career the same as men.”40 Entitled, and able, he could have
added, for the Industrial Revolution that had begun in earnest by the
turn of the century, had provided such work-saving innovations as
sewing machines, gas-lighting, and refrigeration—devices that freed
women to spend more time outside the home. Yet, as late as 1913,
Howard’s board of directors would vote that any female teacher who
“thereafter married while teaching at the university would be considered
as having resigned her position.”41

All of this may have accounted for the new signs of restlessness
among the women students. In 1912, for example, thirty-three coeds
took the uncharacteristically bold step of formally requesting the pres-
ident to appoint a dean of women who would have “general supervi-
sion” over them and “direct them in all womanly activities.”42 The re-
quest would not be granted for another decade.

These weighty issues, as well as the joy of sharing the heady experi-
ences of college life, no doubt made joining a women’s sisterhood an
attractive proposition. So as soon as they were eligible, they looked to
the newly formed sorority Alpha Kappa Alpha, or AKA, as it was
known. It had been organized during the 1907–1908 academic year,
and was the brainchild of a junior, Ethel Hedgeman, member of the
class of 1909.43 Born in St. Louis, Hedgeman had a
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background very much like that of the circle of twenty-two. She
graduated with honors from Sumner High School in St. Louis, and was
active in campus organizations, including the choir and the YWCA.
She was encouraged by a member of the faculty, Ethel Robinson, who
had graduated from Brown University, and shared her experiences of
sorority life there with the young Hedgeman. Eight other students in
the Liberal Arts School were approached and became interested in the
idea of a sorority.

By January 15, 1908, Hedgeman was elected temporary chairperson
of the organization and appointed committees to decide on the name,
motto, and colors of the sorority. There was also a need for a constitu-
tion, of course, and that project was given to a student who would be-
come AKA’s first president and subsequently a force in Black women’s
education and Howard’s first dean of women: Lucy (Diggs) Slowe.
Within a week, the young women presented the plans for the organiz-
ation to the Howard administration, including Dr. Wilbur P. Thirkield,
the school’s president, and Deans Lewis B. Moore and Kelly Miller.
They received permission to function as a recognized campus group
by the end of the month, becoming the first Black sorority in the nation,
and the second Greek-letter organization established on Howard’s
campus.

Preceding AKA was the fraternity, Alpha Phi Alpha, which had
evolved from a study group to a full-fledged fraternity on the campus
of Cornell University, in Ithaca, New York, in 1906. A year later the
second chapter of the fraternity was established at Howard. A number
of influences, no doubt, were brought to bear on the establishment of
the two organizations. There was the larger fraternity movement that
had begun in 1776 with Phi Beta Kappa and by 1912 would number
forty such organizations with a student membership of 256,087.44 Sor-
orities had started later, in the mid-nineteenth century, and had become
more popular as increasing numbers of women attended college. The
underlying ideas of Greek-letter life, which were scholastic, inspirational,
and fraternal, had a particular appeal and urgency among Black students
whose opportunities made them exceptions in their own communities
and the object of neglect or hostility in the majority society. Women,
experiencing new circumstances not only as Blacks but as females in a
changing society, would also feel these things keenly. These ideas would
be in even sharper relief at a Black institution whose curricula and ex-
posure were roughly the same for men and women but whose social
life was more sharply circumscribed and reflective of a previous era.
So, it was no accident that the first Black fraternity was established at
a
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predominantly White university, or that the first Black sorority emerged
at a coeducational one like Howard.

In February of 1908, seven more students of the class of 1910 were
admitted and are considered as part of the founding group of the sor-
ority. As yet there was no initiation ritual, oath, or creed associated
with the sorority, recalled Jimmy Middleton.45 And it seemed to yet be
conceived as an organization whose inner workings were for “women’s
eyes only,” as the formalities were attended by a male member of the
administration, probably George W. Cook, the dean of the Commercial
College. To be eligible, one had to have completed at least the freshman
and first half of the sophomore year, and have maintained an academic
average of 75 percent.

The first efforts of the sorority, noted AKA historian Marjorie Parker,
were “focused on their own talents, and were cultural in nature. “In
the spring of 1908, for example, the group of sophomores who had been
invited to join the original founders gave a concert in Rankin Chapel
and used the proceeds of the concert to purchase badges for the entire
group.46 The young women’s active participation in such organizations
as the YWCA also identified them with projects of service and social
uplift.

By 1912, a new generation of sorors had become members of the or-
ganization. The original group of the AKA founders received their
diplomas in 1908 and 1909. The second tier of seven students belonged
to the class of 1910. In the academic year 1911–1912, the circle of twenty-
two would be eligible for membership, and being the kind of students
they were, AKA would be an organization that was attractive to them.
“All of us wanted to join,” observed Bertha Campbell, “you didn’t have
to do much persuading.”47
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CHAPTER 2

THE FOUNDING

There was change in the air in 1912.
Change at Howard, change in the intensity of the women’s movement:
for the circle of twenty-two, it was a year of new possibility.

In the fall, returning students discovered that Wilbur P. Thirkield,
president of the institution since 1906, had suddenly resigned to become
a Methodist bishop. When his plans to leave became known, three of
the university’s deans, Kelly Miller, Lewis B. Moore, and George W.
Cook, vied for the office, in the hopes that Howard was finally ready
for a Black president. Nevertheless, their bids proved to be premature.
In July it was announced that Stephen M. Newman, a White Congreg-
ationalist minister who was president of Kee Mar College, a small wo-
men’s institution in Hagarstown, Maryland, would be Howard’s new
presiding officer. Nevertheless, Newman quickly invested the deans
with new powers in order to “keep the peace.” During his administra-
tion, Moore, Cook, and Miller gained enough autonomy in conducting
Howard’s affairs that they became known as the Triumvirate.

Although it would take some time for its tangible results to be seen
in programs and curricula, the change in administration began a rising
tide of Black consciousness at the university. Alain Locke proposed a
provocative course in interracial history and Carter G.



Woodson, who would establish the Association for the Study of Negro
Life and History in 1915, attempted to establish a course to study Black
problems. In 1912, plans would be finalized to establish the long talked
about conservatory of music; a new library would soon be the benefactor
of trustee Jesse E. Moorland’s extraordinary Afro-American collection.
A new hospital was being built on the campus and the curriculum was
deepening, especially in education. All of which seemed to give students
a new zeal and sense of racial mission that had evolved into confidence.
“That the Negro is a race endowed with untold energy, fifty years of
unparalleled achievement in a civilization, the greatest since that of
Rome,…is too much rehearsed to need comment here,” wrote a student
in the Howard Journal that year. “Every school boy and girl writes of
our leaders, of our contributions to medicine, to the ministry, and all
the other broad fields of human endeavor.”1 There was also a new pride
in “the New Howard, the progressive Howard, the Howard of today…A
visitor would find new life, vim, energy and dash, and not those pro-
verbial, shrivelled, head drooped, monk-like leaders of auld lang syne,”
the lead article in the same October issue noted. Even the new facilities
and buildings on the campus were a sign that “Howard is right in line
to do the classical, scientific or whatever work is expected of her, second
to no other institutions.”2

Outside the campus, the issue of woman suffrage was heating up as
states, in rapid succession, began to once again enfranchise women
after a decade-long respite. By 1912, the organized suffrage movement
was in full swing, with its leaders looking forward to the presidential
election in the following year as a time to make a dramatic statement
for women’s enfranchisement. Washington, D.C., became not only a
center of Black intellectual and social development, but of feminist
activity as well.

At this high point of the Progressive Era,
Howard, Afro-Americans and women were on the move—and so were
the twenty-two young coeds who saw themselves an integral part of
the developments swirling around them. They were proving their worth
academically. They were participating in the fullness of extracurricular
life. And they were showing their leadership abilities in those organiz-
ations as well as their respective classes. Madree White held the posi-
tions of class journalist, vice-president, and treasurer during her tenure
at Howard; Bertha Campbell and Winona Alexander also were also
elected vice-president, as was Vashti Murphy; and Osceola Adams was
elected class secretary one year. And,
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true to form, many also rose to the top of the AKA leadership after they
joined. An article in the October 18 issue of the Howard Journal an-
nounced the election of officers that took place at the October 11 meet-
ing: Myra Hemmings, president; Ethel Black, vice-president; Edith
Young, secretary; Jessie Dent, corresponding secretary; Winona Alexan-
der, custodian; Frederica Dodd, sergeant at arms; and Pauline Minor,
treasurer.

There are differing accounts of the exact sequence of events that took
place within the organization in 1912; common to all, however, is that
that year marked a growing dissatisfaction among the group. All of the
officers, or course, were undergraduates, yet, by 1912, a great many of
the AKAs had graduated and left school to begin their careers and/or
family lives. For them, the vibrant issues of the times, or “the new
Howard” would not have the same currency that it would with the
undergrads. If still associated with Howard at all, many of the older
students were dividing their time between student teaching in the city
and the campus, observed Delta historian Mary Elizabeth Vroman.
Another issue, indicated by Naomi Richardson, was the rivalry between
the students of the Teachers College and those in the Liberal Arts School.
In its earlier years, the AKAs were almost entirely made up of the latter.
Many of the new officers and younger members of the sorority, however,
including Minor, Young, Dent, Middleton, Shippen, Campbell, and
Richardson were enrolled in the Teachers College. Richardson recalled
the members of the two different schools voting against each other on
various issues in a partisan way.

There were other dissatisfactions on the part of the younger group.
In this time when the power of nationwide movements were being felt,
there was a desire to form a link with other like-minded students across
the country. Yet, according to Delta historian Edna Morris, the sorority
“had no legal entity, was unincorporated, and had neither a charter nor
the power to form other chapters.”3 In fact, there was no means to even
maintain ties between graduates and undergraduates. Then there was
concern that the name, Alpha Kappa Alpha, seemed to be more of a
derivation of Alpha Phi Alpha than having any particular meaning of
its own. Students like Edna Coleman thought the Greek titles for the
AKA officers, such as Basileus, Anti-Basileus, Grammateus, Epistoleus,
and Tamiouchos, unnecessarily pompous.

The restlessness of the younger women might also have been partially
stimulated by their association with fraternity men, especially those of
the newest fraternity to be established on Howard’s campus,
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Omega Psi Phi, which emerged in 1911. Among its founding members
were three men who were so close they were called the Three Musket-
eers: Frank Coleman, who would have an outstanding career as a
physics professor; Oscar Cooper, who would enter Howard’s medical
school after graduation and was a lab assistant to Ernest Just—also in-
strumental in Omega’s founding—and Edgar Love, who would enter
the School of Theology after graduation. All three were members of the
class of 1913. The young men had had a less than easy time establishing
their fraternity on campus. Then-President Thirkield had grudgingly
allowed them to organize, but with the provision that they not attempt
to form chapters on other campuses. According to Herman Dreer, the
Omega historian, the men would not acquiesce to this demand, and fi-
nally won out.

Two of the fraternity founders were particularly close to several of
the circle of twenty-two. Edith Young dated Edgar Love, who was
deemed trustworthy enough for Myra Hemmings to confide to him
their group’s dissatisfaction and eventually their reorganization plans.
Frank Coleman became engaged to Edna Brown around this time, and
would marry her after their graduation. It is not unlikely that the men
shared their own ordeal with the university’s administration—and their
insistence that the organization become a national one. This also may
shed light on Jimmie Middleton’s recollection of the close association
that she and her close friends and college roommates, Osceola Adams
and Marguerite Alexander—a Chicagoan who would subsequently
cofound a chapter with Adams in that city—had with male friends who
challenged them to form an organization similar to the fraternity that
they had established.4

In any case the younger women had a desire to establish a national
organization, enlarge the scope of activities of the sorority, change its
name and symbols, and be more politically oriented. “A group of us
felt that it was time for another sorority,” recalled Naomi Richardson.
“We had broader views. We wanted to reach out in the community.
We wanted to be more than just a social group. We wanted to do more,
when we graduated, for the community in which we were going.”5

Observed Bertha Campbell, “We wanted to change some ideas, we
were more oriented to serve than to socialize.”6 Delta historian Edna
Morris wrote, “Having received inspiration from the nation-wide fem-
inist movement of 1912, the members of this group realized that they
must do something to meet the challenge of the changing times.”7 Jim-
mie Middleton likened the decade of 1910–1919 to that of the sixties in
terms of its spontaneity
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of action and the fight against indignities—for women in the former
decade, and race in the latter.8

However, the number of these ideas that reached clear fruition in
1912 is not known. Of greater certainty is that the dissatisfaction and
concerns of the younger AKAs were first seen in their desire to change
the name of the sorority. It was Madree White, characterized by Bertha
Campbell as “the inspiration to the whole Delta movement,” who first
went to AKA president Myra Hemmings to discuss the change of name,
motto, colors, and symbols of the sorority. It was White’s idea to make
the violet the official flower: It connoted modesty, and even more
poignantly, she thought, the violet, like Africans, had gone to the four
corners of the earth. The purple and gold varieties signified the special
bond that they had with the Omegas. The colors, crimson and cream,
were chosen to symbolize courage and purity, respectively.

Hemmings was receptive to the idea, and according to the recollec-
tions of Ethel Black, the AKAs, including a number who had graduated,
were contacted and asked if they would agree to the change.9 The re-
sponse from all contacted was that they would accept the changes.
President Hemmings appointed Madree White to chair a committee to
draft a constitution and set of bylaws, and to select the Greek-letter
symbols and formulate an initiation ritual. For the name and symbols,
members of the committee consulted a professor of Greek, Edward P.
Davis. They arrived at the name Delta Sigma Theta, which denoted a
phrase that had a particular meaning to its members.

In the fall of 1912, a sorority meeting was called whose agenda would
be the proposed reorganization. Present were the undergraduates, and
one member who had graduated that June, magna cum laude, and who
had been president of the sorority in 1911. Nellie Quander was her
name and she has been described as small-built, dynamic, firm, resource-
ful, and scholarly by Marjorie Parker, AKA historian. Bertha Campbell
remembered her as a “go-getter,” and Jimmie Middleton characterized
her as a “chronic dissenter.”10 Quander, a native Washingtonian who
was teaching in the city belonged to a family that was very close to the
Browns; they were among the most active in the Reverend Sterling
Brown’s church. As Parker wrote, when the unknowing Quander heard
of the proposed agenda and changes, she “was surprised, indeed her
word was ‘horrified,’”11 at the undergraduates’ plans. Unwittingly, the
undergraduates may have added insult to injury by offering the
graduates honorary membership in the new organization. Quander is
said to
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have stormed out of the meeting and immediately contacted as many
of the graduate members as she could to fight the planned reorganiza-
tion. According to Ethel Black, she went even further. Quander was
able to persuade the undergraduates to table their approval of the
changes, then gave them a deadline to drop “Delta Sigma Theta” and
return to the fold.

None of the twenty-two undergraduates acquiesced, however, and
the deadline passed. This caused not a little trepidation in the group.
Now they were no longer AKAs and had yet to get the approval of the
board of trustees to become Deltas. “We did a little campaigning among
the board members, who were on campus for one of their scheduled
meetings,” said Black. One with whom they talked was George C. Cook,
“who was Howard University itself; and I believe…Dean [Lewis B.]
Moore, and anyone else in the area to work for the approval of the name
Delta Sigma Theta. You can imagine our anxiety,” she continued.
“Happily they agreed to the setting up of a second sorority on campus.
With the change of the name, new ideas and objectives were brought
into the organization,” Black concluded.12 A spate of organizing meet-
ings ensued, many of them at the house of Edna Coleman, who lived
at Sixth and Fairmont Street, N.W., considered the campus in those
days. As her younger sister, Elsie Brown Smith, (a founding member
of Beta Sigma, now the Washington Alumnae Chapter) remembered,
“Delta was born in our living room.”13

There is some debate as to how to characterize the split between the
two organizations. Parker describes the undergraduates who sought
changes as “dissenters.” Florence Toms concludes that the “Delta girls
did not necessarily secede from AKA but effected the dissolution of the
former organization when twenty-two undergraduates, the entire active
membership, constituting a sovereign body voted unanimously to reor-
ganize.”14 Helen G. Edmonds, a historian who wrote an unpublished
history of Delta, observed that “since the lone dissenter was a school-
teacher and theirs was an undergraduate organization dedicated to
fostering scholarship on the college campus and cementing closer bonds
among undergraduate students of like cultural and social tastes, they
agreed that AKA should cease to exist.” It was Miss Quander, Edmonds
concludes, who “seceded from the group”15 (emphasis in original).

Of more immediate concern to the undergraduates was to establish
their new organization not only as an official one on the campus but as
a legal, incorporated body. Those who remained in AKA had the same
idea, and the rush to become the first to incorporate was
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the beginning of many competitive activities between the two groups.
As Morris describes the sequence of events, “Each sorority knowing
the intentions of the other to apply for a charter and file articles of in-
corporation, lost no time in performing whatever duties were necessary
preliminary to filing for application.”16 The Deltas completed the re-
quirements first, becoming as Johnson concludes, “the first sorority
composed of undergraduate Negro women to apply to the trustees of
any university for the right to become an incorporated body.”17 Her
careful wording was due to the fact that although the Deltas seemed
the first to apply for a charter, and received it on January 13, 1913, they
were not the first to receive it. Though the undergraduates had submit-
ted the application before the Christmas holidays, in December of 1912,
the trustees didn’t consider it until January 1913, when school reopened.
According to Jimmie Middleton’s recollections, when the charter applic-
ation went through the university secretary’s office, it was held up for
a day, so that the AKA application would clear first—thus giving them
the distinction of being the first sorority to be chartered (by about twenty
minutes). Whether the delay was an intentional one is a matter of
speculation, of course. But it is interesting to note that the university
secretary and business manager was George W. Cook. And Cook, some
years before, had had a close professional relationship with Lucy
Slowe—the first president of AKA, who was his assistant, correcting
papers for his English course and chaperoning undergraduate women
students.18

In any case, it was at the midterm meeting of the trustees of Howard
University when the application of Delta Sigma Theta sorority was
considered and approved by the university. “On the Motion of Dr.
Richards, seconded by Dr. Waring,” reads the board of trustees’ minutes
of February 6, 1913, “permission was granted the Alpha Kappa Alpha
Sorority and the Delta Sigma Theta Sorority to incorporate with the
understanding that they omit the provision that they be permitted to
organize chapters in other institutions.” How they got around the lim-
itation of organizing additional chapters is not entirely clear, although
succeeding chapters were required to attain their own charters from
the respective states in which they were established. The certificate of
incorporation was issued on February 18, 1913, and noted that “the
particular purpose and object of [Delta Sigma Theta] shall be to establish
and maintain a high standard of morality and scholarship among wo-
men generally and especially among the women of the School of Liberal
Arts of Howard University.” By previous agreement, the officers of
Delta would be the
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same as those elected in 1912 as AKAs, with the addition of Zephyr
Carter in the office of reporter.

With its official founding date of January 13, 1913, a new Black wo-
men’s organization was born. It had begun with a simple idea of chan-
ging a name and grew to one of looking toward a new direction and
meaning of fraternal life. In the beginning its aims and objectives, as
Osceola Adams later recalled, was outlined only in the broadest terms.
They knew that they wanted to have “a more forceful influence in the
lives of women students than any previous organization,” Bertha
Campbell noted.19 They knew that they wanted to work “toward devel-
oping the sorority as “not only a social group but a working group,”
said Naomi Richardson, “and as each went off into her own community,
she was to work as much as possible in that community to help and to
organize.”20 Although there was regret that there “were some very
good members who didn’t feel they wanted to leave AKA,” said
Richardson, the twenty-two had more in common, and potential conflict
among the group was greatly diminished. “There were, of course, many
differences of opinion, and conflicting notions as to how things should
be done,” observed Adams, “but regarding matters of principle and
ideals, there was a rare degree of unanimity.”21 That they had also come
together under somewhat trying experiences also gave them a greater
sense of camaraderie. As Florence Toms opined, “The new sorors ban-
ded themselves more closely together with the determination to succeed
and exemplified a better esprit de corps, unhampered by the influence
of teachers and housewives who belonged to the former organization
but had little in common with the goals and aims of college students.”22

Of course, it wasn’t long before the inevitable rivalry between the
two groups surfaced. In a February 1913 issue of the Howard University
Journal, two articles were published denoting the claims of each group.
Under the heading ALPHA KAPPA ALPHA, an article about the organiza-
tion squarely confronted the charges of being merely a social sorority
with little continuity between its graduate and undergraduate members.
The article also sought to make it clear which of the two groups had
historical precedent. “The Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority of Howard
University has the distinction of being the first and the only chartered
sorority existing in a university which we can claim as being distinctly
our own,” it said pointedly. It “intends to prove that a college sorority
need not be a factor merely in the social life of the student, but it shall
lay its emphasis upon the promotion of the intellectual standards and
the mutual uplift of its members. In
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this regard the graduate members have accepted a brief management
of the sorority, and they shall always stand ready to help their soror-
ity…. Undoubtedly, the Sorority is the strongest tie binding the women
graduates to their beloved Alma Mater.”23 At the end of the article was
a list of officers, or boule, in their Greek nomenclature, naming Nellie
Quander as Basileus, along with three other AKA founders who had
graduated and were teaching in Washington or Baltimore.

The members of Delta Sigma Theta countered with a more pithy
article of their own. Under the headline, A SORORITY ORGANIZED, it
stated: “Realizing that there was no true sorority in Howard University,
and desiring to form one which would measure favorably with any
secret organization, anywhere, the active members of an existing club
by unanimous consent reorganized into a chartered organization to be
known as the Alpha Chapter of the Delta Sigma Theta sorority of
Howard University.”24 This too was followed by the names of the of-
ficers.

Competition would manifest itself in other ways. It was said that
special kudos awaited the member of one sorority who managed to at-
tract the boyfriend of a student belonging to another. However, the
center ring was reserved for a “safer” pursuit: scholarship. For the two
organizations, scholarship was also a quantifiable means of their com-
petitiveness. In these years, the arena of rivalry was that of the grade
point average, though other qualities of “finer womanhood” were also
important. So it was for many reasons that the AKAs instituted at
Howard the Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority Prize “to be awarded to the
young woman maintaining the highest scholastic average graduating
with an A.B. or B.S. degree, after having successfully completed a four-
year course at Howard University and who must at least have main-
tained cum laude grade.”25 The winner would receive a ten-dollar gold
piece, not an inconsiderable sum for a student in 1913. If the award
motivated women generally, its meaning would be a special one to the
Deltas. Helen Edmonds wrote that “Delta women of the period declared
that they studied night and day to maintain superiority in numbers on
the university’s honor roll; and when they could not manage that they
settled for nothing less than parity.”26 Jimmie Middleton added that
their “conscientious efforts” were not limited to the honor roll. The
AKA prize was, as one can imagine, a real plum for the Deltas.

On both counts the Deltas seemed successful. In the very year follow-
ing the establishment of the AKA prize in 1913, Eva B. Dykes won it.
And at least for the next few years, the new sorority would
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outscore the old when it came to grades. This was verified by Numa P.
G. Adams, a member of Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity and a chemistry
professor who subsequently became the first Black dean of the Howard
Medical School (and husband of Osceola Macarthy). In a campaign to
prove that members of Greek-letter groups benefited from their associ-
ations, he kept a comparative record of their averages and published
them in the Journal. The conclusions showed that peer pressure resulted
in higher grades among the fraternity and sorority members. When
taken group by group, the sororities outscored the fraternities, and in
the 1914–1915 school year, the Deltas had the highest average of any of
the Greek-letter organizations.* In addition, there was a significantly
higher percentage of Deltas on the university’s honor roll, which re-
quired an average of 80 percent or above.† Also in 1915, of the thirty-
one active members of the sorority, twenty-one were on the honor roll.
And as Mary Elizabeth Vroman found, the Deltas outscored the other
groups for both semesters in 1916 as well.27

THE SUFFRAGE MARCH

Grade-point averages were not the only
thing on the young women’s minds, however. They always had been
anxious to become involved with the greater issues of their times, and
the opportunity presented itself in 1913. There was much excitement
in the Washington, D.C., air during the early months of that year. The
quest for woman suffrage was reaching a new pitch as states, individu-
ally, began to give women the vote. In those days, enfranchisement of
women was the dominant issue among proponents of women’s rights.
It was believed that the ability to vote for elected officials was the key
to assuaging every aspect of women’s inequality. For Black women as
a group, the issue was even more compelling. “If White women needed
the vote to acquire advantages and protection of their rights,” noted
Adella Hunt Logan, the leading suffragist of the Tuskegee Woman’s
Club, “then Black women

* The average for Delta Sigma Theta was 76.82 in the first semester and 79.90 in the
second. For AKA the figures were 75.98 and 77.84, respectively.
† In the first semester, 56.52 percent of the Deltas were on the honor roll; in the second
semester, the percentage was 64.52. For Alpha Kappa Alpha, the percentages were 34.78
and 50.00).
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needed the vote even more so.”28 As women were more vulnerable to
sexual exploitation and stereotypes of immorality, the vote was seen
as a means of protection. Black women needed the ballot “to reckon
with men who place not value upon her virtue, and to mold healthy
sentiment in favor of her own protection,” opined Nannie Helen Bur-
roughs, founder of the National Training School for Girls and secretary
of the Women’s Auxiliary of the important National Colored Baptist
Convention.29 Enfranchisement would also be a boon to education, as
a result of greater influence with legislators and school boards; and it
would help them in the work force—an important consideration because
the vast majority of Black women of every economic class had to work.
Finally, the issue was an especially compelling one because in the years
after Reconstruction, Black men in the South, who had been enfranchised
in 1870, were no longer a political force. Through violence, “legal,” and
extralegal means, they were systematically disenfranchised. Granting
of the vote to women, especially in the South where in some states they
would be the largest class of voters, would mean race empowerment
and in the opinion of such southern senators as Ben “Pitchfork” Tillman
of South Carolina, the end of White supremacy. “Votes for women,”
observed W.E.B. Du Bois, “means votes for Black women.”30

Nevertheless, as the Deltas undoubtedly knew, Black women suffra-
gists had few allies. Many Black men were fearful of the social implica-
tions of empowering women. The predominantly White suffragist or-
ganizations such as the Congressional Union and National American
Women’s Suffrage Association (NAWSA)—the most prominent among
them—were reluctant to advocate suffrage for Black women because
of the White supremacists within their ranks; or, in view of the power
of racist congressmen, because of political expediency. Consequently,
they were reluctant to include Black women’s concerns on their organ-
izational agendas—or in their public demonstrations.

This was evident before the parade started. NAWSA and the Congres-
sional Union told Ida B. Wells that she and her Alpha Suffrage Club,
the first Black suffrage club in the state of Illinois, would not be able to
march with the Whites from the state in the prescribed alphabetical
order; they would have to march at the rear of the line. Whether the
venerable activist would acquiesce to such an insult remained to be
seen.

The young Deltas must have been aware of some of these tensions,
if only through their association with Mary Church Terrell,
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who would become one of their first honorary members and author the
official Delta Oath. She and her husband, Robert Terrell—a municipal
judge and professor at the Howard University School of Law during
this period—were, in the words of Rayford Logan, “among the most
noted Negro leaders of social, cultural and intellectual life in Washing-
ton.”31 What precise role Mary Terrell played in the Deltas’ initial de-
cision to participate in the suffrage march is unknown. Jimmie
Middleton, however, recalled that she urged their participation.32 It
was a weighty decision on the part of the young sorors. There were
rumors that the demonstration would be met by derision and maybe
even violence on the part of the onlookers. And as Black women they
knew that they could be even more of a target. “Don’t be demonstrating,
they won’t let you because you’re colored,” Bertha Campbell re-
membered hearing. “If they [White women] get the vote, we will too,
someday.”33

There was also concern about the attitude of a strict Howard admin-
istration. Would they allow the young women off campus to take part
in a potentially dangerous exercise? Could such a demonstration, which
challenged a newly elected President, affect Howard’s dispensations
from the government? And what about the attitudes of the professors?
It may have been known that for all of his other progressive ideas, Dean
Kelly Miller was unsympathetic to woman suffrage. He believed that
“there may be some argument for suffrage for unfortunate females,
such as widows and hopeless spinsters, but such status is not contem-
plated as a normal social relation.”34

Despite all of these drawbacks, the young students, much to their
credit, decided to forge ahead. Advocating suffrage for women was “a
part of our program and this was our first opportunity to put our pro-
gram into action,” noted Florence Toms.35 Indeed, the parade scheduled
for March 3 would take place less than two months after Delta’s
founding date. According to Naomi Richardson, it was Osceola Adams
who first began rallying her new sorors to take part in the demonstra-
tion. Adams of course had not only a keen political sense but a penchant
for high drama. Surprising to many, the administration gave its
okay—perhaps owing to the influence of the Terrells. But there was
another—and ironic—problem to solve: A male chaperon would have
to be found to accompany them off the campus. After some searching,
a professor by the name of T. Montgomery Gregory expressed his
willingness to help them out. Gregory had come to Howard in 1910
and was, for many years, the director and “inspiration” for Howard’s
Dramatic Club—a favorite of many of the Deltas. He also had a close
relationship with Edna Coleman’s
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family, and was a frequent visitor to their home. Her sister remembers
that he had a special foundness for Mrs. Brown’s apple pie. And so, the
founders of Delta Sigma Theta were ready to engage in their first public
act as a group and one that would leave an indelible mark on their
memories.

There was tremendous excitement among them. Florence Toms con-
fided that she was told by her family, not to march, but was forced to
defy the order because she was drafted to hold the banner since she
was the tallest. She was anxious, if exhilarated by the experience. Naomi
Richardson said that she was too naïve to be frightened. “I just wanted
to march, be involved,” she said.36 When they reached Pennsylvania
Avenue, the path of the demonstration, and began marching, it must
have been an awesome sight for these young women. Thousands parti-
cipated (news estimates ranged from 5,000 to 10,000), representing
states, countries, organizations, colleges. News reports described the
marchers: women from all walks of life, in every conceivable color and
fashion. Floats added to the pageantry, as the women and male sym-
pathizers walked to the Pan-American Union building while some
250,000 onlookers cheered them on. But there was also the negative
side to the experience. Bertha Campbell described how, when they
marched down the street, “the men threw things at us. They were saying
‘Go back to the kitchen.’ There was a lot of police and you didn’t dare
step onto the sidewalk.”37 Reporters on the scene described the full
extent of the behavior of the mob. The Baltimore Afro-American described

five thousand women, marching in the woman suffrage pageant today,
practically fought their way foot by foot up Pennsylvania Avenue through
a surging throng that completely defied Washington police, swamped the
marchers, and broke their procession into little companies. The women,
trudging stoutly along under great difficulties, were able to complete their
march only when troops of cavalry from Fort Myers were rushed into
Washington to take charge of Pennsylvania Avenue. No inauguration has
ever produced such scenes, which in many instances amounted to nothing
less than riots.38
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Another story noted:

The women had to fight their way from the start and took more than one
hour in making the first ten blocks. Many of the women were in tears under
the jibes and insults of those who lined the route. At Fourth Street progress
was impossible. The Commissioner called upon some members of a Massa-
chusetts National Guard regiment to help clear the way. Some laughed, and
one assured the Commissioner they had no orders to act as an escort. At
Fifth Street the crowd again pressed in and progress was impossible. The
Thirteenth Regiment, Pennsylvania National Guard, was appealed to and
agreed to do police duty…. Very effective assistance was rendered by the
students of the Maryland Agricultural College, in guarding the women
marchers. It was where Sixth Street crosses the avenue that police protection
gave way entirely and the two solid masses of spectators on either side came
so close together that three women could not march abreast. It was here that
the Maryland boys formed in a single file on each side of the “Pilgrims”
and became a protecting wall. In front a squad of the boys locked arms and
formed a crowd-breaking vanguard. Several of the “war correspondents”
were forced to use their fists in fighting back the crowd…. The parade itself,
in spite of the delays, was a great success. Passing through two walls of
antagonistic humanity, the marchers, for the most part, kept their tempers.
They suffered insult, and closed their ears to jibes and jeers.39

If the White suffragists had reason to be frightened by the scene,
Blacks had more to worry about, especially since they could depend
on little support from the organizers. But Black women handled them-
selves admirably. Some may have seen the indomitable Ida B. Wells
slip out from the crowd to join the Chicago contingent, and
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march in her rightful place. And so did the Deltas, emphasized Madree
White, “thus helping to break down the tradition of Negroes [taking]
their place at the tail end.”40

And although Toms reported that the Delta participants were indeed
criticized for their activities, none regretted what they had done. “Yes,
we marched and we did receive criticism, but we expected that,” she
observed. “Those were the days when women were seen and not heard.
However we marched that day in order that women might come into
their own, because we believed that women not only needed an educa-
tion, but they needed a broader horizon in which they may use that
education. And the right to vote would give them that privilege.” The
demonstration, she continued, “was not only city-wide, it was nation-
wide, it was international and it was the day we launched our pro-
gram.”41 It was a day, as Madree White would write, to “exult” over
the fact “that in those years Delta took a stand.”42 It was also a day in
which other leaders would praise their comrades-in-arms. “In spite of
the apparent reluctance of the local suffrage committee to encourage
the colored women to participate, and in spite of the conflicting rumors
that were circulated and which disheartened many of the colored wo-
men from taking part, they are to be congratulated that so many of them
had the courage of their convictions and that they made such an admir-
able showing on the first great national parade,” editorialized W.E.B.
Du Bois in The Crisis.43 The new sorors of Delta Sigma Theta were proud
that his words included them.
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CHAPTER 3

EXTENDING THE

VISION:

NATIONALIZING AN

IDEA

Eliza Shippen had graduated from
Howard in 1912, and thirteen more members of the original circle of
twenty-two were preparing to graduate the following spring. In May
of 1913, Myra Hemmings, who had the distinction of being the president
of both the AKA and Delta sororities, stepped down from office, and,
not surprisingly, Madree White was elected to take her place. It was
under the administration of White, who had been so important to the
founding of the new sorority, that the first initiation ceremony, con-
ceived by her committee just a few months before, took place.1

The torch was passed to fifteen students who were inducted into the
Delta membership: Alberta and Ceretta Desmukes, Grace Coleman,
Eva B. Dykes, Edith M. Chandler, Louise Denny, Beatrice Hardy, Jemima
Harris, Eulalia M. Lane, Ruby A. McComas, Clara M. Oliver, Meta A.
Redden, S. Edessa Toles, Ruth A. Tuell, and M. Frances Gunner. Most
were members of the classes of 1914 and 1915, and a number of them
seemed to possess the same zest for all aspects of university life as the
founders. Grace Coleman, sister of



Omega founder Frank Coleman, was elected Delta president in 1914,
as well as class secretary. Eva B. Dykes, the gifted student who had
won the AKA ten-dollar gold prize, had been her class secretary in 1910,
and was also a talented musician. She was the pianist for the Alpha Phi
Literary Society, and her musical abilities were also sought beyond the
campus. In January of 1914, she was the accompaniest for Jacob Jones,
who performed before the Bethel Literary and Historic Society.

The second group of initiates also possessed the characteristic fun-
loving, wholesome spirit of their predecessors, as seen in a NIKH de-
scription of Alberta Desmukes:

Alberta Desmukes, “Bert.” Born in Gonzales, Texas. This demure Miss has
pretty well succeeded in evading most of the male sex, and remains un-
conquered. Most of her time has been spent in applying herself to her studies
so that she may become an efficient teacher, but how long she will continue
in this mood cannot be told. The hubbub of student life has not greatly upset
Alberta and she has remained a serious earnest student, but, withall, filled
with a great sparkle of life. She is an active member of Delta Sigma Theta
Sorority and finds much pleasure in pursuing her duties in that organiza-
tion. Her address, which some will be delighted to learn, is 209 O St., N.W.
Washington, D.C.2

The “pleasure” of sorority activities was also enjoyed by the others,
as noted in the Howard Journal. Many, no doubt, attended the second
annual reception of Omega Psi Phi, in December of 1913, which was
“thronged with guests” who with “eager eyes” scrutinized their fratern-
ity house where it was held.3 In January of 1914, there were the social
activities that accompanied the sixth annual convention of Alpha Phi
Alpha, said to be “unquestionably the best in the history of the fratern-
ity.” And, of course, there was Delta’s own annual banquet, which in
November of 1913 was reported to be hosted by Vashti Murphy who,
“in her own inimitable way officiated as toastmistress scattering on all
sides laughter and good cheer.” The evening was described as “a renew-
al of the best womanhood and college ideals and aims. Miss Nannie
Burroughs and Mrs.
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Coralie Franklin Cook were among the honorary members present.
Among the graduate members were Misses Lee Shippen, Olive Jones
and Florence Letcher…. In all there were present about 45 members
who spent together a social evening full of pleasure and profit.”4

But, social activities were not enough to satisfy the young women in
the year that they had already participated in the suffrage parade. In
December of 1913, they were the only Howard student group to send
a delegate to the Intercollegiate Socialist Society conference, held from
December 29 through 31 in New York City. Reporting on the event, the
Howard Journal observed that the society was founded in 1905 “to pro-
mote an intelligent interest in socialism among college men and wo-
men.” Some sixty-five colleges were members of the organization, in-
cluding Yale, Harvard, Radcliffe, Simmons, and Columbia. The Delta
delegate—and the only Black student present—was M. Frances Gunner,
one of the newly initiated members who was vice-president of her class,
an associate member of the Journal, vice-president of the Howard
NAACP chapter, and a future chapter president of the sorority. At the
meeting, Gunner heard speakers such as suffragist Harriot Stanton
Blatch, daughter of suffragist Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who spoke on
“Suffrage and Socialism”; and the NAACP founders William English
Walling and W.E.B. Du Bois. The latter’s discussion of the economic
“history of the race since the war” was met by “thunderous applause,”5

the Journal noted, bringing about a heated debate over whether race
prejudice was primarily a function of economic problems or social
prejudice. Gunner’s opinion about the matter was specifically sought
out, and one can imagine both the trepidation and the exhilaration the
young women must have felt by being in the spotlight among such
prominent figures. Though which side she took was not recorded in
the article, the racial significance of the conference and of socialism, it-
self, was expressed. “As Socialism is one of the most discussed subjects
of the day and is a growing factor in the life of all civilized nations, it
behooves the broadminded student to devote some time to an impartial
study of its principles and work,” wrote the author of the article, which
though not named was probably Gunner herself. “Particularly should
the young colored student be interested in it because of its fair and open
attitude toward racial issues,” the article concluded.6

The Deltas’ interest in the political issues of the day was also
reflected in the induction of their first honorary
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members—nonstudents who were invited into the organization because
of their outstanding achievements. Mary Terrell was invited as an
honorary member as was Coralie F. Cook. Both women were active in
the Washington Colored Women’s League, established in 1892, and the
first Black women’s organization established that would become a part
of the national Black women’s club movement manifested as the Na-
tional Association of Colored Women’s Clubs, founded in 1896. In that
year Terrell was named as the first president of the organization that
predated both the NAACP and the National Urban League and was a
potent force in the development of social institutions in the Black com-
munity and in the woman suffrage and other political movements.
Coralie Cook was also an ardent suffragist and like Terrell a member
of the National American Women Suffragist Association and a friend
and associate of Susan B. Anthony’s. The students had heard her address
them on several occasions about participation in the YWCA and other
groups. Other early honorary members included Nannie H. Burroughs,
founder of the National Training School for Girls in Washington, D.C.,
secretary of the powerful Women’s Auxiliary of the National Colored
Baptist Convention, and associate editor of the Christian Banner, a
Philadelphia newspaper.

In addition to women of such national reputation, Deltas also inducted
women who were important figures on college campuses. The very
first honorary member invited into the organization was Mrs. Gabrielle
Pelham who had been Howard’s director of music between 1905 and
1907 and was a graduate of Adrian College in Michigan. Her husband,
Robert Pelham, was a well-known newspaperman, who cofounded the
Detroit Plaindealer, and subsequently became publisher and editor of
the Washington Tribune. He was also the founder of the Capital News
Service, which furnished syndicated news items to over a hundred
weekly newspapers throughout the country. Both of Pelham’s daughters
would be active with the sorority; one of them, Dorothy, would serve
as national president from 1923 to 1926.

As in academic achievement, honorary members could also be a
source of competition between the two sororities. In 1913, AKA proudly
announced that their first honorary member was Jane Addams, the
well-known social reformer of Hull House in Chicago. Among the fac-
ulty members, Mrs. Kelly Miller, wife of the powerful Howard dean,
was also inducted.
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LIFE AFTER HOWARD

By the spring of 1914, all of the founders,
with the exception of Ethel Black (who because of illness would not
graduate until 1915) would leave the universe of the Howard campus
to pursue their professions and adult lives. They were not only among
the 68 graduates who would earn their bachelor’s degree from Howard,
which now had an enrollment of 314 students, including 55 women in
the Liberal Arts School; they were also a part of national history. The
year marked the “largest colored class in modern history,” The Crisis
boasted.7 In 1914, 291 degrees were conferred upon Afro-Americans
nationally according to Charles S. Johnson. The Crisis also noted the fact
that Eva B. Dykes led her class, graduating summa cum laude; as did
Pauline Minor in the Teachers College. Though Dykes was selected as
the “Most Versatile” in the year-end class vote, neither she nor Minor
would win the “Most Brilliant” title. That went to Grace Coleman, who
graduated magna cum laude and planned to do graduate work in the
classics. For her part, Dykes would continue her studies at Radcliffe,
where she became the first Black woman to complete her requirements
for a Ph.D. She actually received it soon after Sadie T. M. Alexander,
the first to actually earn the degree, was granted hers. Madree White
was named the “Most Popular” of the class and came in third for “Who
Has Done the Most for Howard.” They were a well-rounded group.

Ten of the original founders would also pursue graduate study at a
time when master’s degrees were still rare among Blacks. Through 1936,
a total of fifteen hundred had been granted to Afro-Americans.8 Only
Shippen would earn a Ph.D, which she received from the University of
Pennsylvania in 1944.

As would be expected, most of the founders taught after graduation
with the exception of Mamie Rose, who was a homemaker, and Mar-
guerite Alexander who became a French and Spanish correspondence
secretary for a Chicago business firm. In these years, even teaching
could be filled with hazards, and not a little drama, as Naomi
Richardson recalled.

Along with Wertie Weaver, Richardson had received a recommend-
ation, from Dean Lewis B. Moore, to be appointed to the East St. Louis
public school system after graduation. The schools were, of course, se-
gregated and Richardson remembers that the building to which she
was assigned wasn’t large enough for all of the children, so
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one-room schoolhouses were built in back of the main building to ac-
commodate them. She taught third, fourth, and fifth grade. The system
was set up so that there were supervisors for writing, music, and
reading. Evidently, the young graduate, possessing the self-confidence
that came from her experiences at Howard, didn’t show the kind of
anxiety that the others did when the supervisors came around to assess
her teaching. “I remember,” she said, “that one of the supervisors
wanted to know why I wasn’t afraid and nervous when she came by
to see me. So I answered that ‘Well, I’m doing the best that I can. So
why should I be afraid?’”9

More disconcerting was the situation she had to confront outside of
the classroom. Richardson had already witnessed Ku Klux Klan cross
burnings in Washingtonville, New York, and during these years East
St. Louis was the scene of bitter race riots. “I remember that as soon as
it became dark, we would put out all of the lights in the boarding house
where we lived, because we were afraid of the stone throwing through
our windows. I can remember how a dentist and a physician from St.
Louis would carry ammunition back and forth on a loaded hearse.
They’d go across and pick it up in St. Louis and bring it back to East St.
Louis. This went on for the two years that I was there,” she concluded,
“I never returned after the second year.”10

By that time she had heard of another teaching position in Princeton,
New Jersey. Sewell’s father was a Presbyterian minister and while at-
tending a meeting there he heard that the Princeton school system there
was looking for a sixth-grade teacher. Her father gave the appropriate
people her name, and Naomi promptly sent in an application. And
“fortunately,” she was accepted. It was there that she met Paul Robeson,
who was then attending Rutgers University, and who would visit her
and others who lived together in a boarding house. On the weekends,
they had sing-alongs, as she called them, and Robeson would join in.
Soon after that first school year was over, she met and married Clarence
Richardson, before coming to New York City where she was a substitute
teacher in the public schools. Both she and her husband, an Alpha,
hoped that neither’s funeral would clash with a fraternal function. As
Richardson said, one couldn’t be sure which event the other would at-
tend.

Like Richardson, all of the founders, with the exception of Olive Jones
and Eliza Shippen, married. Three wed Howard professors: Edna Brown,
Frank Coleman, Omega founder, who went on to become a physics
professor at Howard; Osceola Macarthy, Numa P. G.
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Adams, an Alpha who was a summa cum laude graduate of the univer-
sity in 1911, received his master’s in chemistry from Columbia Univer-
sity, and would return to teach at Howard, before becoming the first
Black dean of its medical school; and Vashti Turley, Carl Murphy, also
an Alpha who was a graduate of Howard and Harvard, instructor of
German at Howard, and later editor and publisher of his father’s paper,
The Baltimore Afro-American.

Most of the founders had children. Vashti Murphy seemed to have
the most (five, all daughters and all Deltas), and Jimmie Middleton’s
first of two daughters had the distinction of being the first born to a
founder. Catherine Brown Middleton was born in January of 1916, and
Middleton’s second, Amanda Belle, was born the following year.

Although many of the founders chose traditional paths taken by
educated Black women of the era, an amazing number also ventured
into less traditional areas—especially the arts. It was only in the late
nineteenth century that Black women began publishing books in any
numbers, becoming known as artists, or making national reputations
on the stage. From their undergraduate days, the circle of twenty-two
had shown a penchant for such activities—a quality that was character-
istic of their nonconformist sensibilities. And many of them pursued
their artistic expression in various ways.

Osceola Adams was the most outstanding in this regard. She had
dreamed of a career on the stage and relentlessly sought its fruition.
And relentless she would have to be. Upon graduation Adams, who
adopted the stage name Osceola Archer, found that she could not get
into the drama school of her choice. “I wanted to go to the American
Academy of Dramatic Arts,” she recalled, “but was refused because of
my race. Finally I was accepted by the American Repertory Theater.”11

Her skin color presented another obstacle: She was too fair to fit the
perceptions of directors for Black parts, so she often had to play non-
Black roles, such as Miss Prism, in Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being
Earnest. By the thirties, she did make her debut on the Broadway stage;
and also directed at such places as the American Negro Theater. It was
there that she was called to be the director of a play entitled Days of Our
Youth featuring two young men making their dramatic debuts: Harry
Belafonte and Sidney Poitier.

Even when she was forced to teach between jobs, she kept her focus
on drama—and breaking down racial barriers. Between 1939 and 1941
she taught dramatic arts at Bennett College in Greensboro, North Car-
olina, where in that short period she made a historical first
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for the school and Blacks. Bennett was invited to participate in the North
Carolina Drama Festival, an annual event sponsored by the association
of drama departments from colleges and high schools throughout the
state. Adams’s group were invited as guests, as there were no Black
affiliates in the association, and therefore they were not an official part
of the competition. But when the invitation came, she thought it an
“excellent opportunity to propagandize these young white people.”12

She selected Paul Peters’s Letter to the President, a drama about a Black
sharecropper whose frustration at being unable to support his family
by farming under that exploitive system violently retaliates against the
White farm owner. The title of the one-act play came from a scene in
which the young daughter of the sharecropper writes a letter to the
President begging him to somehow stop the lynch mob that has gathered
outside their cabin door. In the end, the mob succeeds in burning down
the cabin, consuming the entire family within its flames.

Although the Bennett group was technically ineligible to take part
in the competition, their performance was so moving that they received
the winner’s plaque—the first time a Black group had done so in the
twenty-five years of its history.

Adams wasn’t the only one to pursue the arts. Myra Hemmings, who
received her master’s in speech from Northwestern University, and
taught in San Antonio, was also very active in amateur theater. She was
a major figure in the San Antonio Negro Little Theater, where she dir-
ected many of its productions. Her husband, John “Pop” Hemmings
was a dramatist and its director. Ethel Watson, in addition to her
teaching career, noted that she was well remembered for her dramatic
performances in Ocala, Florida, where she once presented She Stoops to
Conquer, and in her home Parkersburg, West Virginia’s, Smoot Theater.
In the latter she presented two “all-colored revues—giving an excep-
tionally clever performance and displaying gorgeous costumes which
I designed and made of satins, tricotine spangles, and tarleton,” she
wrote in a bio sketch. “I have been the only colored who has ever given
a performance at Smoot Theater for Warner Brothers in Parkersburg,
West Virginia,” she noted.13

There were also wordsmiths in the group. To no one’s surprise
Madree White, who believed deeply in Kelly Miller’s conviction of the
power of the pen to fight injustice, became a journalist; she also wrote
poetry, and gathered a number of poems in a volume titled Reveries in
a Poetic Vein. Wertie Weaver published a novel, Valley of
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the Poor, about racism, poverty, and exploitation—“diseases” that science
attempts to overcome.

Others also honed their talents in the musical arena. After briefly
teaching in San Antonio, Zephyr Carter moved to California, and
worked as a security officer for the state’s Department of Employ-
ment—perhaps to help support her love for singing chorus background
music for films and television shows. Pauline Minor taught school in
Alabama, South Carolina, and Pennsylvania, and also embarked on a
career as a soprano soloist and hymn writer. She became a missionary
in the Apostolic Church of Philadelphia, and published a book, Soul
Echoes, which featured forty of her own compositions, including “My
Lord Is a Refuge” and “Get Off the Judgment Seat.” Minor also sang
selections from Handel, Black composer Harry Burleigh, and others in
recital.

EXTENDING THE VISION

Throughout their lives, many would contin-
ue their deep friendships—for “we were like a family,” as Richardson
observed—found chapters and participate in Delta activities, and watch
the organization grow to heights that even they had never dreamed.
Through it all they would have the satisfaction of knowing that they
had created a new women’s organization, one that responded to an age
to that “demanded wide-awake, constructive, concerted action for the
goals of Negro womanhood…and all womanhood,” as Vashti Murphy
observed.14 Such deep feelings in a period when national Black organ-
izations were emerging as effective weapons against racism, sexism,
and social isolation were certain to take root on other campuses. As
news of the establishment spread among the growing Black college
population, interest grew. Among the first to express their desire to join
this burgeoning national movement were coeds attending Wilberforce
University in Ohio. Wilberforce, named after an English abolitionist,
William Wilberforce, was established in 1855 by the Cincinnati Confer-
ence of the Methodist Episcopal Church. Its first students, according to
John Hope Franklin, were mainly the “mulatto children of Southern
planters.”15 It was closed briefly at the beginning of the Civil War, then
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reopened under the auspices of the African Methodist Episcopal Church.
(Its list of leading professors included Mary Church Terrell, who taught
there early in her professional career.) Mutual interest spurred corres-
pondence between Ruby Martin—a Wilberforce sophomore (who would
graduate magna cum laude) from Germantown, Ohio—and Madree
White as early as 1913. There were eight students on the Ohio campus
eager to join the sorority and the time to act on it came in 1914. Ruby
Martin and Howard’s Frances Gunner were both slated to be delegates
from their schools for a student conference in Atlanta, Georgia, that
year. Alpha Chapter authorized Gunner to conduct initiation rites for
Martin and to instruct her in the procedure for establishing Beta Chapter
when she returned to Ohio. This was done and in that year, Annie
Singleton, Margaret Glass, Bernice Sandler, Helen Ferguson, Beatrice
Mason, Freddie Billings, Nakomis Boyd, Marie Ody, Iolyn Springfield,
and Ruby Martin became the charter members of the second chapter
of Delta Sigma Theta to be organized, on February 5, 1914.16 Ever vigil-
ant of the potential influence of honorary members, the establishment
of Beta Chapter also gave Deltas the opportunity to induct prominent
women. They would include Sarah Scarborough, wife of Wilberforce
president Dr. William Scarborough, whose home was opened to the
members of the chapter and became unofficially known as the Delta
House; Josephine Washington, dean of women at the institution; and
an instructor, Julia Gee Hunnicut. The most prominent among them
however, Hallie Quinn Brown, a Wilberforce graduate in 1873, had re-
cently been elected to its board of trustees. She was a nationally known
educator, serving as dean of Allen University in Columbia, South Car-
olina, before teaching at Wilberforce; and a lecturer and elocutionist
who traveled widely. In the 1890s, Brown had toured England—where
she had been the guest of the princess of Wales—speaking and raising
funds for the Ohio university, as well as speaking on behalf of the Inter-
national Women’s Conference and the World’s Women’s Christian
Temperance Union. One of the forces in the national Black women’s
club movement, Brown was president of the Ohio State Federation of
Women’s Clubs, and also vice-president of the Ohio Council of Repub-
lican Women.

Both the establishment of the undergraduate chapter and the addition
of these honorary members were historic events in themselves. But how
Beta came about has deep implications, as Helen Edmonds points out.
In order that the Wilberforce chapter be established, Alpha Chapter
relinquished some of its sovereign power, and delegated authority.
This tradition would be an important one, distinguishing

68 / In Search of Sisterhood



the sorority from those organizations and institutions that were more
autocratic—including the universities that most had attended. Also
Beta Chapter was given an equality in the sisterhood without “a trial
or probationary period,” and so looked upon it as a peer. The common-
ality of interests was greater than the need for supremacy of the
founding chapter, situated at “the Capstone of Negro Education,” as
Howard was known in fashionable, cosmopolitan Washington, D.C.

Beta Chapter, in turn, took its responsibilities very seriously. In fact,
it went beyond the rules of Alpha Chapter to make sure that it lived up
to the sorority’s standards. Like Alpha, it expected the highest scholar-
ship but went a little beyond with its unwritten law that under no cir-
cumstances were Wilberforce Deltas to “flunk” examinations. Like Al-
pha, it was as eager to “monopolize the best offices in the student or-
ganizations.”17 And not only did Beta Chapter follow the founding
chapter’s lead in selecting quality members, it even had the faculty
participate in the selection. Names of future Deltas were submitted to
the entire faculty for approval before they were selected to be a part of
the sorority.

The entrance of America into World War I in 1917 had a disrupting
effect on college campuses and the growth of Delta, but by 1918 a new
chapter was founded at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia.
The specific motive for focusing on the Ivy League school is not clear.
In fact, there is some evidence that not all Deltas were so eager to bring
in the group; a feeling that seemed due to the reputation of the highly
social Philadelphia women. It was Gabrielle Pelham, according to Ed-
monds, who convinced Alpha Chapter not to look negatively at the
Philadelphia coeds, led by an outstanding student who had come there
in 1915: Sadie (Tanner Mossell) Alexander. Alexander came from an
extraordinary Philadelphia family on both the Mossell and Tanner sides:
She was the niece of the famous artist Henry O. Tanner; her father was
the first Black to graduate from the University of Pennsylvania Law
School; and the seemingly ubiquitous Lewis B. Moore of Howard was
married to her aunt. A friend and future national president of Delta
who also attended the university, Anna (Johnson) Julian, described
Alexander as a serious student and “nothing of a social butterfly.
Around Philadelphia at that time was a group of women whose sole
aspiration seemed to be in the public limelight, to be seen at this party
or that party. This was not Sadie’s thing.”18

Members of the Alpha Chapter had written
to Alexander as early as 1913, to help them establish a Delta chapter
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at the Ivy League school. However, the minimum requirement of five
eligible members delayed things. “There were only two Black women
students on the campus, and the other one beside myself had gone to
normal school so that she was a junior and she would be graduating in
another year,” recalled the Philadelphian. Not until 1918 could U of P
meet the minimum. The four young women in addition to Alexander
were: Julia Polk, Esther (Butler) King, Pauline Young, and Virginia Al-
exander. And all were exceptional. “There wasn’t one who didn’t have
a ‘B’ average,” Sadie T. M. Alexander recalled, “and three had ‘A’ aver-
ages.” Virginia Alexander would soon be Sadie T. M. Alexander’s sister-
in-law, and subsequently one of the few Black women physicians in
the country. Described as a “progressive Black medical doctor,” she
also became the friend and physician of Alice Dunbar-Nelson, a writer
who was married to the famous poet Paul Laurence Dunbar between
1898 and 1902 and became an honorary member of the sorority. Mrs.
Alexander described Virginia as the prettiest of the Philadelphia group,
with beautiful eyes and long, long, sweeping eyelashes. “Virginia,” she
used to tell her, “if I just had your eyelashes, I would have every boy
in this campus after me.”19

Pauline Young was the niece of Alice Dunbar-Nelson and lived with
her after the latter’s divorce and remarriage. Alexander remembers her
working as a theater usher in Wilmington, Delaware. With books in
tow, she would have to rush to the train after classes were over and
study while the play was being performed. Julia Polk was from Camden,
New Jersey, and was described by Alexander as dark brown with
beautiful white teeth. Esther King was from Washington, D.C., and was
one of the few Black students whose parents could afford for her to live
on campus. Even those who, like Alexander, came from prominent
families enjoyed few such luxuries—especially in this period of postwar
inflation when the standard of living increased 50 percent between 1915
and 1918. “Virginia had a full scholarship, I didn’t have anything at
all,” observed Alexander, “but my people were able to pay the tuition.
I got one dollar a week and I had to buy my paper out of that—and my
carfare was 10¢ a day. So you know how much I had left.” In order to
save some money, the students would often walk across the bridge,
cutting three cents from the transportation fares. That was not an incon-
siderable amount of money in those days. The savings, said Alexander,
were enough to buy her future husband, Raymond Pace Alexander,
(who became an outstanding judge) a briefcase when he went to Har-
vard Law School. As far as clothes were concerned, “I
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never had a dress that my mother didn’t make,” Alexander concluded.20

Alpha Chapter’s Lillian Skinner was sent to the Pennsylvania campus
to organize the Gamma Chapter, which held its meetings at Sadie T.
M. Alexander’s house at 2908 Diamond Street—the former home of
Henry O. Tanner and which would become an official historical land-
mark. The sorors would also sponsor outstanding programs in the
university’s Houston Hall. The Gamma sorors would go out on Sundays
and strategically cover as many churches as they could to publicize
them. “We brought Dr. Du Bois there to speak and Carter Woodson to
speak. We had Marian Anderson when she was just beginning to sing
in Philadelphia,” Alexander recalled,21 and others included the eminent
lawyer, Charles Hamilton Houston. These were heady days, observed
Anna Julian, a later U of P student who would become national presid-
ent. The young students admired such people, especially Du Bois, from
afar, but “we never expected to lay eyes on them,” she said. In addition,
they inducted Alice Dunbar-Nelson as an honorary member.

Alice Ruth Moore Dunbar-Nelson (1875–1935) was at the time an
organizer for the Middle Atlantic states in the woman suffrage cam-
paign, subsequently becoming the first woman to serve on the State
Republican Committee of Delaware. Born in New Orleans, she was
well known in Black and Creole musical and literary circles, and had
matriculated at Cornell, Columbia, and the University of Pennsylvania.
The editor of her diary, Gloria T. Hull, describes her as tall, attractive,
with auburn hair and an imposing appearance. She was elegant and
fashionable in dress. Beyond being known in political and social circles,
Dunbar-Nelson was a well regarded author of poetry and short stories,
and published volumes including Violets and Other Tales and The Good-
ness of St. Roque. Considered the family genius, she was beautiful, talen-
ted, and temperamental, said Hull. In addition Dunbar-Nelson taught
at Delaware State and Howard High School in Delaware, and with her
second husband, Robert J. Nelson, coedited the Wilmington Advocate
from 1920 to 1922. As early as 1916, she was given a tea by Alpha
Chapter at Howard, which took place in Miner Hall. Tables were ar-
ranged in the triangular form of the letter delta. There were palms,
flowers, and Delta pennants decorating the room. Twenty-nine mem-
bers, including Eliza Shippen, Bertha Campbell, Edna Coleman, Gabri-
elle Pelham, Nannie Burroughs, and Mary Terrell were in attendance
to hear the honoree give a talk on the suffrage movement.

The three chapters stayed in close communication, corresponding
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at least once every three months as an article in the constitution stipu-
lated, and worked “enthusiastically together” as Edna Morris reported.
By the fall of 1918, a fourth chapter was in the making when coeds at
the University of Iowa in Iowa City communicated to sorors at Wilber-
force that they were interested in joining the sorority. Prospective can-
didates, Helen (Dameron) Beshears, Mamie (Diggs) Robertson, Harriette
(Alexander) Vines, Ola (Calhoun) Morehead, Helen (Lucas) Banks, Vi-
oletta (London) Fields, Elizabeth (Gross) Green, and Adah (Hyde)
Johnson, were all duly considered, investigated, and approved to be-
come members. Of the group, Adah Johnson stood out, becoming one
of the first two Black women students to graduate from the school. Her
father, Robert Hyde, a former slave in Virginia, and illiterate, was
credited with inventing one of the first electric carpet sweepers sold in
this country, and patented a soap and cleaning formula that was sold
nationwide for many years. He also ran a real estate and employment
business. His ambition also extended to his children and he was determ-
ined that they get a college education. It was that dream, Johnson has
said, that spurred her on to finish work on her bachelor’s degree at
Iowa University. “In my time, most young people quit school around
the eighth grade,” she said. “The few girls who graduated from high
school went right off and got married….” But like so many of her peers
in the sorority, she was more interested in being a teacher than in mar-
riage, keeping house, or raising children. “People really thought I was
strange when I didn’t marry until I was thirty-two.”22

Beta’s Edwinna (Woodyard) Primas was dispatched to help organize
Delta Chapter, and its establishment on April 4, 1919, also added a
particularly prominent honorary member: Gertrude (Durden) Rush,
the first and then only Black woman lawyer in the state of Iowa, the
first Black woman to be admitted to the National Bar Association, and
a member of the Iowa Association of the National Association of Colored
Women’s Clubs.

Primas, and Beta Chapter, situated in the Midwest, where a large
number of accredited schools accepted Blacks, would also be instrument-
al in the creation of another chapter seven months later. There was great
interest in the sorority by young women at Ohio State University, and
Primas, along with other Beta members, including Jennie (Mustapha)
Tate, who was recently assigned as secretary of the YWCA in Columbus,
investigated the records and personalities of the students. All was found
satisfactory; approval was granted by Alpha, Beta, Gamma, and Delta
chapters; and Epsilon Chapter was born. The chapter, organized on
November 19, 1919, included Phila
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Ann (McGillery) White, Catherine (Thompson) Alexander, Bernice N.
Copeland, Fairy Shores Burrell, and Alberta Hanley.

The establishment of the five chapters revealed some important pat-
terns of the sorority. That the Wilberforce group initiated the chartering
of two other chapters further confirmed the sense of equality among
them. This idea was extended when Beta sought the approval of the
other chapters in organizing the Ohio State or Epsilon chapter. Although
Black campus sorors were active in recruiting new chapters, it is inter-
esting that there was very early a trend toward growth on predomin-
antly White campuses. It was mutually understood that if there was a
need for sororities at a place like Howard or Wilberforce, there was
even a greater one at non-Black schools, where coeds suffered from the
all too familiar refrain of discrimination because of their gender as well
as their color. Even at an institution like the University of Iowa—which
in 1847 became the first state college to admit women on equal terms
with men, the status of female students was tenuous. As late as 1891,
members of the faculty openly questioned whether “society would be
better served if the money spent for [women’s] collegiate education
were diverted to a school in cookery.” Also there were usually many
fewer women than men on coeducational campuses, making Black
women a minority within a minority. As late as 1917–1918 at the Uni-
versity of Iowa, a Big Ten state school, there were 1,780 women com-
pared with 3,303 men.23

In the case of Black students, their needs were social, emotional,
political, and very practical. Of the latter, the need for living quarters
was paramount. For, what was taken for granted by White students
was a major issue for Black ones. Not only were they prohibited from
campus housing but their options were fewer. Black students in all too
many instances were forced to live in Black residential areas far from
the campus and which offered less than ideal conditions. Sometimes
the distance required hours of travel on trolley cars. Rents were often
higher in Black neighborhoods, reflecting the inflated prices of the
housing there. And too many found themselves in homes where there
was no running water, improper lighting for study, and poor ventilation.
And sharing quarters with non-students who did not require quiet
study could also be a problem. So for Black students, and particularly
for women, a sorority house served a much greater purpose than as a
center for socializing: It could have a great impact on one’s grades and
quality of the college experience.

The situation at Iowa was particularly galling. The women’s dorm
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was described as a fireproof building with its sleeping, dining, and re-
creation rooms, its parlors, kitchen, bakery and laundry providing a
“dream home” for girls long denied any such measure of luxury. The
only feature to be deplored was its limited availability; scarcely more
than 150 girls could be accommodated within its comfortable walls. If
it was “limited” for White coeds, it was entirely off limits to Black wo-
men, who were not allowed to live on campus.

However, by 1919, the cooperative and determined spirit of Black
women of two generations would ease the housing situation. It was in
that year that the Delta women received help from the Iowa State Fed-
eration of Women’s Clubs that was organized in 1902 and incorporated
in 1913. Through the leadership of Mrs. S. Joe Brown, a lawyer and one
of its members, a home that would serve as a dormitory was purchased
and maintained by the organization. She was aided by Mrs. Helen
Lemme, a Delta and university staff employee who would subsequently
have the distinction of having an Iowa City elementary school named
after her. The Browns seemed to have an intimate connection with the
state college and the civic life of the Iowa City community. S. Joe Brown
had graduated from its undergraduate school in 1898, later receiving
his LL.B. at the university in 1901 and the A.M. degree in 1902. After
leaving that campus, he became superintendent of public instruction
in Muchakinok, Iowa, and president of the Des Moines Interracial
Commission. Helen Lemme and her husband Allen had maintained a
private residence for Black students. In addition to the other services
for the students that she provided, it was the place where a Black barber
would come twice a week to cut the hair of the young men, as the local
barber shops refused to accommodate them.24

The sorority house was described by an observer in the 1940s as “neat
and attractive in appearance” and was located in a good residential
area. Its location seemed to be preferable to that of the Black fraternity
house that served the college (Kappa Alpha Psi had established a chapter
there in 1914, and Alpha Phi Alpha later established one in 1922) said
to be in “that part of the city which is a less desirable place to live.” As
late as the forties, however, most of the studying still had to be done in
the libraries. The main reason was that meals weren’t served in the
sorority house and the nearest café that served them was ten blocks
away, requiring much coming and going. But many of the problems
associated with housing were nevertheless solved by the purchase of
the sorority house. And it is interesting to note that some years later, a
charter member of Delta Chapter, Helen Beshears, became president
of the Iowa Federation
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of Colored Women’s Clubs, and a member of the board of trustees to
oversee the affairs of the home.

NATIONALIZING AN IDEA

By 1919, the Black fraternal movement was
making its mark on the college population, both on predominantly
White campuses and Black. The oldest of the Greek-letter groups, Alpha
Phi Alpha, had in that year nineteen chapters. And according to Numa
P. G. Adams, there were thirteen “distinct Negro fraternities in twenty-
two different institutions of higher learning, of which sixteen are white
and six are colored.”25 Total membership was 1,487. Among those
members, in both the fraternities and sororities, were the most promin-
ent leaders and scholars of the day. And at this point in the movement’s
development, one could see little but its positive qualities. As Adams
noted, the members of the groups had higher grade averages. Noting
that the Alphas were handling $2,500 to $3,000 annually, the groups
also made the students act responsibly.

Adams also saw advantage in growing numbers of students on
prestigious White campuses joining the organizations. It gave those on
the Black campuses the opportunity to compare curricula and so de-
mand that the Black schools “maintain a high and modern standard of
education”—a demand that underlined the student movements of the
twenties on Black campuses. The students on the interracial campuses
also had a particularly “strong bond of union,” he observed, because
they found themselves in such hostile environments. They thus brought
a new “spirit and purpose” to the interactions, “for they had problems.”
In turn the Black campus students got a better and firsthand understand-
ing of those problems in integrated settings.26

The youngest major group in this burgeoning movement, Delta Sigma
Theta, had come a long way in the six years of its existence. It had out-
standing students with a strong sense of purpose, outstanding honorary
members who were role models and offered guidance. The young or-
ganization had already set the tone for their equitable dealings with
each other, and could now point to such important accomplishments
as the sorority house in Iowa. Now the time had come for the next step
in their development: creating a national organization.

Paula Giddings / 75



“We were summoned to Washington, D.C., by Alpha Chapter,” re-
called Sadie Alexander, and she and Virginia Alexander prepared to
take the train from Philadelphia. Despite the excited anticipation of the
trip, and the meeting’s great import, the first thing that had to be
reckoned with was getting the funds to travel. “Of course, there was
no treasury in those days,” she said, “and when we were about to leave,
we counted our few pennies.”27 Train fare was five dollars. When the
two women counted their money, little would be left for meals. “We
ate a big breakfast,” said Alexander, “because we didn’t know what
we could get once we got there (in fact, we didn’t get much).”28 Never-
theless, the two women still couldn’t fend off their hunger pains en
route. They pooled their money to buy a pot of baked beans, which
then, on the Pennsylvania Railroad, cost fifty cents. “We got the pot of
baked beans and the brown bread.” What they didn’t know at the time
was they could have had more. “The waiter, whom we recognized as
a fellow who used to be in school with us, kept saying, ‘Don’t you want
milk? Don’t you want tea; don’t you want coffee?’ And we kept saying,
‘Oh no, this is all!’ When we asked him for the bill, he said, ‘Oh, there
wouldn’t be any bill for you girls.’ Oh, we could have kicked ourselves,
as hungry as we were,” she laughed.29

They arrived to find representatives from Alpha Chapter, who had
extended the invitation, led by Carrie (Sutton) Brooks, the chapter
president. Ohio State’s Epsilon Chapter soror was also there. The ex-
pense from Iowa was just too steep for the Delta representative, and a
sudden death in the family of the Wilberforce soror kept her from
coming. Nevertheless, the missing delegates contacted those in Wash-
ington to authorize the other delegates to count them in favor of any
measures voted by those in session.30 They had planned to hold their
meetings in dormitory rooms until Dean Lewis B. Moore, Sadie T. Al-
exander’s uncle, offered them his offices. So, “it was there in the main
building on the second floor at Howard University that the Grand
Chapter was established,” noted Alexander. “And there I was elected
the president of the Grand Chapter…no money in the treasury—and
officers by name.”31

What they did have was tremendous enthusiasm and the spirit of a
movement about to unfold. And true to their democratic leanings, every
chapter was represented in the first national offices of this first national
convention. From Alpha Chapter at Howard was Anne (McCary) Dingle,
corresponding secretary; and Harriete Robinson, custodian. From the
nominees sent by correspondence by Beta Chapter at Wilberforce,
Geraldine E. Jackson was chosen vice-presi-
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dent; Gamma was represented by Sadie T. M. Alexander as president
and Virginia M. Alexander, treasurer; Delta Chapter’s officers were
Mildred I. (Griffin) Dobson and Hazel (Shaw) Maynard, given the posts
of chaplain and sergeant at arms, respectively. From Epsilon was
Catherine E. (Thompson) Alexander and Bernice N. Copeland, recording
secretary and journalist, respectively.

The young women accomplished a great deal from the time they as-
sembled on the Howard University campus on December 27, 1919. As
Morris described, the convention had “resolved itself into a committee
of a whole to draw up a set of rules to regulate the immediate confer-
ence, to work out an appropriate constitution for the proposed national
sisterhood, and to discuss problems in perfecting such an organiza-
tion.”32 Three days later, a “national program was suggested and de-
cided upon, uniformity of procedure was outlined. At the end of the
meeting, the delegates, visitors, and the hostess chapter were imbued,
says Morris, with a “renewed determination and a greater belief in the
possibilities of the sisterhood.” At the close of the first national conven-
tion, they “stood with bowed heads and hands joined while the bene-
diction was said and the hymn, ‘God Be With You ‘Til We Meet Again’
was sung, and the convention closed to meet at Wilberforce University,
the seat of Beta Chapter, in 1920.”33
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CHAPTER 4

GROUNDS FOR A

MOVEMENT

Fueled by the advances and pathos of the
post-World War I years, the twenties would be a heady decade for Delta
Sigma Theta. There had been gains by Blacks who in the hundreds of
thousands left the South for jobs in northern industries. There was also
the inevitable White backlash in the ensuing competition for jobs, in
the political implications of Blacks swelling northern cities, in the in-
creasing articulation of Black pride expressed in the literature, music,
and discourse of the Harlem Renaissance. In 1919, a resuscitated Ku
Klux Klan boasted membership of over 100,000 and now its activities
spread well past the Mason-Dixon Line where there were some half-
million more Blacks as a result of the migration. The twenty major racial
riots that took place between the spring and fall of that year made it
known as the “red summer.” The backlash and the proclamations of
“the new Negro,” created, in turn, a new defiance among Blacks, one
no longer mitigated by the powerful conservative influences of Booker
T. Washington, who died in 1915.

By the twenties, all of these developments would have a discernible
impact on Black college students, and thus on the sorority movement
itself. First, growing industrialization and urbanization brought on a
virtual explosion in the numbers of Blacks attaining degrees in



general, and in the northern schools in particular. Between 1917 and
1927, students in Black colleges increased from 2,132 to 13,580, or six-
fold.1 There was also a dramatic increase in predominantly white
northern campuses. In 1914, for example, there were 60 Black graduates
of northern schools; between 1920 and 1933, the annual number of such
students increased from 156 to 439, or 181 percent. 2 And in the eleven-
year period between 1926 and 1936, there were more Black graduates
than in the one-hundred-year period prior to 1826.

There was also a significant gain in those earning master’s degrees.
Sixty-six had earned them in the nine years before 1920; between 1921
and 1930, the number rose to 493. The increase in professional degrees
in medicine, law, and other fields, for the same periods was not as
dramatic, but still showed an upward trajectory: from 2,984 to 3,299.
Ph. D.’s rose from fourteen to thirty-one.3 Of the latter, the twenties
saw the first Ph. D.’s earned by Black women; two of the first three to
earn them—Eva Dykes and Sadie Alexander—were Deltas; the third
was Georgianna Ross Simpson. Their pioneering efforts symbolized
the general advancement of Black women who, in the twenties, repres-
ented 20 percent of all graduates from Black colleges.

Additionally, Black women were beginning to institutionalize their
educational concerns. By 1922, as previously noted, Lucy Slowe became
the first dean of women at Howard University. In the following year,
she became president of the newly formed National Association of
College Women (the American Association of University Women did
not recognize Blacks). By 1925, the Black association had branches in
Washington; Baltimore; Wilmington; New York; Petersburg; St. Louis;
Charleston (West Virginia); Portsmouth; Cleveland; Kansas City; and
Chicago. Its purposes were to improve conditions and raise standards
of Black colleges, and in particular, “to further education among Negro
girls and women.”4

The White backlash that was a result of this activity was not unexpec-
ted, but it made it no less easier to bear. Especially for college students
in northern universities the isolation, and shock of a new environment
compounded by racism could be devastating. Numa P. G. Adams ob-
served that Black students, many of them from small schools “and an
ancient order of discipline,” found themselves attending classes that
were larger than the entire enrollment of their high school. The city also
offered new attractions—and distractions—all of which caused the
student “to lose a great deal of time in trying to find himself.”5
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That search would be made all the more frustrating by the social os-
tracism, on the campuses themselves. “They have problems of discrim-
ination to solve and stern prejudices to overcome; hence it is natural
for these students to organize for their own protection and for social
advantage.”6 In the twenties, “protection” was paramount. The chan-
cellor of Ohio State University, for example, though not personally
against having Blacks on that campus, observed that “the sentiment
north of the Ohio River seems to be so persistent against the Negro in
skilled labor that I doubt very much whether an educated Negro has a
fair [opportunity]…in this part of the country.”7 At the University of
Kansas, the interracial state institution which probably had in the
postwar years more Blacks on its campus—175 out of a population of
5,000—prohibited Blacks and Whites from playing together in contact
sports. As was typical at other such schools, Blacks were barred from
student glee clubs, dances, and literary societies and were segregated
in college cafeterias—if allowed to eat in them at all. In a number of
schools they were prohibited from using the swimming pools, although
one could not graduate without learning to swim. 8 At best, the preju-
dices shown toward Black students were passively rather than aggress-
ively hostile, as Ohio State Chancellor Ernest H. Lindley noted:
“Whenever colored girls use the restrooms considerable, the white girls
make no protest, but simply abandon these rooms to the colored girls.”9

And when a Black sorority achieved the highest scholastic average at
Colorado Teachers College, the Greek Council refused to award the
usual cup given in recognition of the achievement. Instead they abol-
ished the award entirely.10

Even at Oberlin College, long the citadel of the abolitionist tradition,
the first White university to admit Blacks, and which could boast such
alumnae as the artist Edmonia Lewis, the teacher and scholar Anna
Julia Cooper, and Mary Church Terrell, was in open retreat of its past
racial policies. As faculty members informed Kelly Miller as early as
1913, “It was impossible to uphold old Oberlin’s ideals because of stu-
dent prejudices.”11 Edna Coleman, who attended graduate school there,
related the story of meeting a White student who would ask her, incred-
ulously, “Are you smart? I’m smart, are you smart?”12 Unfortunately,
the discrimination at Oberlin wasn’t limited to its student body. Its
acting dean of women, Frances Hosford, gave support to a few White
students who were trying to discourage Black girls from living in the
college dormitories. Interestingly, Terrell’s niece, Mary, was there at
the time, and enlisted the support of NAACP’s William Pickens in the
conflict.13
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The Ivy League schools were no exceptions to these assaults, which
reached a new intensity in the decade. At Dartmouth, according to its
president, Blacks were seen as “pariahs.” At Harvard, where the future
husbands of Sadie T. Mossell (Raymond Pace Alexander) and Anna
Johnson (Percy Julian) were roommates, Blacks were banned from the
dormitories for the first time. At the University of Pennsylvania, Anna
Julian, who was a student there between 1921 and 1925, recalled, Black
students faced many prejudices—both within and outside the campus.
“We couldn’t swim in the pool, we couldn’t live in the dormitories and
had to stay off-campus,” she recalled. “There was no place that a Black
student could get anything to eat in a restaurant. I had classes from
seven in the morning to nine in the evening.” She continued, “That
meant that I had to go all day without food after lunchtime.”14 Still, the
U of P students were more fortunate than most. An anthropology
teacher who heard of their plight convinced the manager of the college
cafeteria to permit the students to eat there.

Discrimination also abounded for Black medical students, who could
not intern at White hospitals. Many had to leave in the second year for
Howard or Meharry. Black women would be hit with a double blow.
As women they were forced to get their degree in education, though
they may have taken the same courses as men, Anna Julian observed.
As Blacks, they could not do their practice teaching in Philadelphia as
White students did. Nevertheless, there were attempts to rectify the
situation. When Julian and others were notified to do their practice
teaching at Washington’s Dunbar High School, they got the administra-
tion there to say that they couldn’t take any more and that the University
of Pennsylvania should plan for the student teachers locally.15 This,
however, would be quite a task, even in the city of “Brotherly Love.”
Even with someone of Sadie Alexander’s talents: a woman who
graduated with honors in 1918, who received her master’s in economics
in 1919, and would, within a year, be the first Black woman in the
country to receive a Ph.D., she would not be able to find work in Phila-
delphia. Before she passed her law boards, she was forced to work as
an assistant actuary in the Black North Carolina Mutual Company.

So, if there was a need for fraternal organizations on Black campuses,
it reached a point of sheer desperation on White ones where Black stu-
dents were virtually under siege. Not surprisingly, northern campuses,
especially, would be fertile ground upon which the sorority would
grow. Between 1919 and 1929, no less than forty-five chapters (twenty-
seven undergraduate and eighteen graduate) would
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be established, and by 1930 they would be found in every region—New
England, the Middle Atlantic States, the Midwest, Far West and the
Pacific Coast—a spread that necessitated the creation of regional entities
in the sorority. With the notable exception of Black land-grant colleges,
campus chapters would be found in every category of the nation’s in-
stitutions of higher learning: private Black colleges such as Tuskegee
and Fisk; Ivy League schools such as the University of Pennsylvania;
large state schools such as the University of California; and Big Ten
schools such as the University of Michigan. True to form, honorary
members inducted in this period reflected the leading political and
cultural figures of the time, among them Mary McLeod Bethune, and
Jessie Fauset, the most prolific novelist of the Harlem Renaissance.

The maturing of the organization was reflected in its creation of
graduate chapters and a new category of membership—associate
members—older women who were influential in their own communities.
At the same time, the sorors also reaffirmed the notion that their sorority
was foremost a student organization by limiting the number of associate
members to three per year. The seriousness—and audacity—of the
young sorors was also seen in the stipulation that the associate members
be subjected to a probationary period during which they could not vote,
hold office, or participate in business meetings until deemed sufficiently
serious about their membership. (By 1925, there was less need for the
category of members, and they were given full membership privileges.)

There would be nine national conventions during the decade, each
bringing some new development and programmatic thrust to the na-
tional body. There would be the establishment of scholarship funds;
May Week, which emphasized education in the communities; the Jab-
berwock—an annual event that combined cultural expression and talent
with fund-raising. The Deltas would inaugurate plans for the Delta
Bulletin, an internal publication apprising members of Delta’s problems
and accomplishments, and adopt an official hymn. There would also
be the first efforts toward intrafraternal cooperation. Finally, the sorority
would take a public stand against the mounting prejudices against
Blacks and women. And by the end of the decade, the sisterhood would
be sorely tested, as the first flush of excitement ended and serious con-
flicts threatened to tear it asunder.

Their first year as a national organization
was indeed an intense one, and exciting as well. As Edna Morris ob-
served, “Everything was new, everyone was pioneering in the field
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of sorority activity, and since every project was more or less experiment-
al, the sorors, individually and collectively seemed deeply concerned.”16

The first new chapter to be established after the national convention
was Zeta, at the University of Cincinnati in October of 1920. It was the
first Black Greek-letter organization to be established on that campus;
and it was, again, Edwina Woodyard from Wilberforce who was dis-
patched to charter the seventeen undergraduates and graduates into
the Delta constellation. Among its members was Ethel (LaMay)
Calimese, a future national president.* President Sadie Mossell person-
ally inducted two chapters herself, traveling that November to Syracuse
and Cornell universities in upstate New York to bring the Eta and Theta
chapters respectively into the fold. Alice (Lucas) Brickler headed the
Syracuse chapter and Irene Trigg accepted the charter for Cornell’s
Theta Chapter. Grand journalist Bernice Copeland was busy with other
details: A name for the official journal had to be found, and the chapters
were invited to submit suggestions. Simply enough, The Delta, the re-
commendation of the Iowa sorors, was selected. The only discomforting
news, as Edna Morris reported, was there was one national officer who
was shirking her task: Anne (McCary) Dingle, the corresponding secret-
ary. That fact would have subsequent significance, but in the meantime,
it fell upon the president to “issue the call” for the next national conven-
tion, which would be held in Wilberforce, Ohio, on December 28, 1920.

Although the Christmas holidays were an opportune time to meet
because the sorors were on vacation and dormitory meeting places were
free, they were also the coldest time to meet. At Wilberforce, the house
where a number of them were staying—belonging to a relative of Alex-
ander’s—was so cold that they huddled together in one bed. “And
when we got up in the morning to wash the water in the pitcher was
frozen,” Alexander recalled, “so I went downstairs to my cousin’s wife
and I asked her if we could have some hot water. And she said, ‘What
do you want, to make some tea?’ And I said, ‘No, we wanted to wash.’
‘Oh,’ she said, ‘my dear, we don’t use that much electricity!’”17

The use of electricity wasn’t the only thing carefully scrutinized at
Wilberforce. Among the students, alcohol was forbidden and so was
dancing, making the efforts of the Alpha fraternity to entertain the

*The others were Blanche (Dixon) Belsinger, Louise (Penn) Sandifer, Beatrice Morton,
Ida Mae Rhodes, and Laverne (Friason) Watson, all undergraduates. Graduates were
Cleo (Hall) Perry, Sarah White, Mary (Holloway) Weatherly, Edith Howard, Neola
Robinson, Martha (Hall) Ross, Maude Ragan, Mary Lee Tate, Jennie (Austin) Fletcher,
Marie (Belsinger) Ryder, and Camille (Friason) Hood.
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visiting Deltas an intriguing challenge. “Even a little wine” was out of
the question, noted Alexander, since its discovery would be cause for
immediate expulsion, but they did engage in one of the prohibitions of
the time: dancing in the fraternity house. To avoid being caught, “the
boys stationed themselves [strategically along the route] from the
president’s house to the Alpha house [so that they would be able] to
run each way and tell each man when the president was coming to
greet this group of fine young ladies that didn’t dance,” Alexander re-
called. When the “relay” signaled the imminent arrival of the president,
“the music was to stop so he didn’t know that we were dancing.”18

Of greater preoccupation was the serious business of the convention
where delegates from all of the chartered chapters were present—as
well as honorary members Hallie Quinn Brown, Malvinia Mitchell, and
Julia Gee, all Wilberforce faculty members. It was here that graduate
chapters were first authorized, and two of them, Alpha Beta, and Beta
Beta, in New York City and Washington, D.C., respectively, were ap-
proved. The introduction of graduate chapters required new regulations,
as well. They could exist where all applying persons, the first five of
whom had to be sorors already, were graduates. Undergraduate
chapters were to include only undergraduate and honorary members,
and faculty sponsors; only when there were not enough graduate or
undergraduate members to institute separate chapters could a “mixed”
chapter be authorized. No doubt this careful distinction was made in
light of the experience of the founding chapter, where there was an in-
herent conflict between graduate and undergraduate members in the
same organization.

Nevertheless, a mixed chapter was often necessary and at the conven-
tion, Iota Chapter in Boston was organized. Virginia Alexander was
selected to charter the chapter there and initiate prospective sorors from
Wellesley, Radcliffe, Smith, Mount Holyoke, Simmons, and Boston
University. There was also the business of the induction of honorary
members and the induction of officers. Florence Cole Talbert was favor-
ably voted upon. Talbert, as Alice Dunbar-Nelson noted at the time,
was one of the few Black vocalists who was achieving operatic roles
abroad. She had graduated from the Chicago Musical College in 1916,
studied in Rome, Milan, and Naples, and subsequently became a soloist
with the Los Angeles and Chicago symphony orchestras. She also served
as dean of music at Wiley College in Marshall, Texas. Talbert would be
an active participant in Delta activities in the coming years, and write
the music for
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the official Delta Hymn whose words would be written by Dunbar-
Nelson.

As with the rest of the convention, the election of officers went
smoothly. Mildred I. (Griffin) Dobson was moved to the vice-presiden-
tial spot; and Virginia Alexander changed offices to become parliament-
arian. Bernice Copeland remained as journalist, and Harriet Robinson
and Lena Edwards, both of Alpha Chapter were elected corresponding
secretary and custodian, respectively. Beta Chapter’s Rachel (Brock)
Pratt became recording secretary; and the newer chapters were repres-
ented by Ida Rhodes of Zeta (University of Cincinnati) as treasurer;
Alice (Lucas) Brickler of Cornell’s Eta Chapter as chaplain; and Irene
Trigg from the Theta Chapter at Syracuse as sergeant at arms.

The tremendous satisfaction regarding Sadie Alexander’s leadership
also assured her reelection—and a continuing emphasis of the sorority
on education and Black pride. It was her idea to initiate one of the or-
ganization’s most effective and long-lasting programs, voted upon at
the Wilberforce meeting: May Week. Its objective was to raise the con-
sciousness of young people about the importance of higher education.
The slogan “Invest in Education,” was adopted and each May a week
was to be set aside in that month for programs that stressed academic
and professional achievement. The programs would feature speakers
and activities that grade-school students would participate in. In 1922,
for example, Alexander’s own chapter presented James Weldon Johnson,
who as executive director of the NAACP was leading the fight for the
Dyer anti-lynching bill. He had also served as consul to Nicaragua, and
was a novelist and poet of some note. His poem “Lift Every Voice and
Sing,” set to music by his brother, J. Rosamond Johnson, was so popular,
it was known as the Negro national anthem.

In addition to his address, Gamma Chapter also sponsored a contest
among the city’s eighth-grade students for the best composition on
“Why I Should Like to Attend High School.” Judges were local educators
and the winners received a medal. Other chapters also had good pro-
grams. Ohio State’s Epsilon Chapter presented a play, Ethiopia’s Day,
written and directed by sorors Alberta Henley and Anna Hughes, re-
spectively. Other chapters engaged speakers like Mary Church Terrell,
and sent Delta members around to public high schools “to carry the
message of high ideals in education among our people.”19
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THE RUSH TO ORGANIZE

For Delta, as well as other Greek-letter
groups, the early twenties was a critical period for its chapter growth.
The fraternal idea had taken hold, and the organizations were preoccu-
pied with establishing new chapters on college campuses throughout
the country. That preoccupation became all the more urgent because
of the competition among the groups to be the first to plant their
fraternal flags on a campus, and/or to attract the most outstanding
students to their organization. For Delta, the rush to organize forced
the sorority to begin to reassess the criteria for prospective members,
shore up its administrative machinery, and look toward interfraternal
cooperation on broader issues that faced all of the groups.

Between the conventions of 1920 and 1921, four new Delta chapters
were established. On February 21, 1921, Kappa Chapter at the University
of California at Berkeley came into existence; another mixed chapter,
Lambda, in Chicago was established later in the year, as were Mu
Chapter at the University of Pittsburgh and Nu at the University of
Michigan. Despite the rush to bring in new sorors, however, the national
organization still looked toward university deans and other college
administrators—in addition to the recommendations of the Deltas
themselves who were on the constant lookout for outstanding stu-
dents—for their approval. The college administrators were apprised of
Delta’s academic standards and asked to give recommendations and
provide transcripts. At the University of California, for example, the
dean of women, Lucy Stebbins, was contacted to forward names of
those she felt were suited Delta’s membership. Among those on the list
who would be inducted were Onilda Taylor, Elizabeth Gordon, Louise
Thompson, Creola Cook, Myrtle Price and Gladys Brown, and Vivian
(Osborne) Marsh. The input of the dean at the University of Califor-
nia—and other schools—was probably a good strategy. It certainly le-
gitimatized the sorority in the eyes of not only its members but, in this
case, the predominantly White university community. Such sanction
is essential to social movement organizations, particularly one composed
of Black women.

Nevertheless, the fact that the sorority was playing by mainstream
rules didn’t make its recruitment efforts any less sanguine. In the face
of competition from the AKAs, which were also attempting

86 / In Search of Sisterhood



to organize the chapter there, “each prospective soror was fought over
one by one,” Louise Thompson recalled.20 And there were the inevitable
excesses of such intense proselytizing from the two major sororities.
Thompson remembered the pressure put on the students. There was
the prying into personal and family lives, and the use of “the stick”
more than the “carrot” to get them to join one sorority or another. For
the AKAs, those efforts were led by Ida Jackson, who would become
the first Black high school teacher in the state’s public education system
and subsequently the AKA’s national president or Supreme Basileus.
For the Deltas, Ida Mae Myller from Wilberforce’s Beta Chapter, who
was in California on other business, was authorized to establish Kappa
Chapter, with, no doubt, a sense of urgency. There was also a race to
be the first Greek-letter organization established there, a race that Delta
won. It thus became the first such organization, of men or women, to
be established in California and perhaps on the Pacific Coast, observes
Helen Edmonds. (AKA was established on the campus in 1922.)

But if the sororities needed the students, the students also needed
them. Louise Thompson, for example, was drawn to sorority life for
the reason that many others were: It offered a refuge from the racial
isolation of the campus, and in her case, the isolation that she had ex-
perienced as a child. Born in Chicago, her experience was more harsh
than that of many others. She had been shuttled by a peripatetic family
to no less than twenty different grammar schools in states such as Idaho
and Oregon where there were few Blacks. In California, there was more
of a community, though substantial numbers of Afro-Americans did
not settle there until the post-World War II years. As a student at the
University of California between 1919 and 1923 she came “at last into
contact with a community of striving Blacks,” as Langston Hughes
biographer Arnold Rampersand wrote.21 Despite her criticism about
some of its methods, that sense of belonging was enhanced, she said,
by membership in Delta.

Other aspects of the growth of the sorority also offer some insight
into the nature of the movement in this period. The organizing of Nu
Chapter at the University of Michigan, with charter members Jessie
Craig, Letty Wickcliffe (subsequently grand sergeant at arms), Thelma
Chiles, Prudence (Beasley) Perry, and Marie Hackley of Beta Chapter,
currently studying at Michigan’s medical school—reflected the continu-
ing interest in the Big Ten schools. And the creation of the mixed
Lambda Chapter in Chicago and Mu at the University of Pittsburgh
pointed out how the development of the sorority reflected the peripat-
etic lives of educated Black women.
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More than most they moved from one city, state, and region to another,
because of the fewer options they had to attend school, and find a pro-
fessional job. Their children and husbands had fewer choices as well.
So it was not unusual for them to be in different places, sometimes from
year to year, and one of the strengths of the sorority movement was
that its very structure accommodated their itineraries and search for
sisterhood throughout the country. In 1921, for example, Chicago was
the home of founders Osceola Adams and Marguerite Alexander, as
well as Vivian Mason from Alpha Chapter; Margaret (Watkins) Hardi-
man, Marie (Ody) Cobb, Freddie Billings, and Ruby (Martin)
Payne—who were all Wilberforce Beta members. They recommended
that a chapter be formed to include students who were attending the
schools in the Chicago area. The first charter members were graduate
students from the University of Chicago and quite a few who were
graduates of Fisk—which as yet did not have a Delta chapter. Osceola
Adams became the first president of Lambda—subsequently she would
also serve as grand treasurer of the national organization. Estelle
(Webster) MacNeal, Tillie (Houston) White, and Sophia Boaz also were
Lambda charter members. Four years later, Lambda would be reorgan-
ized with the establishment of a graduate chapter under the direction
of Martha (Hall) Ross of Cincinnati.

Beta Chapter members, who were responsible for so much of the ex-
pansion of the sorority in these years, were also the initiators of the
creation of Mu Chapter at the University of Pittsburgh. Edwina Primas,
who had been dispatched to organize the Zeta Chapter at the University
of Cincinnati, and Marie MacNeal were then living in Pittsburgh, and
with another Beta member, Eileen Springfield Clark, sought permission
to induct an enthusiastic group of coeds on the Pittsburgh campus. It
was granted and in addition to MacNeal and Clark, Elbertha Davis,
Gladys Greene, Dorothy Lewis, and Rose Willis became charter mem-
bers. Woodyard transferred from the Beta Chapter to become a member
of Mu and would become grand vice-president the following December
when elections were held at the third national convention in Philadel-
phia.

THE CONVENTIONS, 1921–1924

By 1921, the year of the third national con-
vention, the annual meeting was becoming more and more
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significant. It provided the forum for prominent leaders, such as Dunbar-
Nelson, to educate the membership about important issues. It was a
means for sorors to renew their ties to the organization. Planned social
and cultural events in which all took part, cemented the sisterhood,
and provided the opportunity for closer association with other Greek-
letter groups who often met in the same locality. Most important, it was
at these meetings that the major decisions were implemented, and the
concerns that preoccupied the sorority were expressed. The third, fourth,
and fifth national conventions reflected all of these elements.

“Had to get up early and rush for the train
to be in Philadelphia by 10:00 for opening session of Delta Sigma Theta
[convention]…” reads a December 1921 entry in the diary of Alice
Dunbar-Nelson.22

Goodly number of delegates and visitors in attendance. Dr. Cole [Talbert]
much in evidence, and irritating Sadie by her insistence on the beginning
of the program. Virginia, airy as usual; lots of nice girls…and some girls
from Cincinnati…. After her opening speech, Sadie introduced me. My
voice was horrible, but I did my best. Made speech on the development of
the club idea among our women, and the big job of the young women of the
sorority inculcating race pride. Some men drifted in…Seemed to have put
it over, the girls quite enthusiastic. Promised to be back for the reception
that night.23

So began the sorority’s third annual convention, with its public
meeting at the Christian Street branch of the YWCA in Philadelphia.
Its closed sessions were held at the recently opened Bennett Club on
the University of Pennsylvania campus; the Deltas were the first Black
organization given permission to use it and the Howard Record praised
their “untiring and successful efforts to secure it.24 Demanding the use
of traditionally segregated facilities, they knew, was a way to break
down barriers, and a strategy to be used whenever possible. The “nice
girls” whom Dunbar-Nelson spoke of included representatives from
Wilberforce, Syracuse, Cornell, Chicago, and Howard universities.
There were also delegates from the
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campus chapters at Michigan, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and of course
Pennsylvania. Of special note for the Record was the attendance of sev-
eral Howard graduates: Eva Dykes, Grace Coleman, Dorothy Pelham,
and Dorothy Robinson.

At this convention, Dunbar-Nelson and the others continued to con-
centrate on authorizing new chapters: Xi, a mixed chapter in Louisville
that included a coed from McGill University in Montreal; Omicron, at
the University of Nebraska in Lincoln; and several graduate chapters
that were city- rather than campus-based. The latter included Gamma
Sigma and Delta Sigma at Cincinnati and Wilberforce, respectively,
Epsilon Sigma in Baltimore, and Zeta Sigma at Tuskegee Institute in
Tuskegee, Alabama. Tuskegee, of course, was the home of the famed
educator, Booker T. Washington; and after his death, his third wife,
Margaret Murray Washington—made an honorary member of the sor-
ority—continued to serve as dean of women at the college. She was
also active in the National Association of Colored Women where she
had been president from 1912 to 1916. Upon the establishment of Delta
Sigma Theta on the Tuskeegee campus, her home became the sorority’s
meeting place there.

One of the main forces behind Baltimore’s Epsilon Sigma was Vashti
Murphy, who had moved to Baltimore in 1917 with her newspaper
publisher husband, Carl Murphy. Known as “Miss Vash” to students,
sorority meetings were held in her Myrtle Street home. Murphy would
have a chance to entertain a number of sorors who planned to come
there to celebrate the holiday season—and also take care of some Delta
business after the close of the 1921 convention. There had been problems
in getting Boston’s Iota Chapter off the ground, and it was discovered
that a number of prospective members would be in Baltimore. Virginia
Alexander, Edna Morris, Ida Rhodes, Ethel Calimese, Alice Lucas,
Vivian Mason, and Sadie Alexander would go there to initiate two
students from Radcliffe—Charlotte West and Thelma Garland—and
Frances Ware of Brown University.

There were also some other important administrative decisions to be
made before the meeting ended. Edna Morris’s main concern centered
on the scholastic standards of prospective sorors. Under the influence
of Sadie Alexander, Delta, nominally at least, only accepted chapters
at institutions that were rated “A” by the Association of American
Universities, the North Central Association of Colleges and Secondary
Schools, or the Northwest Association of Secondary and Higher Schools.
Further, a young woman had to have
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a B average, and, as some remember, even a B+ average was desirable
where competition was particularly stiff. Alexander had had the respons-
ibility of investigating and making decisions about the numerous ap-
plications coming to her office—and had rejected quite a few. In light
of the fact of the tremendous paperwork involved, as well as the fact
that such important decisions were concentrated in the hands of the
president, a decision was made at the third convention to establish a
National Representative office, headed first by Ida Rhodes, whose
primary function was to sift through the applications. Later, a Commit-
tee on Standards and a Committee on Scholastic Grades would take
over these duties—which would be the most fundamental and contro-
versial throughout the sorority’s history.

At the end of the convention, the election of officers in Philadelphia
resulted in another term for Sadie Alexander as president; Edwina
Woodyard, vice-president; Edna Morris (from Beta Chapter) recording
secretary; Ethel Calimese, corresponding secretary; Virginia Alexander,
treasurer; Anna Julian, journalist; Ida Rhodes, representative; Vivian
Marsh, sergeant at arms; Alice Lucas, chaplain; Lillian Woodyard,
custodian.

Plans began to be made for the next convention, to be held in Des
Moines, Iowa, following the order of founding of the host chapters.
However, the long distance so many had to travel and the few members
then at Iowa made the site impractical. So, Lambda Chapter in Chicago,
where many sorors were residing and where many were coming for
the holidays, was selected for the fourth national convention, December
26–30, 1922.

Although there are few records regarding the deliberations of this
meeting, discussions seemed to center around May Week programs
and another innovation conceived by Alexander, the scholarship award
and college tuition loan funds for members of the sorority. The idea
behind these programs was more than just financial aid. The educational
concerns of the sorority also centered around ways to inspire high
school students to attend college and undergraduates to maintain high
scholastic averages and continue to graduate school. Alexander, herself,
of course had already earned her Ph.D. in economics, and in five years
would get her LL.B. from the University of Pennsylvania.

There was also another prominent issue on the table. In April, seven
months before the December convention, there had been the first
meeting of the National Interfraternal Council in Washington, D.C.
Later in the year, Alexander was elected chair of the council, which was
made up of members from the four Black fraternities and
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three sororities. Its early objectives showed a common concern of all
the Greek-letter organizations regarding the quality of student members,
as it sought to “establish uniform qualifications for all candidates
seeking membership in Greek-letter organizations; and limit the initiat-
ing of graduate members to persons holding degrees from schools on
an accredited list that was to be prepared.”25 There was also a recom-
mendation that “fraternal groups abandon underhanded competition
and insidious propaganda”—a testament, no doubt, to some of the “all’s
fair in love, war, and competition for members” tactics used by the
groups.

The first Black interfraternal council is said to have been initiated by
Omega Psi Phi in 1914 at Howard University.26 This new effort would
be the first of many throughout the decades to form a cooperative asso-
ciation that would benefit all of the groups. During some periods inter-
fraternal unity could be very effective as a galvanizing force of educated
men and women, many of them leaders in their fields. But for the most
part, this goal has been an elusive one. Nevertheless, the 1922 meeting
attested to the great growth in all of the groups, and in the face of
mounting pressures from the broader society and from some of their
own institutions, a need to work together. And, as Helen Edmonds
notes, the election of Alexander to the post of president afforded “a
clear indication of the Sorority’s preeminence in the eyes of the deleg-
ates.”27

The fifth convention, hosted by Epsilon
Chapter at Ohio State University, took place in Columbus in December
of 1923. As at the others, the emphasis was on continued chapter growth,
and five new chapters were authorized. Tau Chapter was established
in Detroit, the city that would become one of the most powerful influ-
ences in the national organization. It became the home of students from
the University of Detroit and Wayne State University, and was organ-
ized by Lillian Brown, formerly of Alpha Chapter; Prudence Perry, and
Sara (Pelham) Speaks—daughter of Gabrielle Pelham—of Nu Chapter
at the University of Michigan. Upsilon Chapter at the University of
Southern California was founded on the heels of the Berkeley chapter
and spearheaded by Vivian Marsh. And Eta Beta came to life in Dallas,
largely due to the efforts of Frederica Dodd, who just three years before
had married John H. Dodd, a Howard Medical School graduate who
was well on his way to being one of the city’s leading physicians and
community leaders. Lillian Alexander was commissioned to establish
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Rho Chapter in New York City, for undergraduates at Hunter College,
Barnard, and New York University.

But many considered the real plum to be Sigma Chapter, organized
at Atlanta’s Clark College. The bustling city had a particular meaning
for upwardly mobile Blacks. It was both the business and intellectual
center of the national Black community. The southern city was the site
of the Atlanta conferences, which took place between 1896 and 1914,
and was directed by W.F.B. Du Bois, a professor at Atlanta University.
The conferences featured discussions and scholarly analyses of educa-
tional, religious, and economic issues facing Blacks at the time, and as
historian John Hope Franklin observed, they provided the “first real
sociological research in the South.”28 The city was also the home of
prominent Black institutions of higher education, including Spelman
College, Clark College, Morehouse, Morris Brown, and Gammon
Theological Seminary. And Atlanta was quickly becoming the wellspring
for the Southern Negro Renaissance, as it was called, because of the
important cultural figures there, such as the writer Benjamin Brawley,
who was teaching at Morehouse, and scholars and educators such as
James Weldon Johnson, Carolyn Bond Day, and John Hope. It was also
the home of some of the most successful Black entrepreneurs in the
country. At the heart of the businesses of Herman Perry, S. W. Walker,
and Alonzo Herndon were Black insurance companies that became the
basis for diverse enterprises including real estate, banking, construction,
and other service industries. All of this activity generated a number of
Atlanta first families, made up of the old bourgeoisie as well as new-
comers who achieved financially and educationally.

No wonder that both the AKAs and Deltas, the two largest sororities,
would focus a competitive attention there. Nevertheless, there was a
traditional resistance to Greek-letter organizations: Several of the
schools, including Spelman, the prestigious women’s college, did not
allow the establishment of sororities. As was also true at several other,
notably Black schools, administrators felt that they distracted students
from their studies; others were suspicious of any secret student organ-
ization (especially when Blacks began to engage in student strikes on
Black campuses); and there was also the feeling that such organizations
perpetuated class and even color distinctions among Blacks.

It was partly in defense against these charges that Numa P. G. Adams
published the 1919 article referred to earlier. Adams had also stated
that it was human nature for groups to form on one basis or
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another, and that at least with the Greek-letter societies there were
regulation and constructive goals. Human nature was very much
evident in Atlanta. In lieu of sororities and fraternities, such groups as
the “Owls” and “Wolves” were present, reports Edmonds.29 Both
boasted having the most prestigious membership; however, the only
clear distinction between the two groups was their skin color. The
Wolves, observes Edmonds, had fair complexions, while “the receding
shades were found in the Owls.” Although worthy newcomers were
invited into the groups, men were more readily accepted than women
outsiders.

Atlanta University, and subsequently Clark College and the others,
did permit the establishment of Greek-letter groups, and both the Deltas
and the AKAs rushed to make inroads in the city, authorizing chapters
in the same year. Delta’s Edna Morris inducted the Sigma Chapter, and
in the absence of sorors to supervise the first probates, Samuel Nabrit,
dean of Atlanta University, an Omega man, “assumed the role of
‘Worthy Superior’ by self-appointment.”30

Three other events made the fifth national
convention particularly memorable. It took place at the same time as
the general convention of Alpha Phi Alpha fraternity, and together all
the members made a pilgrimage to Dayton, site of the home and shrine
of the first nationally recognized Black poet, Paul Laurence Dunbar,
who had died seventeen years before. The two groups also came togeth-
er for Alpha’s annual banquet, where Sadie Alexander spoke on “The
Growth of Sororities.”31 The second event was the induction of Mary
McLeod Bethune—upon the recommendation of her friend, Hallie
Quinn Brown—as an honorary member. By 1923, Bethune was already
well known as the founder of the Daytona School for Girls in Florida,
which in that year, merged with Cookman College to become Bethune-
Cookman College. She was also a leader of the National Association of
Colored Women and in the following year would beat out Ida B. Wells-
Barnett for the national presidency. In subsequent years Bethune would
be founder and president of the National Council of Negro Women, a
Cabinet member in the Franklin D. Roosevelt administration, and one
of the most influential advocates of the rights of Blacks and women.

The third event that made the Columbus convention such a significant
one was Sadie Alexander’s declining the nomination to serve a fifth
term. No doubt, her marriage to Raymond Pace Alexander just the
month before, and her plans to attend law school, influenced
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her decision. Her retirement from office must have provided a moving
moment for the delegates who had come to the convention. She had
indeed accomplished much. Her stature alone invested the sorority,
the fourth Black Greek-letter organization to be founded, with a preem-
inence early in its history. Her insistence on high standards made the
Deltas, perhaps, the most prestigious of the organizations during this
period, and her initiation of such programs as May Week and the
scholarship funds, both of which were institutionalized within the Delta
structure, provided a foundation and direction for the sorority. She was
also instrumental in the early growth of the sorority on the nation’s
most highly rated campuses and was no doubt a magnet for its most
prestigious honorary members. Through Sadie T. M. Alexander’s
leadership, Delta was not content to be the passive vessel for young
women scholars, but took on an active role in the educational movement,
seeking to inspire, motivate, and assist young Black women’s aspirations
in a period when the issue of their higher education for them was still
being debated.

An era had ended when Sadie Alexander stepped down from the
presidency and was voted the first honorary grand president of the
sorority. The next phase of its history would see many of her ideas and
programs continued, increasing numbers of chapters established, a focus
on administrative efficiency, and the movement toward greater involve-
ment in the political and racial issues that confronted them.
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PART TWO





CHAPTER 5

NEW ERA, NEW

CHALLENGE

The next five years of the sorority would
find it at a crossroads. Growth was bringing recognition and status; it
was also creating internal disorganization—and its by-product, dissen-
sion—both of which would have to be remedied. At the same time, to
ensure its viability, Delta would have to meet the demands of continuing
discrimination and a radicalized Black student movement. The next
two national presidents, G. Dorothy (Pelham) Beckley (1923–1926) and
Ethel (LaMay) Calimese (1926–1929) had a tremendous task before
them.

Dorothy Beckley, daughter of the first honorary member of Delta,
was a graduate of Howard University, and an English teacher at the
Shaw Junior High School in Washington, D.C. She was a popular choice,
and had the kind of verve that could make her jump into the line of
returning World War I soldiers and march joyously with them, as Elsie
(Brown) Smith recalled. She was also a good administrator, a quality
desperately needed by the organization at this time. Serving in her
three-year administration would be first vice-president Vivian Marsh,
who by 1925 had graduated from the University of California at
Berkeley and received her master’s at that institution. A new office ad-
ded, second vice-president, was held by Martha Hall of Cin-



cinnati, a prominent social worker in that city. In 1924, Virginia Alexan-
der would take her place. Corresponding secretary was Alzada
(Singleton) Burford; recording secretary, Edna Morris; treasurer was
founder Osceola Adams followed by Annie Dingle; and journalist, was
Pauline A. Young. For the new administration, the year would be off
to an exhilarating start.

That Delta was reaching new heights was evidenced at the sixth na-
tional convention in New York City, which opened on December 27,
1924. As The Delta described it, the two hundred official delegates, and
additonal sorors, coming from twenty-two states made up “the largest
group of Negro college women at any given time” assembled for an
organizational gathering. The meetings took place at the Harlem YWCA
on West 137th Street, which proved to “be well suited to the purpose,
possessing both ample parlor and lobby spaces conducive to informal
gatherings, formal conferences and committee meetings alike,” the
Journal observed. The convention was cohosted by the New York City
graduate and undergraduate chapters, Alpha Sigma and Rho. The
president of the former was none other than Frances Gunner—who had
been instrumental in the formation of the Beta Chapter, and was the
Alpha delegate to the 1913 Intercollegiate socialist society during her
undergraduate years. At the time of the convention she was secretary
of the Ashland Place YWCA in Brooklyn, New York. The Rho Chapter
president was Constance Willis, a student at Hunter College.

The opening public program which she presided over was a notable
one. Addie Waite Hunton, a clubwoman who would be president of
the NACW in just two years, and who was then vice-president of the
International Council of Women of the Darker Races—welcomed the
Deltas to New York City. Florence Cole Talbert sang a solo, “Lo Hear
the Gentle Lark,” which was followed by a piano rendition of Schuman’s
“Allegro from Faschingwing” by Lydia Mason, holder of the Juilliard
Musical Scholarship from Fisk University. “My Heart at Thy Sweet
Voice” was then sung by Charlotte Wallace Murray, and a cable from
soror Jessie Fauset, who was in France at the time, was read to the
convention.

The evening also saw the award of Delta’s first foreign scholarship,
for study in France, to Gwendolyn Bennett, a poet, painter, and illus-
trator whose work was seen in such publications as Opportunity, The
Messenger, and The Crisis. Then an art instructor at Howard University,
Bennett was also a director of the Harlem Artists Guild, which exhibited
leading artists such as Jacob Lawrence
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and Georgette Seabrook. In an impressive ceremony, the $1,000 schol-
arship was presented to her by Dorothy Canfield Fisher, a novelist and
writer of note who, two years later, became the only woman member
of the first board of selection for the Book of the Month Club. In that
position she played an important role in the success of Pearl Buck, Isak
Dinesen, and Richard Wright—for whom she would write an introduc-
tion for his novel Native Son. “I am proud to be here,” declared Fisher
during the presentation. “You are doing the right thing, a thing so
gravely important and so different from the usual sorority life of com-
petition in furnishing their houses with Oriental rugs, etc.” Saying that
“greatness is the solution to every problem,” she noted her extreme
pleasure to bestow the award, for the “encouragement of greatness to
Gwendolyn Bennett.” Bennett, as the Journal described, then “came
forward daintily shy and overcome by this sudden news” to receive
the award from Fisher, who, “in the manner of the French, kissed Soror
Gwendolyn upon each cheek.”1 The display of respect and affection by
Canfield, who was white, was pointedly mentioned in publication.

This was also the convention where the official Delta Hymn was se-
lected. Beta Chapter had submitted a fine piece of music with lyrics by
Isabel Askew and music by another chapter member, Anna Dorsey
Wilson. Four members of the Wilberforce group, including Askew and
accompanied by Wilson, performed the music for the Delta delegates.
Edna Morris reported that it was well-liked by the group, but would
be overshadowed by another composition. As the story has it, Alice
Dunbar-Nelson and Florence Cole Talbert sequestered themselves at
some point during the meeting and emerged with lyrics and music of
their own. “Soror Nelson read the poetry,” wrote Morris, “after which
Soror Talbert followed with the words set to music which she had
composed. The two honorary sorors, together, very reverently, dedicated
and gave the words and music over to Delta Sigma Theta Sorority as
its property.”2 Though the Beta Hymn was “delightfully inspiring,” in
the Delta historian’s words, the response to the Cole Talbert-Nelson
creation was effusive. “The convention,” said Morris, “much impressed
with the beauty of the sentiment so pleasingly expressed by Soror
Nelson’s words and thrilled to ecstacsy by the melodious strains of
Soror Talbert’s music, enthusiastically adopted [it] as the official hymn.”3

(Nevertheless, the Beta Hymn was not discarded. It was used by
chapters on special occasions and subsequently was adopted as part of
the official ritual of the sorority.)
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No less impressive were the gala social events that took place at the
convention. The Deltas, afterall, were meeting in Harlem at the height
of the Renaissance and the galas were more festive and cosmopolitan
than most. There was the Delta annual ball at the grand ballroom of
the Brooklyn Academy of Music, where the “mirror-like” floor, filled
“with dancing maidens in colors of every hue, sombered only by the
swallow-tails of our partners” was likened to a “virtual fairyland.”4 On
New Year’s Day, from 11:00 A.M. to 4:00 P.M., the local chapter of the
Kappa Alpha Psi fraternity hosted an open house at the studio of A’Lelia
Walker, daughter of Madame C. J. Walker, the millionaire hairdressing
magnate and clubwoman. A’Lelia, who inherited much of her mother’s
wealth, hosted some of the most lavish, celebrity-studded parties of the
era. The gathering at 136th Street and Lenox Avenue was in honor of
the Greek-letter groups who were visiting the city at the time: the Deltas,
Zeta Phi Beta, and Alpha Phi Alpha. They would also be guests of the
Pittsburgh Courier and The New York News which held informal receptions
at their offices. Finally, there was the reception that the AKAs hosted,
in honor of the national officers, at the International House on Riverside
Drive, to which the Deltas were also invited.

It would be difficult for the delegates—many of whom made special
efforts to be there—to go home. It was an occasion of renewing ties and
creating new ones, in a time when Black achievement and culture were
being nationally celebrated. Founders Fredrica Dodd, Ethel Black, and
Naomi Richardson attended. May Chinn, who would become the first
Black female physician in Harlem, was there. Eslanda Robeson, writer,
scholar, and wife of Paul Robeson, was present, as was future president
Mae (Wright) Peck. And Sadie Alexander, fresh from her honeymoon,
wouldn’t have missed it for the world. Descriptions of the conference
in the The Delta talked about it as a “source of inspiration” to work
harder, and about the sense of oneness that it engendered. “Picture to
yourself an appreciative audience of nearly two hundred girls, varying
in size, from short to tall, in color, from the deeper browns to the palest
blonds, and in dress from plainly conservative to ultra modish,” Gamma
Chapter’s Anna Julian wrote. “…And what a pleasure it was to clasp
the hands of sorors from as far west as California, from as far north as
the Great Lakes and from as far south as Texas! It gave me that feeling
of indescribable unity that after all East is West and North is South.”5

The description reveals a sense of pride about the diversity of the
Delta members. One of the criticisms often leveled at Black so-
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rorities is prejudice against darker-skinned women, and those who did
not dress like or have the refinement of the Black elite. That there was
open competition for women from long-standing and influential middle-
class families, many of them part of the Black bourgeoisie, can be seen
as evidence of this assertion. On the other hand, Delta’s own history
suggests otherwise. The founders of the organization, like the members
who attended the convention, ranged from fair-skinned to dark. Myra
Hemmings, the first president of Delta (and formerly president of AKA)
was herself “deep brown.” And scholarship and leadership qualities
were unquestionably more important than family connections, or wealth,
when members were considered—as is evidenced by the diverse back-
grounds of the group. Questions put to founders Naomi Richardson
and Bertha Campbell substantiated this view. And Sadie Alexander, in
her later years also broached the subject. “One of our distinguished
honorary members, I am told, stated that the reason she hadn’t joined
Delta when she was a young person was that she was too black,” Alex-
ander began. “Well, color didn’t mean anything to us…. [And] we are
not looking for children whose parents have the most money or have
the prettiest houses where they can entertain us…. What did mean a
great deal to us was what kind of grades you made and if you were
dedicated to the causes for which we were concerned.”6

ORGANIZATIONAL

DEVELOPMENTS

When the celebration ended, the delegates
faced the tasks confronting the internal development of the sorority.
New chapters had to be authorized, efficiency measures had to be en-
acted, and it was time to create regional divisions in order to administer
the organization more effectively and stem the tide of increasing inactiv-
ity. Chapters also had to be reorganized.

In 1924, Lambda Chapter in Chicago was broken up to become two
chapters: one for the undergraduates, which kept the original name;
and Theta Beta which became the chapter for the older women.
Graduates in Atlanta successfully petitioned for a chapter separate from
that of the undergraduates. Its charter would be
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granted in the fall of 1925. Martha Hall was dispatched to Indianapolis
to charter Chi Chapter, a mixed chapter that included students from
Butler University and a group of Beta members who had found their
way to that city. Among the group were Jeannette (Summers) Carey,
Lucille Stokes, Frieda (Campbell) Parker, and Mary Stokes. In addition,
the former grand journalist, Bernice (Copeland) Lindsey of Ohio State’s
Epsilon Chapter, also became a charter member. The convention also
authorized Psi Chapter in June 1925; it was mixed but made up mostly
of students at the University of Kansas in Lawrence. Phi Chapter,
composed mainly of coeds from Drake, Iowa State, and Des Moines
universities, was also inducted. Honorary member Gertrude Rush was
present for the ceremony. Additional petitions for chapters were de-
ferred by the Executive Council until the next convention. It was time
to take stock, consolidate, organize themselves. One of the most import-
ant internal issues to discuss was the need for regional divisions and
authorities. It was just too time-consuming and costly to focus on chapter
development from one office now that its chapters crisscrossed the
country, east and west, north and south. The idea came from Gamma
Chapter’s Alice Dunbar-Nelson, who now chaired the National Program
Committee and suggested that regional conferences would also have
the advantage of making the May Week educational campaigns more
effective. She wanted a more extensive organization of “study-help”
clubs for high school students and college freshmen. Her objective was
to establish these clubs in every locale where Delta had a chapter.7

Dunbar-Nelson’s regional idea may have also been adopted by the
National Association of Colored Women, to which she also belonged.
The latter would establish regional entities during the administration
of Addie Waite Hunton, who was president between 1926 and 1930.
For social movement organizations, especially one like Delta where
social bonds were so important, regional entities had greater value than
its sheer practicality. They could be a remedial measure for imbuing
the zeal and enthusiasm of the national program to local chapters when
their national convention representatives failed to do so.8 And as a Delta
publication noted, while “all members have the same ideals, the expres-
sion of those ideals is modified by geographical environments. Instead
of regretting these differences,” it continued, “we should seek to use
what we can of them for our increased efficiency. Instead of withdraw-
ing within ourselves…. That we are not alike is no occasion for unfriend-
liness.”9
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The establishment of regional entities reflects the attempt to balance
the needs of the sisterhood: the importance of members getting to know
each other, and making their diversity a means of coherence; and that
of the effective functioning of the organization. The reasoning also in-
dicated the understanding that an emotional commitment (zeal and
enthusiasm) was necessary for the effectiveness of the national program.
This is not unusual for a voluntary organization, but it indicates the
particular challenge that one like Delta faced. This voluntary association
was conceived through common goals, but there was no one issue that
could be used as a politically galvanizing force. The sisterhood was the
cohesive glue, and sisterhood was not easy to maintain when its age
and geographical boundaries were becoming more and more extended.

In April of 1925, regional conferences were instituted; and at the 1925
convention, held in Des Moines that year, the reports were heard. The
reviews were mixed. Four regions had been created: Eastern, Midwest,
Far West, and Southern. The Midwest and Southern chapters were un-
able to meet. However, the Eastern meeting in Boston and the Far West
Los Angeles conferences were said to be successful with “enthusiasm
coupled with a spirit of good will and readiness for serious work.”10

As would be repeated often in Delta history, questionnaires, for the
purpose of gathering information and establishing better understanding
of its membership, were sent out regarding the regionals, whose admin-
istration was under the supervision of Anna Julian. Asked about their
accomplishments, sorors mentioned the engendering of “fellowship”
and of a source of information for a range of things from location of
chapters to programs to the “compilation of suitable plays for May
Week and the distribution of suitable Negro literature in libraries.”11

By April of 1926, the next round of regional conferences took place.
This time, Beckley, herself, presided over the Eastern regionals held on
April 2 and 3 in Washington, D.C. Vivian Marsh, vice-president, took
charge of the Far West meeting in Berkeley, California, on the same
dates, and second vice-president Virginia Alexander directed the Mid-
west regional that met on April 9 and 10 in Kansas City, Missouri, where
she now resided. On the same dates, southern chapters had their con-
ference in Atlanta. As there was no sectional vice-president then elected
from that region, Anna Julian presided over it. During the conference,
the Advisory Committee of the Grand Chapter, made up of the national
officers, voted upon the position of chair of the Southern Region for the
first time, and Ruth
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Wheeler was elected. (Subsequently, the regions themselves elected
their own directors, who took on the duties previously given to the
sectional vice-presidents.) With these regional conferences, the innova-
tion seemed to be finally moving apace.

It was hoped that the regional conferences would help another intern-
al matter of concern: growing inactivity among the members. It would
be an issue that would plague the sorority throughout its history.
Sometimes the depletion couldn’t be helped. In The Delta Journal for
example, several undergraduate chapters expressed their frustrations
that were beyond their control. The reporter from Omicron Chapter at
the University of Nebraska complained that their chapter had felt
“discouraged this year. Two of our already small group had to teach
this year; another, is at home because of illness in the family; thus our
ranks are reduced to two. At the university,” she continued, “there are
more girls than ever before, but nearly all are registered for the two-
year teacher’s course, which is not a degree course…. We tried to interest
the girls in working for a degree, but without success this far…. We
who are left are one hundred percent loyal,” the writer concluded,
“Delta’s welfare is ever before us, and we pray for her continued growth
over the years.”12 In a similar vein, Zeta Beta Chapter of Tuskegee,
though recently taking on “new life” had “suffered such a depletion of
numbers at the beginning of this scholastic year that it has been difficult
to effect a reorganization and get a program under way with the enthu-
siasm necessary for successful accomplishment.”13 Later in the year,
the news of the death of Margaret Murray Washington would be another
blow to the struggling chapter, whose members attended and took part
in the funeral rites.

But it was the attrition of the graduate sorors that was of greater
concern. It was easier to get members than keep them financially active.
Older sorors, especially, became involved in careers. There was also a
lull in the kind of activity that was instituted by the charismatic Alex-
ander, and the less-exciting, nuts-and-bolts tasks were not as attractive.
Finally, there may well have been the perception that invites apathy in
a social movement organization. But inactivity was a virus that began
to affect Delta’s organizational goals. Beckley discovered that there was
only $211 in the Scholarship Fund, $86 in the Student Loan Fund, and
in 1925 receipts from the scholarship tax were $56. The latter figure
possessed Lillian A. Alexander, chair of the Scholarship Committee, to
write that although the first scholarship award was no doubt pleasing
to the sorors, there was much
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work to be done. “Deltas!! Do you know that up to December 17 the
Treasurer had received scholarship assessments from only 28 members
throughout the entire sorority!”15 The situation moved the national office
to require that chapters pay the scholarship assessments as well as
Grand Chapter dues before they would be considered financial. But
inactivity, unfortunately, even affected the national officers. The Delta
Sigma Theta Bulletin, a new publication, established earlier in her admin-
istration to keep sorors apprised of sorority developments Beckley an-
nounced dramatically, was edited and published by an emergency staff
when the journalist (Pauline Young) “suddenly and unexpectedly
abandoned the project.”16 All of which prompted Anna Julian to write
“we cannot afford to rest on seen or unseen laurels. There is much work
which we, and only we, can do for the Race and for Delta. But we can
do little without efficiency as our guide and nothing with procrastination
as our taskmaster.”17

Pelham refused to be defeated by the situation, and confronted it
squarely. She announced a campaign against inactivity and created a
new category of corresponding members, which allowed graduate
sorors who were frequently relocating themselves far from chapter
seats to be more involved with the sorority. Under the new designation,
a group of six financially active members could be represented as a
unit, and elect a delegate among them who could take part and vote in
national or regional conferences. “This recognition seemed to encourage
the floating sorors to seek active status,” observed Edna Morris.18 “Delta
units were authorized in communities where at least three correspond-
ing members were able to get together to execute a local program” in
the name of the sorority. And at the eighth national convention, held
in Cincinnati—and whose host was Iowa State graduate Adah (Hyde)
Johnson, president of Phi Chapter in Des Moines—inactivity was its
dominant theme.

One of the problems, the president knew, was discouragement about
the lack of efficiency within the organization. And during her adminis-
tration much was accomplished. Consequently, she introduced the use
of printed forms for reports, applications, and other formal documents.
Chapter records were filed methodically, and The Delta Sigma Theta
Bulletin, an official, for-members-only organ was published containing
information of general interest as well as the business of the sorority.
Beckley also attempted to clarify the role of the Executive Council in
making decisions between conventions—with the exception of charter-
ing chapters. And she urged that the
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treasurer, Annie Dingle, have the sole responsibility for receiving and
recording Grand Chapter monies (assets had reached over $1,200) in-
stead of sharing that responsibility with the secretary, Edna Morris.
Beckley’s recommendation was probably inspired by the conflict
between the two officers, with Dingle complaining that Morris was
withholding money and thus chapter dispensations weren’t being
credited. (The acceptance of that recommendation, though proper,
would prove to be a fateful decision.) Finally, under her administration,
a new nomenclature system for naming chapters was instituted. The
Greek alphabet reached its end. Subsequent chapters would use two
letters of the alphabet in descending order: for example, Alpha Alpha,
Alpha Beta, Alpha Gamma, and so on. When the Alpha series was ex-
hausted, new chapters would begin with Beta, then Gamma, and so on.
Omega Omega would be used to signify sorors who had passed away.
And Sigrna as the last letter would replace Beta in identifying graduate
chapters. Later “Alumnae,” as in Detroit Alumnae Chapter, would re-
place Beta.

In terms of new programs Iota Chapter would contribute a major
and long-sustaining one called the “Jabberwock.” Conceived by Marion
(Conover) Hope in 1925 as a variety show of music, skits, and dance,
the monies made from it were earmarked for scholarships, and sub-
sequently public service projects. It was perfect for Delta’s inclinations
toward the arts, and would be a showcase for Deltas who would become
nationally known. (Three decades later, for example, Roberta Flack
would be chair of the Jabberwock Committee for the Alpha Chapter
program at Washington’s Banneker Junior High School.) Other Greek
organizations were invited to participate, and as the idea caught on it
became a virtual Delta institution.

RACIAL CONCERNS

The year also marked another attempt to
establish interfraternal cooperation when Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority
telegrammed the Deltas to suggest that all fraternities and sororities
meet in 1927 to hold a one-day session “for the purpose of pooling ideas
for racial betterment.”19 They had undoubtedly been
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inspired by an address of Dean Kelly Miller who spoke at their boule
(national convention) in Howard University’s Rankin Chapel and urged
that all of the Greek-letter organizations “unite in one big effort” toward
that goal.20 Action on the AKA proposal would be deferred until the
next convention, but their role in the racial struggle was very much on
their minds. The sorority had taken stands. At the 1924 convention, a
resolution was passed criticizing the efforts, begun under the Woodrow
Wilson administration, to resegregate the United States Civil Service.
The new discrimination had even gotten Mary Church Terrell, who
worked there, fired. The resolution was a mild one, however. It proposed
that photographic identification—which had taken the place of finger-
prints and was used as a means to discriminate against Blacks—be
eliminated. But in 1924 and 1925, there was a need for a greater response
to racial issues, which were reaching a climax in these years.

A focal point of those concerns was a pending Supreme Court decision
concerning discrimination in housing. The case, Corrigan v. Buckley,
was crucial in that an unfavorable decision could undermine a previous
Supreme Court decision that had found segregated housing unconsti-
tutional. (And, in fact, the case was lost by the NAACP.) The housing
issue was a particularly hot one in the twenties because of the resistance
to the new influx of Blacks who had migrated to the cities during the
World War I years. Housing, Blacks understood, was an issue that
meant much to their quality of life, the education of their children, and
their fundamental right to first-class citizenship.

Another issue was the student movement on Black campuses. In 1924
and 1925, it had reached a new pitch that culminated in student strikes
at Hampton, Fisk, Tuskegee, Howard, and other schools. The issues
were academic freedom and/or the upgrading of curricula that in too
many instances deemphasized liberal arts in favor of training courses.
As W.E.B. Du Bois, an advocate, and sometimes a catalyst, for the
movement wrote, “We are going ahead to full-fledged colleges of ‘A’
grade and no longer pretend that we are simply educating farm hands
and servants.”21 One of the colleges he was most critical of was
Hampton, from where he received an anonymous letter describing the
paternalistic system there in some detail. The letter precipitated his
personal involvement, which resulted in a student strike at the school
and was written by none other than Berkeley charter member, Louise
Thompson, then teaching on the Virginia campus. She would sub-
sequently be fired.
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At Fisk, DuBois’s alma mater, the issue was academic and social
freedoms. In addition to student demands to have a student government
association and revise some of the rules and regulations, according to
Raymond Wolters, who wrote about the movement, one of their most
ardent student demands was the right to have fraternities and sororities
on the campus!

From available evidence, the Delta organization never took a public
stand on the struggles of Black students in this period. Probably, its
need for sanction from college administrators prevented them from
being overtly critical of them. Incurring their wrath, after all, would do
little to help the Delta cause at a time when they were still attempting
to make inroads on the campus. And as a social movement organization,
it was important that they be seen as a legitimate entity in the eyes of
those administrators. The Deltas believed, evidently, that it was more
important to reiterate the wholesome attitudes that were a by-product
of sorority life. For example, in the same year, 1925, that Howard stu-
dents struck over academic freedom, the Deltas, who had just acquired
a sorority house, stressed its role in the development of the women
students. The sorority house engendered cooperation between sorors
of “several temperaments,” who were in close contact with each other,
soror Cathryn Robinson wrote in the Howard University Record. This
eliminated selfishness and inculcated “respect for the rights of others.”
Having a sorority house, she continued, meant responsibility, and re-
sponsibility was “one of the ways by which the ideals of the organization
will be truly tested.”22

Interestingly, the sorority was more interested in expressing its views
on the broader issue of women’s roles than the student concerns that
were bubbling on the campus. “The women of today have a broader
field into which to enter than the women of a few decades ago,” noted
Robinson. “Their duties are not restricted to the maintaining of home
life. The women of today play a vital part in the affairs of the world.
Much is expected of them. Their advantages are greater, so their respons-
ibilities increase correspondingly. Freely they receive; freely they must
give.” And, although the concept of public service had yet to be specific-
ally articulated as an organizing principle (as it would be in later years),
Robinson’s conviction that “service is the price the world asks in return
for the advantages offered”23 was one of the philosophical underpin-
nings of the group.

Deltas would respond to the student struggle in their own way. By
1925, Fisk students had won many of their demands, and in the
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following year Delta would organize the Alpha Beta Chapter on its
campus. But the organization was also anxious to exercise a broader
racial role. Their mentor, Mary Church Terrell, had also responded to
the student movement, writing: “Students in our universities and col-
leges can do much to eradicate prejudice by starting a crusade which
shall have as its slogan, ‘Down with discrimination against human be-
ings on account of race, color, sex or creed.’”24

The perspective resulted in delegates at the seventh national conven-
tion in Iowa drawing up a statement that would be their first public
pronouncement against racism. And it pulled no punches. “We feel
deeply the need for protest against the growing prejudice of all kinds
in the United States of America,” it began. “The time has come when
we feel called upon to give voice for the first time to the strong feelings
which have possessed us.” They stated that their claims to justice and
equality were based on the contributions of the race to the country, in-
cluding its “free shedding of blood” in the last war, its loyalty, and its
refusal to become embittered despite continuing prejudice. It was a
prejudice, the Deltas noted, perhaps thinking of Oberlin College, that
was spreading “even into strongholds of the Abolitionists.” The result
was a growing segregation that was “becoming organized. Americans
are organizing with the avowed purpose of preventing other Americans
from purchasing and occupying property except in specially segregated
localities.

“We commend all who have taken a stand against unjust discrimin-
ation of any sort…,” the pronouncement continued. “On the other hand
we condemn those who have proved to be Januses in times of racial
stress…. We do most solemnly condemn, and call upon all fair-minded
men and women to condemn, the attempts at property rights discrim-
ination that are at present being made. We see in these attempts the
agencies for the destruction of the very fabric of our democracy.”25

In December 1926, at the sorority’s eighth
national convention held in Cincinnati, Ohio, Dorothy Beckley, who
had married earlier that year, refused the nomination for a third term.
Ethel Calimese, who had been elected grand secretary at the 1921 con-
vention as a member of Cincinnati’s Zeta Chapter, was elected to take
her place. Her cohorts would be Anna Julian, first vice-president;
Vivian Marsh, second vice-president; Beatrice Morton, secretary; Annie
Dingle, treasurer; and founder Madree White, journalist.
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Ethel Calimese would preside over an organization in which many
elements were in place. There were the programs established by Sadie
Alexander; under Beckley’s administration, the first scholarship fund
awards were granted—with Ida Redmond of Syracuse University’s Eta
Chapter, and Louise Drake of the University of Pennsylvania’s Gamma
Chapter, being the first recipients. New chapters were still being organ-
ized with regularity. Under Beckley, Kappa Sigma in Houston, Lambda
Sigma in St. Louis (where founder Madree White had had a hand in its
establishment), Alpha Delta at West Virginia State College, Alpha
Gamma at Morgan College in Baltimore (which had recently attained
an “A” rating, and was aided by founder Vashti Murphy), Ornega
Chapter in Cleveland, and Alpha Alpha of Kansas City had all come
into the fold. And though there were still some administrative problems
to iron out, Beckley had made a Herculean effort to further the sorority’s
operational efficiency. Calimese, then, had a pretty strong foundation
upon which to work. Nevertheless, a number of events would occur
under her presidency, which would threaten to tear the organization
apart, and thus test the new organization in its first major crisis.

THE ETHEL CALIMESE

ADMINISTRATION

The first year of her administration, 1927,
was uneventful with the exception of the establishment of several
chapters. Alpha Epsilon, in Pittsburgh, was made up of graduates, as
well as undergraduates from such campuses as Duquesne, Carnegie
Tech, and others who did not belong to the University of Pittsburgh
Mu Chapter. Another predominantly Black school, Talladega College
in Alabama, was added to the roster. Established in 1867, it only accep-
ted students from the top percentiles of their high schools. In addition,
three graduate chapters were given life: Mu Sigma in Norfolk, Virginia;
Nu Sigma at Los Angeles, of which founder Wertie (Blackwell) Weaver
would become a member; and Xi Sigma in Philadelphia.

Though there were other changes—Jeannette (Triplet!) Jones from
Chicago was elected second vice-president; Howard graduate
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Jennie (Baer) Shief became secretary; and Dorothy Beckley was elected
journalist—Ethel Calimese, Anna Julian, and Annie M. Dingle were
elected for a second term at the 1927 convention in Washington, D.C.
It had been decided that annual conventions were both too grueling
and costly to sustain, and another was not scheduled until 1929, which
would be the first biennial session. The two years separating the national
meetings would be the most contentious in the sorority’s young history.
No new chapters were established in these years, and though historian
Morris emphasized the advantage of this lull in activity “to study the
history, ideals, and principles of the organization which enhanced fel-
lowship and allowed time for correspondence,”26 there well may have
been other more causal reasons. Morris did note that during the second
year of her term Calimese became ill, and thus inactive. But she re-
covered in time for the 1929 national convention to take place in the
Pythian Building of Pittsburgh, where twenty-five chapters were seated.

The convention started on less than a harmonious note when the
Credentials Committee—appointed by Calimese—challenged the
seating of two delegates. The first was from a corresponding member
who was teaching at Lincoln University in Kansas City, Missouri, but
who had been a charter member of Los Angeles’s Nu Sigma Chapter.
She was denied delegate status from Nu Sigma because it was felt that
she would be unable to give a firsthand report of the convention to her
home chapter. Nevertheless, it was moved and accepted that she be
seated with Nu Sigma, but that the action not be taken as a precedent.
A similar motion prevailed when Beatrice Penman (a future national
treasurer) was denied a seat because her Alpha Alpha Chapter (Kansas
City) had not paid its dues for 1929 until just a few minutes before the
meeting of the Credentials Committee. But the committee relented with
the same caveat about setting a precedent.

This fortunately was soon followed by the highlight of the convention,
which was the report from the chapters. “They were so illuminating as
to the achievements of Deltas all over the country,” stated the recorder
of the proceedings, that the reading of them was interrupted by a motion
that Sarah (Pelham) Speaks (sister of Dorothy Pelham) be permitted to
publish them. Those reports and the lecture given by Alice Dunbar-
Nelson at the Fellowship Tea that took place at the YWCA seemed to
be the only uplifting events in 1929. Dunbar-Nelson, however, had
gotten a preview of the kind of tension that could be involved even in
Delta chapter meetings as an
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excerpt from her diary attests. “Hurry to dress and get ready to go to
a Philadelphia Gamma Delta meeting,” the entry began.

Pauline [Young] balky about going.
We drive to Virginia’s [Alexander] new house and office. Everyone is

late but eventually the Delta members arrive, about fifteen of them.
We have a three-hour session—the first part devoted to me and AIPC

[American Friends Inter-Racial Peace Committee]—valuable for me and
my project. Then the fateful elections. It were [sic] best to draw a veil over
the harrowing scenes—the passionate appeal of me in the chair, the fateful
blackballs, Wilma the Proud, the tears of Clementine. Well, all five candidates
were lost, Clementine’s hysterics and Wilma’s passion—well, we came out
at nearly 7:00, and I’ve seldom had such a splitting headache.27

At the national convention, Gamma Chapter soror Anna Julian dis-
played some justified passion of her own. As acting regional director
of the Southwest Region, she reported its general inactivity and the fact
that the situation could have been remedied if the Budget Committee
had given her the monies to travel and deal with the situation, as was
authorized at the last convention. There were some problems in Tulsa,
Oklahoma, where there had been a request to establish a mixed chapter
that allegedly included some illegal initiates. But the refusal to release
the monies for Julian to travel there had left the situation in the air. “The
Tulsa girls are very much discouraged over our apparent lack of interest
and neglect of what to them is a very vital problem,” she wrote in her
report. “Soror Smith writes me that many of the Sorors there have lost
interest in Delta and instead are lending their efforts toward other
community activities. I learn through her that they have two girls away
on scholarship,” Julian continued “one at Tuskegee and the other at
Kansas State University. I wonder if we can afford to lose the interest
of such energetic girls?”28

“After much correspondence,” Julian did manage to establish the Mu
Sigma Norfolk chapter, but there were problems with additional
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chapters because of the bad communication between the officers. She
was frustrated by efforts to establish a chapter in Raleigh, North Caro-
lina, a frustration that was shared by founder Jimmie Middleton. As
early as 1925, when there were four Deltas already living in that city,
there had been numerous attempts by coeds at Shaw University as well
as some graduate members to establish a chapter. According to
Middleton, who was living there at the time, after several attempts to
get Grand Chapter’s attention failed, she was asked to personally attend
the Washington, D.C., convention and press their case. “I did,” she re-
called, “but due to some dirty politics I was refused a mixed chapter
but was promised a graduate chapter.” However, she was then struck
by arthritis, soon after which she went to Howard’s graduate school.
The North Carolinians continued pushing through their regional direct-
or, but to no avail. Alpha Zeta Sigma graduate chapter wouldn’t be es-
tablished until 1938. And in the meantime, several of the women pur-
suing the chapter charter abandoned their efforts to become, in
Middleton’s words, “leading AKAs.”

One of the worst situations existed at the newly established Fisk
chapter. Several students had reported to Julian that a number of girls
were about to be initiated who met neither “the scholastic requirements
nor did they have certain other desirable Delta qualities.” She wired
the chapter’s president to suspend preparations for the initiations until
an investigation could be made. In the meantime Julian contacted the
regional director who informed her that she had refused to okay some
of the girls. One had low grades (meaning too many Cs), one received
an unfavorable recommendation from Atlanta, where she had been a
Pyramid (Delta pledgee), and another had begun pledging Alpha Kappa
Alpha in Atlanta, and it had yet to be determined if she was now free
to join Delta.

To add to the confusion, despite the regional director’s questions, the
national president seemed to grant permission for the young woman
with the questionable grades to pledge, upon the approval of the dean
of students and she was initiated into the sorority. Julian was incensed
by the fact that a student with such a poor scholastic record was permit-
ted into the sorority. At the same time, another inquiry to Atlanta, some
time later, received a favorable recommendation for the young women
who had been previously denied—after they graduated! To add insult
to injury, the Fisk chapter didn’t pay their dues or send a delegate to
the regional conference. “I cannot blame the Fisk girls,” concluded Anna
Julian, “for they are young
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and inexperienced and theirs is a blunder of blind and uninstructed
youth. The blame must fall on the Grand Chapter. We have failed to
publish a handbook; we have failed to instruct them; we have failed to
maintain a close contact and sisterly supervision with them.” Such
mistakes of any chapter, she wrote, “must be borne by the whole organ-
ization.”29

The responsibility of the whole organization notwithstanding, most
of the criticism was leveled at President Calimese. And it was so severe
that it is doubtful that illness, or illness alone—which would have mit-
igated the tone—was perceived to be responsible. Regarding the Fisk
situation, Beckley noted in her report that “if it is true that the President
of the Grand Chapter based her authorization…on the approval of the
Dean of Women—who is not a Delta—and thus overruled both the re-
gional director and the first vice-president, who is the chairman of the
Regional Conference Committee, the situation is one which calls for
drastic action.”30

The situation further deteriorated when it was realized that “the
president of the Grand Chapter had prepared no program,” though
requested to do so. A motion was made that she do it forthwith. There
was complaint that the president hadn’t acknowledged, accepted, or
rejected a report from the Committee on Accrediting Schools and Col-
leges, though it had been submitted to her in July of 1928. The report,
described as “an exhaustive piece of scientific research,” was neverthe-
less accepted by the convention. Calimese’s inaction on this issue was
particularly frustrating. A decision had to be made regarding students
in Black public colleges and other institutions of lesser rating but which
had good students. This was especially true of schools in the South. By
1928, the Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools of the Southern
States, a group less empathetic to Black educational goals than the sor-
ority, had recommended the consideration of Black institutions.

There was also some bad feeling about Calimese’s actions in removing
the director of the Far West but not the Midwest director who had been
inactive. Past president Dorothy Beckley, who took on the office of
journalist, also had a scathing report. She had been unable to execute
her duties, and charged that “this inactivity was enforced by the policy
of silence and non-comnnunication adopted by [President Calimese
and was] more shameful than any but those who have given years of
untiring effort to Delta Sigma Theta can realize. And it will require the
exercise of almost superhuman self control,” she continued, “to prevent
the deep resentment which the Journalist
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individually feels toward the negligence and dereliction of the President
from finding expression in this report.”31 The Bulletin was to be planned
and determined by the chief executive, as the lack of response had made
it impossible to publish the information needed in it. As a result, two
instead of the scheduled eight issues had been published.

Of course, Calimese also had her day in “court.” But the “President’s
Report” was hardly convincing. The report itself was not included in
the minutes because Calimese had not filed it with the secretary despite
repeated requests. The discussion of it, however, is recorded and the
points raised included the following assertions. Calimese had not re-
moved the inactive director of the Midwest because she felt that she
didn’t have the authority to do so. (However, this still left the question
of where she obtained the authority to remove the director of the Far
West.) The president also complained that she didn’t get reimbursed
for her expenses, but it was counterclaimed that she had not made any
such requests. Calimese said that she did not reply to correspondence
because she never received most of the letters in question. Those that
she did admit to receiving were answered. However, these replies must
“have miscarried.” Finally, Calimese charged that she could not carry
on as president because she felt that she “did not have the cooperation
of the other officers of the Grand Chapter.”32

The miscommunications and conflicts had a particularly negative
impact on the scholarship and loan fund situation. A loan and a schol-
arship award had been promised to a student attending Radcliffe and
one attending the University of Pennsylvania. However, the treasurer,
Annie Dingle, had withheld the monies because she had not received
warrants from Calimese authorizing the release of funds. The reasons
the president gave concerned the question of granting a loan to a
graduate, instead of an undergraduate, student, and, in the case of the
scholarship, the Budget Committee’s not having approved it and her
fear of repeating “the embarrassments and delays incident to the
scholarship award of 1928–9.” When it was belatedly discovered that
the funds were not coming from the Grand Chapter, steps were taken
to advance half of the promised amount to the students: Boston’s Iota
Chapter loaned the Radcliffe student $150 for that school’s first semester
tuition; and Jennie (Shief) Baer who subsequently became a national
officer of the sorority, advanced the U of P student $200 for her first
semester’s tuition. Not only was it voted that those who gave the money
be reimbursed by the Grand
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Chapter, but that they be repaid with 6 percent interest. And the con-
vention also clarified the extent of power of the president in this regard.
Her “signature to the warrant should not be misinterpreted as the
President’s approval of the award,” it was said. The awarding of
scholarships and loans were to be left entirely to the discretion of the
committee.33

Despite the anger expressed at the convention, it is interesting to note
that the delegates took the path of offering motions to attempt to rectify
the situation instead of issuing ultimatums to the president. And in fact
this was done very consciously. The motions were preceded by the
statement that they were offered “inasmuch as the convention was of
the opinion that it did not want to be recorded as having forced a
President to perform her lawful duty.”34

The most destructive problem that the contentiousness and the con-
fusion created was with the treasurer’s office. Dingle was conspicuously
absent from the proceedings. A telegram he sent to her instructing that
all financial records, bankbooks, bank statements, warrants, vouchers,
and other Grand Chapter property in her possession be sent by re-
gistered mail, special delivery. Secretary Jennie Baer in her report
complained that she had never received receipts, which she had reques-
ted from Dingle, for the money that she had sent to her. As a result, she
refused to continue forwarding the monies to the treasurer, and in-
formed the president of same. In the absence of an audit committee at
the 1927 convention, Baer requested that Calimese ascertain the status
of the sorority’s account.35 In Dingle’s absence, Baer was authorized to
disperse the funds that she had in her possession to take care of the in-
curred expenses of the sorority. Of course, tie-ups on the financial side
affected everything, and the Deltas would lose ground in the implement-
ation of their programs and administrative operations. How severe the
damage was would be discovered in short shrift.

But what was most painful, perhaps, was the unavoidable impact all
of this had on the morale of the chapters. In Anna Julian’s report, she
informed the group that she had become so discouraged by these events
that she wrote letters to all of the chapters and officers asking for their
views of the sorority. Her actions underlined the respect that was accor-
ded the younger members of the sorority, and the perspective of the
national leadership. This was not an organization that would be run
by decree from the top, even in crisis. In any case, fourteen chapters
replied to her letter and there was no lack of criticism—showing that
they also understood their own power and re-

118 / In Search of Sisterhood



sponsibility. Thirteen out of the fourteen cited the inaction of the pres-
ident. Twelve noted the infrequent publication of the Journal and other
official publications; ten stated the lack of cooperation among the na-
tional officers; eight added the lack of local enthusiasm because of the
Grand Chapter inaction. There were constructive suggestions too: that
the first vice-president be empowered to act when the president fails
to do so; that there be an official calendar and a Delta directory; that
there be no letting down of the standards; and that, where C is construed
as 80 percent, a B average be required.36

In light of the deep feelings, fractious—if dignified—arguments, the
failure of the chief executive, and the low morale that must have been
an inevitable by-product, it was remarkable that the conference did not
bog down and come apart. But it didn’t. Committee members raised
important questions that were discussed by the convention. Lillian Al-
exander noted that every young woman who applied for a scholarship
and supplied the necessary information received one. Yet there had
been a very small outlay in the previous five years out of the total sum
available for that purpose. Many requests for applications had been
made, she said, but were followed by “silence, indicating that the ap-
plicant could not meet the conditions. Are our requirements too rigid?”
she asked. The nature of the issue she raised was a difficult one for
Delta, for it was attempting to reconcile its existence as a scholarly or-
ganization whose members would be viewed not unlike those in an
honor society with its social obligations. The very essence of its May
Week program showed the sorors’ social inclinations, and their desire
not only to be a motivating force for students predisposed to achieve-
ment, but to encourage those who were not.

Another question that Alexander presented to the group was
whether scholarships should indeed be given to graduate students, an
idea that was criticized by President Calimese. This was an important
one to consider. A graduate student, after all, was already ahead of the
game; yet she was probably already motivated and could well be on
her way to “great things” as a result of help from the sorority. But would
those resources be better served to aid someone to climb the first step
of the higher educational ladder? These were questions that the sorors
would grapple with over many years.

In a related issue, more thought had to be applied to the scholarship
standards. As that committee noted in its report, provisions had to be
made for accepting candidates from such highly rated schools as
Oberlin, which did not furnish certified grades. Even more
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important was the discrepancy among grading systems in the wide
variety of colleges that Black women attended. The committee furnished
an example:

At Los AngelesAt WilberforceUniversity of Chicago
A = 95–100A = 95–100A = 92.5–100
B = 88–95B = 85–90B = 85–92.5
C = 80–88C = 75–80C = 77.5–85

It was suggested that the local chapter’s interpretation be accepted by
the Executive Council, and an adequate substitute for grade certificates
be approved. There were also well thought out and good suggestions
for the better running of the regional conferences, which had gone
reasonably well in light of the glitches that occurred. In addition to her
complaints about the president, Beckley provided detailed suggestions
on how to improve the conferences. And the scholarship and tuition
loan program continued, with new names nominated as recipients.
There were many new and creative ideas presented about initiation,
increasing activity, legislation that would clarify the roles of the officers,
and new objectives: such as that proposed by Anna Julian to establish
a housing fund toward the purchase of a building for the national
headquarters.

The most important recommendation in regard to the external
activities of the sorority was made by Layle Lane to establish a commit-
tee “that would keep in touch with the political activities of the country
as they affected our group.” Sarah Speaks suggested that the functions
of the committee be extended “to activities other than political and that
it be named a Vigilance Committee.” (Ironically, Speaks was on the
verge of becoming very much involved with politics. In 1933, she was
secretary of the County Committee of her district; and she subsequently
ran unsuccessfully for the New York State Assembly and was the Re-
publican candidate for Congress from New York’s Twenty-second
Congressional District. (Her opponent and the victor in the latter race
was Adam Clayton Powell, Jr.) Jeannette Jones said that such a commit-
tee could “also be alert as to educational restrictions of the group.”37

Lane was appointed the committee’s first chair and selected its first
members.

The convention ended with an election of officers. Anna Julian “was
the unanimous choice of the house” for president. Jeannette
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Jones, a future national president, was also the recipient of a unanimous
vote, moved up to first vice-president. Jennie Baer, who understandably
declined renomination for secretary, won the election for second vice-
president; the new treasurer was Marian (Palmer) Capps from Norfolk’s
Mu Chapter; and secretary was Grace Woodson.

No doubt there was a sigh of relief when the final session came to an
end. Nevertheless, despite the very real problems that emerged during
the convention, Delta probably left that meeting a stronger organization.
It had continued to go forward in the face of a crisis of confidence in
the president, and that was important. Perhaps that Pittsburgh conven-
tion laid the groundwork for Delta’s lack of dependence on the chief
executive and for a wide delegation of powers. In fact, as the failure of
Jimmie Middleton to get her chapter, and perhaps the short tenure of
Madree White as journalist, indicated, even founders would not have
unquestioned influence on the group. Also evident were the continued
stress on equitable relationship between chapters and the national of-
ficers, and an inclination toward their smooth succession. Finally, amidst
all of the confusion, it established the flagship Vigilance Committee
that would enlarge their sphere and have a profound impact on the
organization.
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CHAPTER 6

STRENGTHENING

WITHIN—LOOKING

WITHOUT

After the 1929 convention, President-elect
Anna Julian was looking forward to a well-deserved rest. She had been
back at her Washington, D.C., home for two days when Dorothy Beckley
dropped by to see her. “I think that there are some things that I need
to tell you about the sorority,”1 said a somber Beckley. The organization,
it seems, was flat broke, and the sorority would be forced to look into
initiating legal proceedings against national treasurer Annie Dingle—a
realtor whose troubles can only be speculated about in the same year
as the stock market crash. Although what had happened is not entirely
clear, its consequences were: President Julian would have to start from
scratch. The good news was that there couldn’t have been a better exec-
utive to guide the sorority through the crisis. Born in Baltimore, the
fifth daughter in a family of seven girls, Julian was a graduate of the
University of Pennsylvania. After graduation she attained her master’s
at that institution and by 1935 would receive its Moore Fellowship—the
highest award given to women students—to pursue her Ph.D. in soci-
ology. Subsequently she became the first Black woman to receive a Phi
Beta Kappa key from the university. Her husband, Percy



Julian, received his Ph.D. from the University of Vienna and became
one of the nation’s foremost scientists. He is credited with having made
cortisone, a drug used chiefly for the treatment of arthritis and certain
allergies, available to consumers at an affordable cost.

The new president had already held a number of important posts on
both local and national levels. She had been Gamma Chapter president,
grand journalist, national vice-president, and chair of the regional
conferences. Proceedings of the convention in that year show her taking
leadership in resolving many of the problems that arose. Julian was not
only knowledgeable but exceedingly clearheaded, and understood how
to move the sorority in a methodical way to the place where it needed
to be.

One of the first things to be done was to have the offices of grand
secretary and grand treasurer bonded to ensure against any financial
losses due to their activities. Second, she moved to incorporate the na-
tional entity of Delta Sigma Theta in Washington, D.C. (Previously,
Alpha Chapter of the sorority had been incorporated.) The immediate
need for the action became apparent when a group of young White
men at a midwestern university attempted to name their new fraternity
Delta Sigma Theta. The new charter, implemented less than a month
after the 1929 convention, had broader implications of course. Now the
sorority had the legal power not only to carry on its business in the
District of Columbia, but throughout the United States, its dependencies,
and elsewhere. The new charter, whose official birth date was January
20, 1930, denoted a coming of age of the organization and the expansion
of its mission. Whereas the 1913 charter stipulated that the “particular
purpose and object of [Delta Sigma Theta] shall be to establish and
maintain a high standard of morality and scholarship among women
generally,” twenty-seven years later the new charter read:

The principal purposes and aims of this organization shall be cultural and
educational; to establish, maintain and encourage high cultural, intellectual,
and moral standards among its members and the members of its subordinate
chapters, and to promote and encourage achievement in education by
granting scholarships, and other assistance…to worthy and deserving
members of its
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grand and subordinate chapters, [and] to other individuals at its discretion.2

There was no more appropriate time to initiate the “Jubilee Year” of
the sorority, a period when Deltas would take the opportunity to ree-
valuate their program, and according to Edna Morris, “determine the
physical and spiritual assets” of the organization.3 Despite the diffi-
culties and frustrations, the sense of sisterhood remained very much
intact. Julian recalled how the members were “consumed with a burning
desire to succeed; to help make Delta a vital, viable and dynamic organ-
ization in the service of Black people. What we lacked in material
things,” she continued, “was compensated for in the richness of creative
ideas, in idealism and a certain spirituality, which, when combined
[motivated] us to create a Delta image of which we could be proud.”4

That spirit also helped to meet another important goal of the Jubilee
Year: to reinstate sorors who had become inactive. Many, according to
Edna Morris, returned to the fold that year.

THE VIGILANCE COMMITTEE

They would return to find a vigorous Vigil-
ance Committee that was determined to make Delta’s voice heard on
a wide range of issues. In 1930 a questionnaire was sent throughout the
Delta organization to obtain the views of its members about a federal
anti-lynch law, the advisability of reorganizing the state and federal
courts (foreshadowing Franklin Roosevelt’s unsuccessful attempts to
do so in 1937), how education funds should be appropriated and dis-
tributed, military expenditures, and the need for laws providing unem-
ployment insurance and pensions among others. Like the survey of
chapters instituted by Julian in 1929, the responses were utilized as an
underpinning for Delta policy. Like other Black groups in the period,
Delta was galvinizing its organization to go beyond criticizing racism
in the broader society to demand that the federal government abandon
its own discriminatory policies as well as use its powers to redress racial
injustice. Both were at issue during Herbert Hoover’s administration
that lasted from 1929 to 1933.
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During that period more than fifty lynchings took place, yet Hoover
remained silent on the issue. A particularly brutal one took place in
Sherman, Texas, in 1930, where mob violence prevailed not only to take
Black life, but destroy Black property, leaving many homeless in its
wake. The incident led the Vigilance Committee to write to the mayor
of the city. Describing the lynching as the most “brutal in the long list
of inhumanities against the American Negro,” the letter urged (rather
naively) that the city council “appropriate sufficient money for the
restoration of Negro homes and to make a public appeal for gifts and
funds for the homeless.” The sorority also urged, “through the Commis-
sion to Investigate Lynching, that a Federal Anti-Lynch Law be passed
in the Congress.”5

Adding insult to injury—and to the growing impatience of Blacks
toward the Republican party—Hoover nominated Judge John J. Parker,
of Charlotte, North Carolina, for the Supreme Court. Ten years before,
Parker had remarked that the participation of Blacks in politics was a
“source of evil and danger to both races.”6 To Blacks, Parker seemed
to be the dangerous one. Along with other groups, Delta’s voice of op-
position was loud enough to be heard in the halls of the Senate—which
withheld confirmation.

In the same year, Hoover angered Blacks once again, and again Delta
protested. In the administration’s arrangements to send mothers of
slain soldiers to France in order to see the white crosses in Flanders
Field that marked their graves, Black mothers would be segregated and
given inferior accommodations. In the Vigilance Committee files is a
letter to Secretary of War Patrick Hurley, which said that “Negro soldiers
fought and died the same as whites. Both alike have returned to the
earth again.” Urging that the department ban any discriminatory
treatment on the trip, Delta criticized “the use of public funds which
in any way caters to the prejudices of white citizens against those of
color.”7 Delta attacked the administration again on similar grounds in
the fall of 1930, when it was discovered that a Black football player on
Ohio State’s team would not be allowed to play in a game with the
United States Naval Academy. Letters from the committee as well as
Deltas throughout the country protested that such racism, allowed to
flourish, sanctioned race discrimination by the United States govern-
ment. “This is a policy upon which the government has no right to ask
any of its tax-payers to uphold through their maintenance of Annapolis.
It is a policy which causes bitter antagonism on the part of Negroes to
the government.”8
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Such words as “bitter antagonism” aimed at the government were
not given—or taken—lightly. Such criticism was rising in a time of
growing economic uncertainty, racial betrayal, and the attraction of
ideologies that focused on class analysis and the exploitation of workers.
In this pivotal year of 1930, President Mordecai Johnson, Howard Uni-
versity’s first Black president, was criticized by the chair of the House
Committee on Appropriations, for allowing communism to be taught
in the school. The criticism was a thinly veiled threat to cut off federal
monies from Howard, whose budget was so dependent on the Congress.
“Those who are in charge of these funds have a right to inquire
whether this money is being expended for the betterment of a rising
generation, or whether it is being used to poison their minds against
the long-established policy of our government,” charged the House
Appropriation chairman.9 The words prompted a top-level meeting of
Delta grand officers, who debated, according to Helen Edmonds,
“throwing down the gauntlet.” Although there was a statement issued
supporting “academic freedom” at Howard, prudence once again, on
an academic matter in a Black university, prevailed. “In the interest of
not prejudicing Howard University’s financial future or running the
risk of decreasing future opportunities for Negro boys and girls,” it
was decided, “that the matter be dropped.”10

Delta was more direct, however, when it came to having its voice
heard on economic issues. Since the end of World War I, unemployment
and underemployment for Blacks had been reaching crisis proportions
long before the stock market crash of 1929. The situation prompted the
sorority to request the secretary of labor in 1930, to create a long-range
public works program.11 They also formally urged Oscar DePriest,
congressman from Illinois and the first northern Black elected to Con-
gress, to cooperate with any federal program that “would accord eco-
nomic security” for Blacks.12

Another communication to the administration endorsed the Morris
Bill on Muscle Shoals, which would continue government, rather than
private, operation of the dams on the Tennessee River built to create
electric power for making nitrate for munitions and fertilizer. Public
administration of the dams, it was believed, eliminated the potential
for abuses by vested interests. Significantly, these requests foreshadowed
the New Deal legislation that provided the Works Progress Administra-
tion and the Tennessee Valley Authority some years, and another ad-
ministration, later.

An issue closer to home was the discriminatory policies of major
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insurance companies toward Blacks. The sorority targeted one of the
worst offenders, the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company of New
York, for issuing higher insurance rates to Blacks, regardless of their
health histories or economic status. “As a national organization of Negro
college women we urge you to abandon the program of insulting and
humiliating Negro patrons,” they wrote. “Dollars from Negroes have
the same market value as dollars from whites. Those who spend the
dollars should therefore have the same consideration granted to them
as to whites.”13

But in this important year, the sorority’s concerns also went beyond
the pale of domestic, and even singularly racial, concerns. Delta suppor-
ted disarmament by urging President Hoover, by letter, to cooperate
with other powers at the London Naval Conference, to maintain only
those naval forces necessary for police purposes.14 Also within the
purview of Delta concerns were trade issues, which were having a
discernible impact on the economic well-being of the country. In 1930,
the sorority joined others in beseeching Republicans not to enact the
Hawley-Smoot Tariff Act—proposing the highest protective tariff in
United States history. Hawley-Smoot, as was feared, caused retaliatory
tarriffs from other countries, resulting in a precipitous decline in trade
and the economy.

Finally, Delta took a leading role in lobbying for the United States to
end its proprietary role in the affairs of Haiti, fifteen years after its
military intervention on the Caribbean island. President Woodrow
Wilson had ordered troops there after its president, Guillaume Sam,
who had ordered the execution of 167 political prisoners, was assassin-
ated. In addition to the troops, Wilson had imposed a twenty-year treaty
on the government, which gave the United States absolute power over
its financial and other internal affairs. Delta joined others in urging
Hoover to withdraw the military and return control of the island to the
Haitians. When it was learned that the President was going to appoint
a fact-finding commission in 1930, the sorority lobbied for two Afro-
Americans to be a part of it: Mary Church Terrell, who among her other
achievements had broad international experience and could speak
French fluently; and Rayford Logan, historian and student of French
culture, international affairs, and, specifically, Haitian problems. Delta
president Anna Julian placed her signature on a letter to both Hoover
and Senator William Borah of Idaho; the latter was asked to use his in-
fluence in the matter, both as to the appointment and the policy ques-
tion. Hoover appointed no Blacks to the commission, but did engage
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the president of Tuskegee Institute, Dr. Robert Russa Moton, in an ad-
visory role. The United States finally withdrew from Haiti in 1934.

Under Anna Julian’s administration, Delta was taking a larger and
larger role in political issues, especially those directly affecting Black
Americans. In the future, that role would be vital to not only the public
identity of the organization, but its internal search for stronger bonds
of sisterhood. But, for now, it was its administrative machinery that
needed the most attention, and it was the president’s extraordinary
accomplishments in this regard that averted an impending crisis.

INTERNAL DEVELOPMENTS

After 1929, a number of committees were
restructured so that they could deal more autonomously with the day-
to-day needs of the sorority. The informal Advisory Committee evolved
into a more formalized Executive Committee, consisting of all elected
national officers, including regional directors. But it was soon discovered
that the committee was not adequate to deal with issues that required
the consensus of chapters between conventions—now two years apart.
Out of that need came an Executive Council—consisting of chapter
presidents, the national president, and the national Secretary.15 Later,
even the Executive Council was deemed too burdensome, as the secret-
ary had to poll all of the members by mail, between conventions, con-
cerning such matters as chartering prospective chapters, in which a
majority vote prevailed. So the council gave way to an Executive Board,
which by 1941 was made up of national officers, regional directors, the
legal advisor, board and project chairmen, and an undergraduate rep-
resentative.

In 1929, a Constitution Committee (later the Constitution Board) of
elected members was created. They had the increasingly burdensome
task of clarifying proposed amendments, incorporating these bylaws
and regulations into the constitution, interpreting legislation already
on the books. It was also the reservoir for records regarding member-
ship, the establishment of chapters, elections, and so on. The scope of
their work can be better understood by the fact that, as Helen Edmonds
points out, “hardly any biennial report of the Board
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carried less than fifty items in the wave of new proposals, revisions,
and their clarification.16 All of these items demanded the vote of the
entire body, and so this was easily the most time-consuming and
thankless task of every convention.

The preceding convention had also taught them that there was a need
for a body to arbitrate disputes between national officers as well as
between those officers and chapters. Between 1919 and 1929, it was the
Grand Chapter executives who interpreted the constitution when a
legal conflict arose between them and local officers or members. Such
disputes were time-consuming, and required precise knowledge of the
constitution and objective judgment. Experience showed that there was
a need to have a committee that could both adjudicate these matters,
and have the power of impeachment and/or suspension. In 1929, those
responsibilities became the domain of a newly established Judiciary
Board.

Three other new boards were also created in this period as a direct
response to the tremendous growth of the sorority and the difficulties
that emerged at the last convention. A Scholarship Board replaced the
National Scholarship Committee, as voted upon by the 1933 convention
in Chicago. The former more clearly defined the role and powers of the
group in providing loans and scholarships. A Standards Board, replacing
the Committee on Standards, expanded its responsibilities to include
not only assessing the eligibility of universities and colleges to be a part
of Delta, but also honorary members and chapter irregularities. Their
role would become increasingly important as the eligibility of Black
land-grant institutions would be debated in the early thirties. Of greatest
immediate concern was the organizing of the sorority’s finances. In the
past, as Edmonds observed, a Finance Committee working in conjunc-
tion with the grand treasurer was adequate in dealing with the monies
that flowed in from fees and dues. Even through the twenties, the budget
was a matter of simple arithmetic. But as the organization became both
larger and more complex, it was obvious that there was a need to re-
structure the committee into a Budget Board that would consider the
financial needs of the sorority for the ensuing year, make budget recom-
mendations for the Grand Chapter, and work with the grand secretary
and treasurer to determine the financial policy of the organization. That
there was such a need became painfully apparent in the wake of the
1929 convention.

Julian also did not let the financial difficulties of the national chapter
get in the way of establishing new chapters. Although forty-
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one chapters had been established between 1920 and 1929, the South
and Southwest were still poorly represented, prompting Julian to make
an inspection tour of those regions during the first year of her adminis-
tration: The result was the authorization of five new chapters: four in
the Southwest and one in the South. Added to the growing list of
graduate chapters would be Rho Sigma in Shreveport, Louisiana; Sigma
Sigma in Austin, Texas; and Tau Sigma in Birmingham, Alabama. Un-
dergraduate chapters were Alpha Iota and Alpha Kappa in Marshall
and Austin, Texas, respectively. In addition, Iowa’s Delta Chapter,
which had had so much difficulty in the past, was reestablished.17 All
in all eleven chapters were added to the roster in Julian’s administration.

And at the 1931 convention, further steps were taken to consolidate
and enhance the machinery of the organization. It was agreed that a
national officer or regional director would be authorized to visit each
chapter at least once a year; a committee was also appointed to discuss
the ways and means of providing for an executive secretary, who would
be a paid staff member; a new office was authorized, namely that of
grand historian, which would be responsible for documenting the
progress of the sisterhood. Finally, the chair of the Scholarship Commit-
tee, Jeannette Jones reported that the committee had established a system
whereby scholarship keys—in the manner of the Phi Beta Kappa
key—would be awarded to students with outstanding academic
achievement.

Although nominated for a second term, Anna Julian declined to run
again. Under her leadership the sorority had not only grown, but was
put on a firmer financial footing and strengthened in terms of its lobby-
ing ability. Elected in 1931 was Gladys (Byram) Shepperd, who also
brought broad experiences to the post. She had been a director of the
Eastern Region and chair of the regional conferences—positions that
were clearly becoming stepping stones to the presidency.

Shepperd was born in Memphis and was a graduate of Wilberforce
University. She did postgraduate work at the University of Southern
California and the University of Chicago—where she was initiated into
Lambda Chapter in 1926. Subsequently, Shepperd taught at Coppin
Normal School in Baltimore and, establishing permanent residence
there, became a member of Epsilon Sigma Chapter. In her later career,
she would author several books including a biographical sketch of Mary
Church Terrell. Elected with her were first vice-president Naomi R.
Cherot, who was initiated at Wilberforce’s Beta Chapter, did her
graduate work at Columbia University,
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and taught in Kansas City, Kansas; second vice-president Es Cobeda
(Sarreals) Posey, an undergraduate of Fisk University who in two years
would become an executive secretary of the YWCA in Denver; reelected
secretary, Edna B. Morris, Wilberforce graduate who pursued her
studies at the State University of Iowa, and then a high school teacher
in Gary, Indiana; incumbent treasurer, Marian Capps, an honors
graduate of Howard University and then a teacher in Norfolk, Virginia;
and journalist Edna B. Kinchion.

The most important development of the next two years was the es-
tablishment of the Central Region, which included those chapters in
Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, Iowa, and Missouri. Naomi Cherot
“perfected” the organization of the region, according to Edna Morris,
and the first conference, held on May 14, 1932, in Kansas City, Kansas,
“marked an enthusiastic and inspirational beginning. Accompanying
Cherot to the western city was Edna Kinchion who was already reputed
to “know more about rules and procedures than almost anyone.”18 (As
journalist, she also knew a great deal about how to get Delta’s publica-
tions out on time. Under her guidance they were released regularly.)
Naturally, it fell to her to reiterate the rules that governed the regions.
Before the nineteen delegates from Kansas City, Lawrence, St. Louis,
and Tulsa, Kinchion reiterated the fact that the Grand Chapter makes
no contribution toward the financing of any region. She also stated that
each region “must map out its own yearly program that was suitable
for its chapters.” They were to make recommendations for consideration
by the Grand Chapter and “to deal with any other business of a local
nature in fostering internal development.”19

Naomi Cherot then appointed Nominating, Recommendations, Pro-
gram, and Constitution committees. The chair of the latter was a woman
who would have a significant impact as long-standing grand treasurer:
Beatrice E. Penman. Reports from the delegates showed a variety of
activities. Educational guidance programs, lectures, a card party held
for the Deltas by an AKA chapter, awarding of scholarships, observance
of May Educational Week, and a variety of fund-raising activities. Two
cabarets raised $185 for scholarships.

There was also a great deal of activity in authorizing and establishing
new chapters during Shepperd’s biennial. Alpha Mu, in Greensboro,
North Carolina, which had been authorized at the previous convention,
was established by Lorraine Heathcock, who was the Eastern regional
director. Heathcock’s Midwest counterpart, Bonnie (Osborne) Smith,
who had previously reestablished Delta
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Chapter, also reorganized Omega Chapter, a mixed chapter in Cleve-
land. In the same month of May in 1932, Shepperd, herself, established
Phi Sigma, a graduate chapter in Charleston, West Virginia. Bonnie
Smith also brought Alpha Nu, at the University of Illinois, into the fold.
The establishment of that chapter was particularly satisfying, as there
had been many obstacles thrown in the way.

Forming chapters on some campuses could be a difficult struggle.
Administrators were often wary of Black students forming associations,
especially if there was the prospect of more than one such organization
on campus. Additional problems arose if the other Black fraternal groups
did not support the request. Faculty advisors, who were often the first
to assess applications, to Pan-Hellenic Councils, especially in predom-
inantly White schools, could be a problem. Often they were the first
line of resistance in rejecting an application, and were not always
sympathetic to Black Greek-letter organizations. On predominantly
White campuses, advisors, at the least, did not understand their distinct
nature and mission of Black groups or why they were necessary. For
example, efforts to reestablish Mu Chapter, which had become inactive,
at the University of Pittsburgh, were stymied by that school’s Women’s
Fraternity Committee, which believed it unwise “to encourage the es-
tablishment of a second fraternity among Negro women when the total
enrollment of undergraduate Negro women at the present time is only
fifteen.”20 Only through the persistence of the national president, of
Pittsburgh’s mixed Alpha Epsilon Chapter—and of the students, who
despite being unable to affiliate with a campus chapter for several years
sustained their interest—did the school finally relent. And the decision
had come more than two years after the first request. Some of the con-
cerns of administrators were legitimate, others were laced with preju-
dicial attitudes.

This was evident in the case of Indiana University, as a Delta soror,
Mary (Johnson) Yancey, pointed out. Writing years after the incident,
she recalled:

In 1939 Indiana had a population of approximately 105 Negro students.
The housing conditions provided for Negro students consisted of dilapidated
shacks owned by a senile person named Samuel Dargon, a Negro who was
associated with the Law Library of Indiana University. Girls who liked the
bet-
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ter things of life sought and lived in residences in the city of Bloomington.
It was during our residency in the city that eight of us saved our money
and transported Soror Hortense Young, regional director to meet with Dean
[Kate H.] Mueller to request a charter for a chapter of Delta Sigma Theta
Sorority. Having promised us one on completion of acceptable grades and
a quota for membership, we looked forward to a chapter that year…. In the
meantime, an incident occurred which brought attention to the fact that I.
U. students should be housed in I. U. supervised quarters. Dargon House
did not meet these qualifications and because of existent prejudeices in the
I. U. operated dormitories and fear of unfavorable publicity we were forced
to move to Dargon House during the mid-semester by said Dean Mueller.
Upon her order to move us to Dargon House which furnished no bedding
and for a move that we were entirely unprepared to make, the girls were
advised by fair-thinking professors not to move. Dean Mueller came in our
residence without knocking and ordered one girl to Dargon House. The girl
was on a Seagram’s scholarship and forfeited her education at Indiana
University and went home. The rest of us conceded and went to Dargon
House. This incident with the housing situation was so acute that two
former alumni of color who had daughters involved came to Indiana to talk
with one Kate Mueller. Upon being introduced by me, she shook hands with
them and immediately wiped her hands on her dress…. In the meantime
those of us who had chosen to become Deltas and had successfully completed
our work again made application for a charter. This was denied or ignored,
I don’t remember which.
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Consequently, we went to Indianapolis and were made by Chi Chapter.21

As Kate Mueller and others like her understood, the presence of a
strong Greek-letter organization could provide a lobbying force to
challenge such discriminatory practices. This was certainly true in the
case of the University of Michigan, at Ann Arbor, and Ohio State Uni-
versity in Columbus, where Delta’s Vigilance Committee pressed the
schools to eliminate their discriminatory activities. Midwest director
Bonnie Smith reported that the former was still attempting to keep
Blacks out of its dormitories—though by the thirties other schools had
begun to change such policies. At Ohio State, the home economics de-
partment sought to keep one of its students, Doris Weaver, from living
in its Home Management House, though it was required of majors like
herself. Although Delta wasn’t the only group that intervened in these
issues, its efforts no doubt were influential in the ending of such prac-
tices.22

As in a number of cases, the attempt to establish a chapter at the
University of Illinois required persistence and tenacity. From available
correspondence, it seems as if the first attempts to form a Delta chapter
on an Illinois campus ran into problems as early as 1927. Frustrated by
efforts to establish a chapter there, Chicago’s Lambda Chapter took it
upon itself to attempt to induct a University of Illinois student without
securing approval of the university. This, in turn, had incited negative
reactions from members of the school’s administration. In response,
then-President Calimese wrote a letter to Cora K. Miller, assistant dean
of women, suggesting to the dean that the “true conditions [of the
situation were] not mutually understood and that an explanation of
Lambda’s actions can be made clear and satisfactory to you.”23 Calimese
had previously requested a meeting with Miller while she was in
Chicago, but getting no reply, was forced to leave the city without doing
so. She asked if she could see her on the campus the following week.
Miller complied.

A memo summarizing the meeting was written by Miller. “Re: Delta
Sigma Theta—(Colored Sorority),” it began. “Have 34 chapters, includ-
ing many city chapters. Absolutely proved to her that the best way for
her [Calimese] to ever get a chapter here was through the local methods.
Took two interviews to do this, but she finally conceded I was right.”24

A petition for a chapter was sent along to the dean of women, a Miss
Leonard, who received a letter from Calimese revealing the means by
which Delta attempted to convince
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administrations to allow them on their campuses. “We feel certain that
you will do whatever you can to help us secure a chapter, sure that you
will be gratified with the benefits to our racial group at the University,
and hence to the welfare of the student body of which it is a part,” the
president wrote. “I assure you that we shall maintain a superior
standard for scholarship (‘B’ average) and for character, and do all in
our power to promote amiable relations with the other fraternal organ-
izations on your campus.” The last phrase was in response to the argu-
ment that more than one Black group could engender counterproductive
feuding—the university already had an AKA chapter. To the contrary,
Calimese argued, “I believe, in the light of my knowledge of their rela-
tions in other places [the establishment of a Delta chapter], will result
in a friendly competition between Alpha Kappa Alpha and Delta Sigma
Theta which will promote higher scholarship, finer womanhood and
more whole hearted school spirit in both groups. To this opinion I’m
confident the representative members of Alpha Kappa Alpha would
also subscribe.” Calimese closed the letter saying that she had learned
that “so few as five girls will be able to meet the university requirements
of maintaining a Sorority House. This would improve greatly the living
conditions of these students, which you remember we agreed were far
from desirable.”25

Nevertheless, it seems that Dean Leonard did not acquiesce so eas-
ily—to establishing a chapter or clearing the way for a sorority house.
Not until 1932 were the Deltas successful in getting their chapter (and
it took them another twenty years to get the sorority house!). A letter
from one of the initiates to Edna Kinchion took note of the victory, and
the difficulties that they had had in attaining it. “For some years now
Delta has been trying to set up a chapter on this campus,” the letter
read in part,

but until this time nothing has been accomplished, due to the strong oppos-
ition from Dean Leonard, the townspeople, and the Alpha Kappa Alpha
Sorority. However, Delta Sorors on the campus kept plugging away at the
problem and finally succeeded in getting the Dean and her Council to pass
favorably on the petition…. We began corresponding with the Grand Sec-
retary immediately upon the granting of permission to organize. She
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instructed us in the proper steps to take in getting the chapter inaugurated
here. We very faithfully carried out her instructions, and as a result, Alpha
Nu was given birth May 14, on the Illinois campus…. Five young women
knelt before three tall white candles and solemnly took the oath of immortal
fidelity to Delta Sigma Theta.26

Fortunately, not every campus was so> resistant to the sorority. A
number of administrators even took the initiative in inviting its active
participation. “I can recall the president of Bishop College [in Dallas]
coming to my house to ask, ‘Won’t you please set up a chapter on my
campus?’” noted Anna Julian. “Because the word was getting around
that we had a little more on our minds in the way of serious business
than just frivolity and social things.”27
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CHAPTER 7

“ONE BLOOD, ONE

TRADITION”

By 1933, America had a new President
who was called upon to stem the deepening crisis. By that year, the
economic uncertainty signaled by the 1929 crash, had bottomed out to
become a full-fledged Depression. Within a year, 17 percent of Whites
would be regarded as “incapable of self-support in any occupation,”
as John Hope Franklin wrote.1 For Blacks, of course, the numbers were
even worse. Thirty-eight percent could not support themselves in any
occupation—not even those of last resort. By 1935, approximately one
fourth of the one and a half million domestic workers were on relief.
In many cities, the Blacks on relief were three or four times the number
of their White counterparts. Sixty-five percent of Black employables in
Atlanta needed public assistance in 1935; in Norfolk, Virginia, the figure
was 80 percent.

Whereas, the masses of Blacks had been suffering for some time, the
heavy hand of the full economic collapse also delivered a blow to the
professional class. Many experienced the prospect of joblessness for the
first time. “Has the depression gotten you too?” wrote a Delta who had
taught at Fisk to Claude Barnett, founder of the Associated Negro Press.



God but it is killing me. It has become an annual duty of mine it seems, to
go in search of a job from year to year. I am beginning again, now [1933]….
I want you to be on the lookout again this year. I just wrote Mr. [William]
Pickens [of the NAACP]…If you have any drag with old man [Carter G.]
Woodson [of the Association of Negro Life and History] in Washington,
write him about me. I wrote him asking for a job on his research staff. I have
almost gotten desperate in this search for work.2

Even those who maintained jobs did not have a guarantee of the kind
of compensation that could keep them afloat. “Salaries could not be
met,” recalled Anna Julian, “teachers were given IOUs, which oft times
could not be used as collateral for their rent.” And the failure of banks
and other financial institutions left even the most thrifty with nothing.
“Even I lost every cent that I had saved during my first year of teaching,”
Julian recalled.3

The Depression and its myriad social, economic, and political con-
sequences would have a tremendous impact on Black organizations,
as it would on individuals. As was true with the national government,
new circumstances demanded new responses, both in kind and degree.
For many, it marked a turning point. Past assumptions were challenged,
new coalitions were formed, internal debates threatened, anachronistic
notions assured weakening influence, if not extinction.

What made the Black organizational response so complex was that
the economic crisis set two distinct racial forces in motion. On the one
hand, the consequences of racism deepened. Its crudest expression
emerged in the Scottsboro case in which nine Black teenagers were ac-
cused of raping two White women while on a freight train in Alabama
on March 25, 1931. Two weeks later, eight of the young men were sen-
tenced to the electric chair. The case became a national symbol of
southern injustice. It also became a contest for Black loyalties. Who
could better defend Blacks, traditional organizations such as the NAACP
or the Communist party, which was attempting to make inroads into
the Black community? (Finally, a coalition of the NAACP, the communist
International Labor Defense Committee, and others who supported the
young men—including the Deltas—worked together and secured their
release.)
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Even “milder” expressions of racial discrimination had dire con-
sequences in these years. Relief allotments were unequal; John Hope
Franklin reported that there was sometimes up to a six-dollar differential
in the monthly aid given to White and Black families.4 That differential
was significant enough in the thirties to make Franklin comment that
for Blacks, “added to the denials of freedom and democracy was the
specter of starvation.”5

But there was also another racial dynamic at work. It was becoming
increasingly clear to an element of the White population that the eco-
nomy would never recover if racial violence and such blatant inequality
persisted. Such a conviction moved President Roosevelt to comment
that the South was the “nation’s number one economic problem.” So
the thirties also saw new efforts to lessen racial gaps in education, civil
rights, and income. Racial violence was excoriated by White intellectuals
and White women’s organizations such as the Association of Southern
Women for the Prevention of Lynching. And so, there was more than
one approach to improve the welfare of Blacks. Some organizations
turned inward to organize the masses of Blacks, which for the first time
were in large enough numbers in northern cities to become an economic
and political force. Others sought to exploit the conciliatory attitudes
of Whites who believed that Blacks would have to be more equal in order
to help the nation out of its economic pit. That window had been opened
in the Roosevelt administration, which, though never supporting integ-
ration or absolute equality, opened the way for greater empowerment
of Blacks and other groups who were not a part of the power elite.

By 1935, the philosophical differences between the two most influen-
tial figures in the NAACP, Walter White, its executive director, and
Crisis editor W.E.B. Du Bois, over the future direction of the movement
split the organization apart. Du Bois believed that the lesson of the
economic crisis was that Blacks should focus their energies on
strengthening their own institutions rather than attempting to integrate
White ones. White, on the other hand, chose to throw the resources of
the NAACP behind interracial efforts, such as the passage of the
Costigan-Wagner anti-lynching bill which indicated a rising tide of
liberalism. The conflict resulted in Du Bois’s resignation from the organ-
ization.

That year also marked the founding of the National Council of Negro
Women by Mary McLeod Bethune, who concluded that a coalition of
Black women’s organizations—including the sororities, with their
constituency of educated youth—under the umbrella of the council was
needed if Black women were to go forward. The idea
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had met resistance from a number of leaders, including Mary Church
Terrell and others who questioned the necessity of a new organization,
and/or the prudence of forming an all-Black group at this juncture in
history. But the heretofore leading Ellack women’s organization, the
National Association of Colored Women, had been weakened in recent
years. Organizations like the NAACP and the Urban League had civil
rights and social welfare programs similar to those of the NACW, but
with better financing that allowed them to implement their programs
more effectively. Consequently, by 1930, the NACW had reduced its
thirty-eight departments, which administered their programs, to two.
And, still focusing on the role of women as that of the moral gatekeepers
of the home and the race, the NACW had failed to understand the im-
plications of more and more women becoming the sole support of their
families, or to realize that the great majority of Black women, in all
economic classes, would have to work throughout their lives. Jobs
would no longer be thought of as temporary necessities to be held only
until their husbands were able to support them. Moreover, this new
idea was rooted not just in the Depression times, but in an analysis of
the American economy as a whole. In an increasingly industrialized
society where the work of the housewife was being seen as “valueless
consumption,” Sadie T. M. Alexander wrote in 1930, women had to
“place themselves again among the producers of the world” and be
involved in work “that resulted in the production of goods that have a
price value.”6 Being a producer, she believed, also made a woman feel
better about herself. All of this added up to the fact that Black women,
already job-oriented, should become career-oriented, and aspire in their
occupations, accordingly. The NACW was unable to respond to these
changes and never again enjoyed the influence that they had had in
earlier years.

The extreme circumstances of the Depression years also exposed the
Greek-letter organizations to intense criticism—both from those in the
organizations and from without. The Norfolk Journal and Guide, for ex-
ample, carried a story that quoted the assistant chaplain of Hampton
Institute, Rev. William King, as criticizing the groups for their “easy-
going optimism” that put too great a value upon “frivolity.” It was this
attitude of “simple complacency,” he complained, that “enveloped the
country prior to the Depression,” and helped to create “the conditions
existing today.”7 No one was more aware of these criticisms than those
within the organizations themselves. Hilda A. Davis, who had been
president of Alpha Chapter in 1924–1925, had acquired a master’s degree
from Radcliffe in the thirties, and
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was dean of women at Shaw University in Raleigh, North Carolina,
wrote about the mounting charges against the Greek-letter groups. “The
financial depression from which the country has been struggling to rise
since 1929 has given impetus to the demand that sororities justify their
existence or give way to more beneficial activities,” she observed. Listing
the objections, she included the accusations that sororities tended to
destroy the democratic spirit on the campus and that the selection for
membership was made on the basis of social and financial status, and/or
physical appearance. That those selected often possessed an unwarran-
ted feeling of superiority, while those who were not chosen were
crushed with a sense of inferiority, was also a common complaint. And
of course the extravagance and social orientation of the groups were
also cited. Among the critics were the National Association of the Deans
of Women and the national organizations of the sororities themselves,
Davis wrote.8 Davis noted that the positive side of sorority life was not
always given its due—its sisterhood of women of “one blood and one
tradition”; its opportunities for the development of leadership and for
forming lasting friendships; and its material help in loans and scholar-
ships. But she also believed that some of the criticisms were justified.
The exclusiveness of the organizations and their tendency to dominate
campus elections and activities, their secrecy and interfraternal compet-
ition, she believed, were real shortcomings.

As far as the complacency issue was concerned, however, sororities
and fraternities did, of course, support the important civil rights issues
of the day. And by the thirties, much of the resources which had been
expended for “frivolities” was redirected in other ways. “Gone were
the days of the gilded, glittering tinseled 1920s,” observed Helen Ed-
monds. “Hardly any local chapter of Delta Sigma Theta in the 1930s
emptied the contents of its treasury into a big dance with an expensive
‘name’ band, nor would any local treasury pour its all into a sumptuous
banquet to be enjoyed solely by its own members, nor did Delta’s social
affairs become fashionable extravaganzas at which women vied for top
honors in the most recent feminine creations.”9 It was true that the
local chapters were much more sensitive about having “extravagant”
affairs and more focused on direct contributions to local community
needs. In 1933, Zeta Chapter in Cincinnati, for example, reported that
“instead of giving a public entertainment this year, the scholarship fund
was raised through a contribution from each member of the sorority.”10

Their effort was successful, raising $2,089.25 to be given to twenty-five
girls in amounts ranging from $100.00 to $261.25.11 Additionally, ob-
serving
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that “this has been a difficult year financially and that many people
have lacked even the bare necessities, Zeta and Gamma Sigma chapters
did their bit by presenting to the Cincinnati Board of Education, a gift
of money to be used for the needs of undernourished children.”12

Other chapters provided food baskets, aided the elderly, donated
clothes, purchased equipment for playgrounds, and paid the salaries
of nursery workers. A few chapters even established nursery schools.
A favorite chapter project of the sorority in this period was supplying
Black hospitals with beds, linen, and hospital machinery. Sometimes
entire rooms would be taken care of: Chapters would provide the means
for walls to be painted, curtains and shades installed, and so on.

Not all chapters, of course, heeded the exigencies of the times. Dances,
parties, and fashion shows still dominated their activities, regardless
of the desires of the national leadership. “Having paid their dues to
Grand Chapter, they felt themselves free to do as they pleased,” Delta
historian Mary Elizabeth Vrornan observed of such chapters. It was
true that those in this category decreased greatly during the thirties.
But as in the twenties, though “Grand Chapter was diligent in carrying
out the sorority’s program of social and political action, [there were]
local chapters [who] devoted little effort to these areas…much more
money was spent…on local entertainment than in promoting the goals
of the national program.”13 As Hilda Davis suggested, the fault lay “not
in sororities as they were set up, but in the way in which the members
have been permitted to deviate from the fulfillment of these aims ex-
pressed in the charters.”14 And it was the local chapter, particularly the
college chapter that was relatively insulated from the outside world,
through which most people assessed the organization as a whole. There
was also the fact that the social activities, not the other kinds of projects,
were the most publicized and visible.

But there were also deeper problems with this question of image. As
one of the very few closed-membership organizations in the Black
community, and the only ones that required a college education, soror-
ities were particularly vulnerable to the stereotypes of a less than serious
bourgeoisie class that was insensitive to the needs of the less fortunate.
This was deemed an even greater sin in times of great stress and when
writers such as Carter G. Woodson were criticizing educated Blacks.
“One of the most striking evidences of the failure of higher educations
among Negroes,” he observed in the 1933 edition of The Mis-Education
of the Negro, “is their estrangement from
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the masses, the very people upon whom they must eventually count
for carrying out a program of progress.”15

Although Black fraternal groups were interested in progress, they
were never conceived to be agents of change, and to expect them to be
so made members and nonmembers alike terribly frustrated. The
activities of Delta, as one national president put it, were construed to
expose and educate individuals to the great issues, help them grow,
and, in turn, to contribute to society as a whole. This made the role of
honorary members, many of whom could be described as change agents,
all the more important. “The awareness of the Depression was always
there,” recalled Anna Julian, “but it was not until a Nannie Burroughs
or a Mary Church Terrell or a Mary McLeod Bethune, or others got up
and told what exactly the situation was…did we fully understand what
was happening.”16 It also should be remembered that although these
years had dire consequences for many, they did not deeply affect the
numbers in the college population. At Howard University, for example,
Rayford Logan observed that “the Great Depression and the early years
of the New Deal had little effect in the undergraduate colleges. The
highest numbers were during the Depression years: 46 BA’s in 1930; 40
in 1931 and 1932; and 38 in 1933. BS degrees numbered 40 in 1929 and
1930; 50 in 1931 and 54 in 1932.”17 Nationally, there was a similar trend.
From 1930 to 1933, the number of academic degrees awarded to Blacks
increased every year: 1,776; 1,784; 2,386; and 2,756, respectively. Between
1926 and 1930, the total of undergraduate and graduate degrees was
7,369; between 1931 and 1935, the number was 10,801.18

At Howard, the proportion of degrees given to women also increased.
Between 1927 and 1934, of the 229 bachelor of arts degrees, 119 were
earned by women. And as more Black colleges and universities in the
South were demanding master’s degrees for their faculties, the numbers
of these postgraduate degrees were rising as well. Between 1927 and
1935, of the 95 master’s degrees awarded, 51 were given to female stu-
dents.19 In Charles S. Johnson’s sample of 5,512 graduates from both
Black schools and northern schools, 36.2 percent were women, a figure
that denoted “the rapid equalization of sex ratios over this present
period [1930s].”20

The Delta membership had women with various degrees of political
awareness, and if the sisterhood dynamic was to stay intact it was im-
portant that the organization not go too far beyond the level of its crit-
ical mass. And that dynamic was also highly dependent on social
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activities and even gala affairs. Black women led stressful lives, often
felt devalued despite their education, and commonly experienced feel-
ings of isolation and alienation. Social gatherings ameliorated all of
these circumstances, and those that flaunted extravagant clothes and
settings gave Black women what may have been a false sense of worth,
but it was a sense of worth, nonetheless. So the sorority had to be a two-
headed animal: one of which sought to have a political impact on the
society, and the other to cater to the socioemotional needs of its mem-
bers. The double identity was no more evident than at the twelfth na-
tional convention, held in Chicago in 1933.

Convening at the height of the Depression,
the convention saw many important issues on the table, which were
discussed, voted upon, and implemented with all of the urgency that
the times demanded. But there was also that other part, and this con-
vention, despite all that was happening outside of it, was probably the
most extravagant in Delta’s history. There was from the beginning a
particularly festive air; unlike previous conventions, it took place in
August so that sorors could also enjoy the ironically named, “World’s
Fair Century of Progress” exposition held in Chicago. The national
convention had an auspicious beginning. A representative of the city’s
mayor, Edward J. Kelley, gave President Gladys Byram Shepperd a key
to the city. Mayor Kelley also gave the sorority a fifty-dollar check for
the scholarship fund. On the first afternoon, Alice Dunbar-Nelson gave
an address. And during the course of the convention, there was an
artists’ recital at the Art Institute, featuring Florence Cole Talbert and
Shirley Graham, composer of the opera Tom-Tom, which had premiered
in Cleveland, in 1932. Graham, who later became a writer of some note
and the second wife of W.E.B. Du Bois, had studied abroad and received
a master’s from Oberlin. She had also been the director of music at
Morgan State College, where she joined the Alpha Gamma Chapter.
Subsequently, Mary Church Terrell led the group in a solemn reading
of the Delta Oath, and founder Osceola Adams gave a short history of
the sorority.

The social activities kept sorors—and no doubt critics—buzzing for
a long time after the Deltas left the Windy City. There was a Kappa
Alpha Psi boat ride, and a banquet that revived the opulence of another
era. The convention took place in the city’s Civil Opera Building, where,
“from the lofty heights of the thirty-ninth floor…Delta acclaimed her
majestic power to the city of Chicago,” wrote Elsie (Evans) Harris, social
chairman of the convention, who had studied design in Paris and was
working in the graduate school at
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Northwestern University.21 “Everything was perfect from the punch
all the way to the liveried doorman who deftly opened cab doors,” she
continued. “Never was there a more beautiful or more classic finale to
any event than the banquet in the Electric Club Rooms.” The setting
was so dazzling, another Delta who reported on the convention noted,
that she forgot the menu. “Won’t you be content to know that it was
just any of those high-sounding things that you don’t know until it is
put before you,” she pleaded.22 The women, 222 of them, were attired
in long-flowing evening gowns; “women of the same spirit and ideals
broke bread together…and again pledged allegiance to that ideal which
has kept them of one mind and faith ‘through the bond of devotion,’”
the writer observed. The dinner was served to small groups of the Deltas
and their guests at tables that had gold menu cards, “exquisite yellow
and red roses, and the bright glow of red tapers.” But, the writer cau-
tioned, those “will be only incidental in memory when one thinks of
the miniature frozen Buckingham Fountain out of which had been
carved those Greek letters which exemplify our being. The DELTA
SIGMA THETA carved in ice, standing some four feet in height, and
flooded with colored lights was like an image before whom one would
bow in reverence,” she humbly concluded.23

Despite all of the glamour, there was some
very serious work to be done, and after the opening session of the
convention on August 27, the women got down to work. The most im-
portant issue before them was the accreditation question, which had
been broached at earlier conventions and which would have to be re-
solved at this one. On December 1, 1932, at the annual meeting of the
Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools of the Southern States,
the association’s Executive Committee voted to grant ratings to many
Black institutions. Among the institutions that received the standard
four-year-college class B rating were Black land-grant colleges in Florida,
Kentucky, Louisiana, North Carolina, Texas, and Virginia. Already,
Black land-grant schools in Missouri and West Virginia were recognized
as such by the North Central Association of Colleges. Thus by 1933,
eight Black land-grant institutions, in the words of educator and
scholar John W. Davis, “qualify for positions of honor among the better
institutions situated in their areas of academic accreditation.”24

Of course, in the past, the sorority only accepted “A”-rated colleges,
but there was considerable pressure building to widen its academic net
and include other schools—especially those Black land-
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grant colleges that had become accredited. Several factors made the
ensuing debate come to a head. First, of course, the Depression had
challenged the idea that a selected few were to speak for—without
speaking to—the masses of Blacks who had become an electoral force
in the cities. This was the issue behind Carter G. Woodson’s criticism
of the continuing, self-imposed gulf among the different classes of
Blacks. Among the educated group, there was increasing sensitivity
about the stratification of those who attended the highly rated northern
and private Black schools and those in the lesser-rated institutions. Of
the latter, the largest group of colleges were the Black land-grant insti-
tutions that were beginning to come into their own, and were the subject
of books and journal articles in new publications like Journal of Negro
Education.

Before the thirties the reputation of the Black land-grant schools—with
the exception of West Virginia State—was not very high. Their origins
were in the Morrill Act of 1862, which set aside thirty thousand acres
of land for the support of the agricultural and mechanical arts in each
state. Both private colleges, such as Cornell and the Massachusetts In-
stitute of Technology, and public institutions, such as Michigan State,
owed their early support to this law. In 1890, a second Morrill Act was
passed that provided further funds for institutions to teach the “various
branches of mathematical, physical, natural and economic science.”25

It also prohibited monies being sent to any school that made distinctions
of race or color—but at the same time provided for the establishment
of separate colleges for Blacks and Whites. As a result there were sev-
enteen Black land-grant colleges established. Some states like Mississippi
created schools such as Alcorn University out of whole cloth. This was
also true in Georgia, Delaware, North Carolina, West Virginia, Texas,
and Oklahoma. Others, such as South Carolina and Virginia, used
already existing schools—Claflin University and Hampton Institute,
respectively—as their land-grant institutions. Kentucky and five other
states designated their state normal schools to receive federal funds;
Maryland and Tennessee arranged for the congressional monies to be
assigned to private schools, Morgan College and Knoxville College,
respectively. (In 1912, Tennessee altered this arrangement and estab-
lished a Black land-grant institution at Nashville.)

Predictably, the course of the Black schools was not the same as that
of their White counterparts in states like Michigan and Wisconsin. Un-
like the White land-grant schools, funds for research were negligible.
“Not one of the states that supports a separate land-grant college for
Negroes has established in connection with the institution
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for Negroes an experiment station,” commented Davis,26 who became
a president of West Virginia State. Although curricula were conceived
in the same liberal arts tradition as they were for other schools, the fact
that many southerners were generally hostile to Black education, or
saw Blacks as uneducable, meant that the course studies of the Black
schools did not even attempt to meet those of the White. This was
compounded by the fact that there were few Black high schools. As late
as 1916, only twelve students of college grade were enrolled in all sev-
enteen colleges.27

Nevertheless, by the end of the twenties, a number of circumstances
converged to raise the level of the Black land-grant institutions. The
rapid industrialization of the South and the need for more highly skilled
workers forced the issue of raising their educational standards. Con-
sequently, philanthropies and other private sources such as the General
Education Board, the Rosenwald Fund, and the Phelps-Stokes Fund
began pouring substantial funds into Black schools—especially in the
South where 97 percent of the 38,000 Blacks receiving collegiate instruc-
tion in 1933 were attending school.28 In addition, legislation such as the
Smith-Bankhead Act, passed in 1920, had been providing supplementary
federal appropriations for paying the salaries of teachers of agricultural,
trade, and home economics subjects. And the vast improvement in the
high school situation began to have an impact on the college population.
By 1930–1931, there were 5,679 Black students enrolled for collegiate-
level instruction at the land-grants, making up more than one fourth
of the total of Black students in all colleges. This marked the first year
in which the number surpassed that of the high school enrollment in
these schools.29

Such progress despite overwhelming odds, and the fact that the
schools were still receiving smaller proportions of state funds each year,
catalyzed many activists to lobby intensely on their behalf. Studies
showed that in 1930, the difference in expenditures between Black and
White schools was 252 percent, compared to 48 percent thirty years
before. Even in a state like North Carolina, where there was greater at-
tention focused on Black education than in more hostile states, more
money was spent for school trucks for White children than was spent on
new schools for Blacks. The salaries of Black and White teachers was
appallingly unequal, a disparity that was also reflected in physical
plants and new services such as visual aids. And by the mid-thirties,
at the depth of the Depression, there was decreasing support from the
philanthropic institutions, forcing schools

Paula Giddings / 147



like Virginia Union and Shaw universities to curtail their training of
lawyers and phyisicians.

It was exceedingly clear that for many of the schools, and especially
the land-grant institutions, it was primarily the lack of resources that
kept them from being competitive. Among those agitating on behalf of
the Black land-grant schools were the Deltas, who, in 1930, petitioned
the federal government to increase its aid to these institutions. For Delta
to then not permit the schools to be a part of their organization put the
sorority in an awkward position, to say the least.

Refusing to accept these campuses also put Delta at odds with its
own revised statement of purpose, which proclaimed that it no longer
confined membership to liberal arts women, and which stressed helping
a wide range of Black college-women. Additionally, by the early thirties,
there was a growing intellectual elite in the South, including many of
Delta’s own members—and founders—who were teaching in the land-
grant schools and others that didn’t have “A” ratings. Additionally, the
sorority had already made exceptions in schools such as Wilberforce,
and Clark College in Atlanta whose social prestige outweighed its aca-
demic rating. And as was commonly known, in its desire to establish
chapters on campuses where there were few Black students, or where
some particularly desirable student was sought for membership, require-
ments weren’t always strictly adhered to. Finally, there were pragmatic
considerations. Undoubtedly, the shadow of AKA, Delta’s main com-
petitor, whose national convention, or boule, was meeting in the same
city that summer, played a part. Although the AKAs wouldn’t resolve
the ratings issue until 1937, AKA chapters were already established at
Virginia State, North Carolina A and T, and Tennessee State, among
others. Anna Julian recalled that AKA didn’t require the same standards
as Delta. At least partly as a consequence, the AKAs had many more
chapters by 1933: 104 compared to Delta’s 62. Delta’s opening of the
gates would greatly increase the membership, and by extension, the
influence and treasury of the sorority.

There was also another sensibility operating in the sorority in the
1930s. The new generation of women had different attitudes about
education and status than the older women. As Johnson noted in his
1936 study of graduates in the early thirties, “The older students came,
more often, from homes of meager education and income, but with as-
pirations definitely fixed above their status. Where education was sought
at all it appears to have been sought passionately and with an almost
blind faith in the mystic values of such an experience.
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The drive was the elevation of social status, which was, in effect, an
attempt at social emancipation.” But the present generation had motives
that were somewhat different, he observed. More of their parents were
high school and college educated, had a more sober assessment of the
value of education, and so, education in and of itself, was no longer “a
highly exceptional achievement.” Both parents and their children be-
lieved college education important, Johnson continued, but for a differ-
ent reason. “The dominant drive is now more immediately utilitarian
than social” on the part of both parents and their children. “The urge
to social elevation is somewhat changed in character, from a question
of a lowly group status to that of competition for social prestige among
these various emerging groups.”30

So, achieving high grades and honors in college was no longer as
important as it had been in the past; the burden of proof that Blacks
could succeed did not weigh as heavily on the present generation. This
would seem to smooth the path for the acceptance of the “B” schools
in the sorority. On the other hand, if the social prestige associated with
college was of greater importance, that could present a roadblock. For
although the present generation was not unsympathetic or unfamiliar
with the experience of aspiring above one’s present status, the students
from the lesser-rated schools could affect the social prestige of the sor-
ority as a whole. The prospect of many young women coming into the
sorority who were from poorer households, from the rural South, were
first-generation college educated, or were less cosmopolitan in their
experience and outlook was not looked upon with the traditional class
bias of other groups, but with a social bias. A social bias that was repug-
nant if logical in light of a racial experience that blocked so many other
avenues of social prestige.

And then, of course, there were those with the unadulterated convic-
tion that permitting the “B” schools within the sorority would lower
the academic standards of the sorority. The debate about standards,
which would reemerge in different forms throughout the history of the
sorority, went to the heart of how members viewed the role of the or-
ganization. Should its organizing principle be more in line with Greek-
letter societies such as Phi Beta Kappa—with its more objective and
quantifiable criteria? Or should Delta’s social and political objectives
outweigh such criteria, which, after all, were established by a dominant
majority whose interests were often pursued at the expense of Blacks?
The issue came into sharp focus after the 1932 decision of the Association
of Colleges and Secondary
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Schools of the Southern States. That it would be a hotly debated one
became immediately evident at the Chicago convention.

At the fifth session, held on the morning of August 30, the report of
the Committee on Standards began on a contentious note: “Because the
problem of standards [is of] increasing importance and because demands
are constantly being made to lower Delta standards, it is felt that some
definite settlement of the questions should be arrived at during this
convention.”31 The committee recommended that college chapters rated
“B” by the Southern Association, or not accredited at all, should suspend
all initiations until they come up to standard. It then suggested that
those schools be given a four- or five-year probation period at the end
of which those still not accredited should be “permanently dropped
from the Delta list.” Also recommended was the rejection of those
schools accredited only by the American Teachers Association, because
the committee felt “that the acceptance of these two groups would lower
present Delta standards too much.” The committee, chaired by Miriam
Mathews of Nu Sigma in Los Angeles, then presented a status report
of the fifty-two colleges and universities that were on the present Delta
list. All but eleven were rated “A” by various accrediting agencies.* Of
the eleven, six were rated “B” by the Southern Association, including
Clark College, North Carolina A and T University, Virginia Union
University, Virginia State University, Wiley College, and Bishop College.
The remaining five were not accredited at all: Bates College, Duquesne
University, Framingham State College at Framingham, Massachusetts,
Samuel Huston College, and Wilberforce University. A heated discus-
sion immediately ensued. The report was biased against the South and
Southwest, many felt. And it was in those regions that a dual system
of education was practiced. For a decade, it was argued, those schools
had met the requirements of their regional rating associations but “the
spirit of racial intolerance and prejudice had prevented their accredita-
tion, and…the Grand Chapter should take this factor into considera-
tion.”32 At that session, the Standards Committee report was tabled
because of “the controversial points involved.”33

It was brought up again, the next day, at the ninth session, during
the Committee on Recommendations report. Mary Smith Buford of
Omicron Sigma in Tulsa, made a minority report recommending that

*The Association of American Universities, the Association of Colleges and Secondary
Schools of the Southern States, the Middle States Association of Colleges and Secondary
Schools, the North Central Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools, and the
Northwest Association of Secondary and Higher Schools.
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the “B” schools be accepted as chapter seats of the sorority. But voting
was deferred until the completed Standards Committee report was
made. The latter was again interrupted over the “B” school question.
It looked as if there was going to be another logjam regarding the issue
until Buford took the initiative. She made her recommendation into a
motion, which forced a vote on the issue. Buford’s bold gamble paid
off: The motion carried, narrowly, 20 to 17. Following the vote, there
was a suggestion from the floor that a supplement to the Southern As-
sociation’s criteria be presented. Although no more details were given,
the supplement seems to have taken into account—as earlier reques-
ted—the prejudicial aspects of the rating systems, while at the same
time maintaining some of the standards of the agencies. So a comprom-
ise was struck. The “B” colleges and universities as rated by the
Southern Association and the others were accepted provided that they
fulfilled all the standard requirements except those pertaining to salaries
and training of faculty.34 Later, the standards for libraries—which said
that a college library should have no less than eight thousand volumes,
exclusive of public documents and should have a definite annual appro-
priation for the purchase of books—were also exempted. (The need for
better libraries was subsequently an issue in which both the sorority
and Mary McLeod Bethune, as director of the Negro Division of the
National Youth Administration, would become actively engaged. Both
initiated library projects. Bethune’s, in 1937, was to train and make one
hundred librarians available to Black institutions that needed such lib-
rary personnel in order to be accredited. Delta would think the issue
of enough import to make it its first national project.)

The compromise supplement also gave the “B” schools seven years
to become “A” institutions, or lose their right to initiate.35 The sorority’s
decision was important in several respects. In sheer numbers, Delta
would expand rapidly. In 1934, thirteen more chapters were added to
its roll; and as Helen Edmonds observed, the succeeding conventions
of 1934, 1937, 1939, and 1941 set up undergraduate and graduate
chapters in almost every state, especially in the South.*

*In 1938, founder Jimmie Middleton, then living in Washington, D.C., saw her beloved
Alpha Zeta Sigma Chapter established, finally, in Raleigh, North Carolina after years
of effort; by 1941, Delta chapters were founded at Alabama State Teachers College;
Bluefield State Teachers College (West Virginia); Dillard University (Louisiana); Florida
A and M University; Langston University (Oklahoma); LeMoyne College (Tennessee);
Miner Teachers College (Washington, D.C.); North Carolina A and T; Philander Smith
College (Arkansas); San Diego Teachers College (California); Shaw University (North
Carolina); South Carolina State College; Southern University (Louisiana); Tennesse A
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That, in turn, set the stage for the institution of major, long-term national
projects that were created in response to the particular needs of Blacks
below the Mason-Dixon Line. By the late forties and fifties, the imple-
mentation of those projects would transform the structure of the organ-
ization and the type of executive needed to lead it.

Delta would also become more identified with its role as a “public
service sorority.” The projects, which will be discussed later, played an
important part in that perception, as well as did the fact that the sorority
had consciously deviated from its more “exclusive” beginnings. It also
could become a more legitimate lobbyist for broader issues affecting
all Blacks—and this it would do with great vigor in succeeding years.

Other business of the convention included
legislation that increased the amount of scholarship aid. Now the min-
imum given would be $100, the maximum $500. One hundred dollars
was donated to the Scottsboro Fund and another $100 to the Association
for the Study of Negro Life and History. The hiring of an executive
secretary came a bit closer with the appointment of a search committee
that would investigate women to fill the post. And, at the last session,
there was the all-important vote for national officers. As was true with
her immediate predecessors, Gladys Byram Shepperd declined renom-
ination for president, leaving Jeannette Triplett Jones, Lorraine Heath-
cock, and Naomi Cherot in the field. Three ballots were required for
the presidential election, as none of the candidates had received a ma-
jority of the votes from the thirty-seven delegates present. On the third
ballot, Jones was elected. Founder Myra Hemmings was elected vice-
president, and other officers included: Edna Morris (who also declined
the presidential nomination), secretary; Marian Capps, treasurer; and
Edna M. Kinchion, journalist.

The group must have been heartened to have resolved the pressing
matter of the “B” schools, as well as the fact that their treasury had a
gross of $10,060.00. About a third of their budget would be spent for
their scholarship funds ($2,911.75) and another $1,303.95 was targeted
for a housing fund to purchase a headquarters building. Their improved
financial situation reflected not only the increase in numbers but their
successful campaigns against inactivity and inefficient collection of
monies. Of the sixty-two chapters chartered by the time of the 1933
convention, fifty-seven were fully functioning and fifty-two were finan-
cial.36 That roster would also include Alpha

and T; Virginia Union University; Tuskegee Institute (Alabama); and Virginia State
University; among others.
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Omicron Chapter in Seattle, the first Black Greek-letter organization in
the Northwest. It was established in 1933 by seven Deltas, including
founder Bertha Campbell, who had been living in Seattle for the last
ten years, and also served on the YWCA Board of Management, and
the Woman’s Auxiliary of the Seattle Urban League.

Indeed, Jeannette Triplet! Jones would preside over an organization
that had ironed out many of its internal problems, was on the cusp of
unprecedented growth—both in numbers and the breadth of its pro-
grams—and which would engage actively in racial, economic, and le-
gislative issues. Jones, a graduate of the University of Chicago with a
Ph.D. degree and a teacher at Phillips High School in that city, seemed
to be the right president at the right time. She had held important pos-
itions in the sorority: president of Lambda Chapter, director of the
Midwest Region, first and second vice-president of the national organ-
ization, and chair of the National Scholarship Board. And, as evidenced
by her leadership in the sorority and subsequent civic activities, she
also had a heightened political awareness.

In terms of the sorority itself, it was not long before she challenged
its priorities and spending habits. Of the latter, Jones questioned the
cost benefits of the most sacred of activities: national conventions. Those
attending the upcoming national meeting in Los Angeles, would spend
about $200 for transportation, room, and board, she calculated. And
this sum would not include what one would spend for clothes and
other “aids to beauty”—which, she sardonically observed, “were con-
sidered as indispensable as the railroad ticket.”37 Ten years and five
conventions later, that would add up to $200,000 for each soror—not
to mention the expenditure of friends and relatives who came along;
and the less quantifiable cost in terms of time and energy—both phys-
ical and spiritual. “Could the money be put to better use?” Jones asked.
But the president understood that the question had socioemotional
implications. Psychoanalysts, she noted, observed that women were
such great convention enthusiasts because they “were used for a means
of escape…or in the absence of many-sided interests, searching for a
substitute for that which is lacking.” Educated Black women, she knew,
had their own kind of frustration. Imbued with the same training as
men and White women, their world was often smaller, more isolated,
and laden with roles of middle-class convention. This sometimes also
narrowed their vision. People who attended conventions should “begin
increasingly to think and not to reflect thought and accept predigested
opinions,” Jones opined. “They must begin to stop thinking in terms
of pennies
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concerning the program and other essential features of their organization
and to stop spending thousands on inconsequential. If they attend
conventions because of sincere interest in the welfare of the organization
and not because they have acquired a pleasant habit,” she continued,
“they will be willing to hold their conventions away from the city…in
some secluded and appropriate location where the high cost of conven-
tioning may be properly reduced.” Not only would conventions then
become less costly, but the women would be free from “unnecessary
distractions,” allowing “a better esprit de corps” as a result of “the
closer association and cooperation” in such a setting. Then the conven-
tion “habit” can become an “asset,” Jones concluded.38

Such observations underlined the sorority’s attempts to strike a bal-
ance between the social needs of the sisterhood and those of the organ-
ization. The latter had to be particularly clear because the times deman-
ded coalitions between groups, forcing them to become accountable to
other constituencies as well as their own. The first coalition which had
to be established was among the Greek-letter groups themselves.

In May of 1930 the first meeting of the National Pan-Hellenic Council
(NPHC) had taken place at Howard University. The NPHC evolved
out of the earlier National Interfraternal Council, in a new effort toward
coalition to strengthen the influence of the Black Greek-letter organiza-
tions. Evidence of their renewed determination prompted then-Delta
president Anna Julian, elected treasurer of the NPHC, to observe that
the coming together of these organizations was a “significant step in
the history of Greek-Letter Societies”—a step that had been “thwarted”
in the past. Its purpose was to arrive at a “unanimity of thought and
action as far as possible in the conduct of Greek-letter collegiate fratern-
ities and sororities, and consideration of problems of mutual interest
to the member organizations.”39 Those interests were dual in nature.
There was concern about collegiate matters: scholastic standards, secur-
ing Black representation in White interfraternal organizations, and
discrimination against Black students in dormitories on predominantly
White campuses. The NPHC was particularly active concerning the last
issue, documenting exclusionary practices as well as sending letters of
protest and requesting conferences with university administrators.

But there were also broader issues and so broader coalitions to be
realized. The most prominent of these was the Joint Committee of the
National Recovery Association. The twenty-four-member organi-

154 / In Search of Sisterhood



zation was formed in response to the National Recovery Act of 1933,
which authorized labor codes that regulated minimum wages and the
length of the work week for various industries. As important as such
questions were to Blacks, they found themselves with little lobbying
power in Washington in the early days of the New Deal. The thirties
found even the major civil rights organizations such as the NAACP
and Urban League practically bankrupt. Consequently, as historian
Harvard Sitkoff noted: “Afro-Americans could do nothing to counter
the control over the early New Deal exercised by Southern Congressmen
in alliance with well-financed industrial associations, local unions, and
farm lobbies…. Not a single Negro organization sent a spokesman to
testify at the congressional hearings considering farm and industrial
legislation.”40

There was a dire need for a cooperative effort and by October of 1933,
organizations that promoted the rights of Afro-Americans did come
together under the umbrella of the Joint Committee. Formally estab-
lished on September 15 of the same year, its purpose was to “secure the
combined efforts of racial and interracial organizations and agencies
in the protection and promotion of the welfare of Negroes, both wage-
earners and consumers.”41 In addition to the Greek-letter groups, and
the major civil rights organizations, other members included the AME
Church, the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs, the Na-
tional Bar and Medical associations, the National Catholic Interracial
Foundation, the Women’s Auxiliary of the National Baptist Foundation,
and the YWCA, among others. The officers of the organization included
executive secretary John P. Davis, who would subsequently organize
the National Negro Congress; chairman George E. Haynes, sociologist
and one of the first executive officers of the National Urban League;
technical advisor Robert C. Weaver, who would be appointed as a race
relations officer in the Department of the Interior under Roosevelt; and
treasurer Nannie Burroughs. The representatives included such notables
as the historian and educator Charles W. Wesley, attorney William H.
Hastie, and Mary Church Terrell. Representing Delta was the chair of
the Vigilance Committee, Esther (Popel) Shaw, who was a Phi Beta
Kappa graduate of Dickinson College, a modern language teacher in
Washington, D.C., and a writer and poet whose work appeared in Op-
portunity, The Crisis, and the New York Herald Tribune. All in all, the
Black member organizations represented some four million Afro-
Americans through their various branches.

The Joint Committee immediately began filling the void of Black
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interest group representation. It prepared briefs, wrote letters, conducted
interviews with those in charge of establishing codes, and appeared at
some seventy code hearings, with the strength that its numbers repres-
ented. It kept its members informed of activities as typified by grand
secretary Edna Morris alerting the sorority on February 27, 1933, of
upcoming code hearings on March 5 in Washington, where all of the
code authorities were to meet. She recommended that “every chapter
register protests against the treatment of Negro workers under the
codes; that all urge in their communications the abolition of the Southern
differential in wages and hours, retained in the codes; that they seek
the appointment of a Negro representative on the Labor Advisory Board
and the Consumers Board”;42 and that they mail these communications
to the President and other authorities over the codes. Unfortunately,
however, the committee’s impact was stymied by lack of funds. Its
budget, derived from the contributions of the various member-organiz-
ations, was never able to exceed $5,000.

Nevertheless, there were some successes. In the fall of 1934, for ex-
ample, Esther Shaw reported the favorable resolution of the Maid-well
Garment Factory case that came about largely through the efforts of
the committee. In that year a Black woman employee in the Arkansas
factory registered a complaint to the committee that Maid-well was not
living up to the wage codes, which should have paid the 194 Black
women workers at Maid-well at least $12 a week. Instead they were
earning only half of that. The committee investigated the matter, got
affidavits from the women, and filed a complaint with the National
Recovery Agency, which administered the program. The NRA was
slow to act, but finally ruled in favor of the women, who received more
than $4,000 in back wages. The Joint Committee’s efforts also helped
to incorporate Black workers who were excluded from the code regula-
tions, such as farm workers and domestics, into the recovery legislation.
And the committee did help to secure a ruling that workers in cotton
gins—the vast majority of them Black—should be categorized as indus-
trial workers and thus were entitled to minimum wage and other labor
benefits provided for in the National Recovery Act. The committee also
helped to ameliorate conditions and wages for tobacco workers in North
Carolina and Virginia, and mine workers in Alabama, among others.
And finally, it successfully proselytized for Black appointments to
various agencies. Although the victories may have been minor ones
compared to the inequities that continued to exist, the findings of the
Joint Committee provided valuable documentation of the “Raw Deal,”
as
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some put it, and raised the political consciousness of Black organizations,
which would thus be better prepared to engage in the long struggle for
equal rights. This was certainly true for the Delta organization, which
was willing to now support not only individuals in need, but causes
critical to the masses of Blacks—even the more radical ones. This was
evident in their public support of Louise Thompson, an organizer of
the left-wing International Workers Order (IWO).

Thompson, the charter member of Kappa Chapter, who was fired
from Hampton, subsequently moved to Chicago where she and Jean-
nette Jones became friends. Eventually, she moved to Harlem, where
she came to know many of the Black cultural and political figures there;
she had a short-lived marriage to the writer Wallace Thurman, and was
a secretary for the writers Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston.
In the early thirties, Thompson traveled to the Soviet Union with Hughes
and a number of other writers, and upon her return became involved
with the Scottsboro Boys case—and one of its most important Commun-
ist lawyers, William Patterson, whom she would marry in 1940. In 1934,
Thompson became involved with the IWO, which organized and se-
cured work benefits for its ten thousand members. In May of that year,
while she was working among the striking mill and mine workers in
Birmingham, Alabama, the police raided the apartment where she and
six other organizers were meeting, confiscated the Communist literature
that they found there, and arrested the group. When Thompson insisted
that she was merely a maid in the house, she was freed—but only for
a short time. When her true identity was discovered, she was rearrested.
Notices about the incident were published in newspapers throughout
the country, and when Jeannette Jones heard about it, she had to make
a decision. Black groups were being constantly smeared with charges
of communism, which were used to justify either ignoring them, cutting
off support, or worse, arresting their members. Just three years before,
Howard University’s appropriations were threatened and a federal in-
vestigation ensued when it was discovered that the curriculum included
analyses of left-wing politics and that its president, Mordecai Johnson,
had praised the success of the Soviet Union in ameliorating the plight
of the poor in that country. Nevertheless, though there was little that
the sorority could actually do about Thompson’s plight, it was decided
that their open support of the activist was important not only as a
statement of racial solidarity but one that evoked the Delta sisterhood.
“Dear
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Louise,” the letter on official stationery from the Delta president began:

This message comes to you from your hundreds of sorors who want to stretch
out their hands to you across the distance and silence that separates, to say
that your welfare, your comfort and your safety is our heartfelt concern.
Thoughts of love and cheer and consolation go out from us to you, for are
you not one with us…? Doubtless ere this reaches you by way of some cir-
cuitous route, all will be well. We feel that it can be but a matter of time
before this incident will be a part of the inglorious past of the southern section
of our country. Some of us are expecting soon to be able to grasp your hand
and say to you the many other things that are deep down in our hearts.
Praying that this message reaches you, we are,

Yours in Delta,
Jeannette /Triplet! Jones]43

Thompson was subsequently released, and promoted to national
secretary of the English branches of the I WO. Now living in California,
Thompson, though critical of much of sorority life, nevertheless re-
membered the above correspondence—which she has kept all these
years—with appreciation and a special fondness for Jeannette Jones.

In the meantime, the Vigilance Committee
led by Esther Shaw and later Anna Julian lent its support to educational,
employment, and civil rights issues throughout the thirties. In an “Open
Letter” published in the 1935 Bulletin, Shaw noted that the Vigilance
Committee had been able to keep “an ear to the ground” and,
whenever possible, “voice a protest in the name of our sorority against
injustice of various kinds where our racial group has been concerned.”44

Delta had lent its name and support to federal antilynching bills, protests
against the firing of soror Mabel Byrd from the National Recovery Act
Advisory Board, and the curtailment of the women’s educational pro-
gram at Harvard “as a so-called
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economy measure.” It was very active in the coalition of groups that
sought amendments to ensure that Blacks got their fair share from the
proposed Harrison-Fletcher Bill, which asked for increased federal aid
to education. They supported two bills proposed by Black Illinois con-
gressman Arthur W. Mitchell, which would prohibit segregation in in-
terstate facilities and assure that the highest scorer on the civil service
test would be appointed. (As it stood, a selection was made from the
three highest scorers, a method that virtually assured that Blacks would
be overlooked.) On the other side of the civil service coin, Delta also
supported the Ramspeck Bill, which provided for the extension of the
Civil Service Act. Under the bill, many unclassified workers, a large
number of whom were Black, would be granted security, tenure, and
grade classification. In the racial discrimination fight, the Deltas worked
with the Citizens Committee, a coalition, which led the fight for Marian
Anderson to sing in Constitution Hall after the Daughters of the
American Revolution denied the request. (The issue became a cause
when First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt resigned from the DAR in protest
and Anderson sung instead, by invitation of Secretary of the Interior
Harold Ickes, from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Her triumphant
recital was attended by over seventy-five thousand people, and there-
after Constitution Hall, as well as many major American opera compan-
ies, opened their doors to Blacks.)

From the beginning, the Vigilance Committee was conceived to work
not only through the national office but through local chapters as well.
Although the quality of the local committees varied, a number of
chapters were able to have an impact on their communities. In the
thirties, for example, Omega Sigma, a graduate chapter in Berkeley,
was able to get conessions from the school board in South Berkeley after
it threatened to close down schools in the district.

During these years, the sorority also worked in league with, suppor-
ted, and/or contributed to civil rights organizations such as the National
Urban League and the NAACP. It gave annual donations to the Associ-
ation for the Study of Negro Life and History, worked closely with
Mary McLeod Bethune in the National Youth Administration, and co-
operated with the National Negro Congress, a progressive coalition of
over five hundred Black organizations. By the end of the tumultuous
decade, Delta had become an integral part of the movement to secure
equal political, educational, and economic rights for Blacks. The sorority
had evolved from a narrow
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purpose to embrace a broader one. As Mary McLeod Bethune would
observe:

[the] Delta girl…is one who has been given the opportunity of education
and broad development: she is one who has enjoyed the privileges of culture
and selected environment…. It is pleasing to a heartfelt depth to see her not
as self-centered, not desirous of selfish power, not wanting the plaudits of
people, not wanting glory—but with a purpose which directs her activities
and all that she may control toward lifting somebody else.45
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Photographic Insert

Founders of Delta Sigma Theta in 1913. Bottom row (left to right)-Wmona Cargile

Alexander, Madree Penn White, Wertie Blackwell Weaver, Vashti Turley Murphy,

Ethel Cuff Black Frederica Chase Dodd. Middle row: Pauline Oberdorfer Minor

Edna Brown Coleman, Edith Motte Young, Marguerite Young Alexander, Naomi

Sewell Richardson. Top row: Myra Davis Hemmings, Mamie Reddy Rose, Bertha

Pitts Campbell Florence Letcher Toms, Olive Jones, Jessie McGuire Dent, Jimm’ie

Bugg Middleton, Ethel Carr Watson

Deltas at the 1924 national convention in New York City



At the height of fashion—founder Florence Letcher Toms

Soror Mary Church Terrell (at right) being honored



Soror Barbara Jordan and past national president Lillian Benbow



Past president Jeanne L. Noble and actress Bette Davis discuss latter’s appearance

and acceptance of award for having encouraged the casting of Blacks in

non-stereotypical movie roles.



The Bookmobile in Carrollton, Georgia

Presidential candidate Jesse Jackson and immediate past president Hortense G.

Canady



Past national presidents (far right to left) Geraldine P. Woods and Frankie M.

Freeman and Deltas discuss legislation with former President Lyndon B. Johnson.

An important gathering—Mamie Eisenhower (left center), Soror Mary McLeod

Bethune (right center), and past president Dorothy I. Height (top row, second

from left) at a Delta meeting



Past executive director Lynnette Taylor with former President Gerald Ford



Past national presidents. Front row (left to right): Gladys Byram Shepperd

(1931–33), Anna Johnson Julian (1929–31), Sadie T. M. Alexander (1919–23), the

first national president of Delta, Thelma T. Daley (1975–79), and Vivian Marsh

(1935–39). Back row: Mae Wright Allen Peck (1944–47), Dorothy P. Harrison

(1956–58), Jeanne L. Noble (1958–63), Geraldine P. Woods (1963–67), Frankie M.

Freeman (1967–71), and national president Mona H. Bailey (1979–)

From the Howard University archives



Lena Home (second from left) with sorors

Former President John F. Kennedy at the Delta Golden Jubilee Anniversary, past

president Jeanne L. Noble, presiding



Founders Winona Cargile Alexander and Osceola Macarthy Adams (seated left

to right) and past national president Thelma T. Daley, Soror Alexis Herman, and

immediate past national first vice-president Yvonne Kennedy who was elected

national president in August 1988 (standing left to right)



Founder Naomi Sewell Richardson (center) and the Mid-Hudson Valley Alumnae

Chapter’s Jean Sharon Porter (left) and Anna Bell Kane (right)



“Miss Vash”—Vashti Turley Murphy

Florence Letcher Toms and her husband, Charles

Florence Cole Talbert, who wrote the music for the official Delta Hymn. Alice

Dunbar-Nelson wrote the lyrics.



Meetings, meetings, meetings—past presidents Geraldine P. Woods and Hortense

G. Canady (left to right) and chair of the national finance committee, Marcia

Fudge



Founder Bertha Pitts Campbell (in her nineties) kicking up her heels

Founders (left to right) Winona Cargile Alexander, Bertha Pitts Campbell, Zephyr

Chisom Carter, and Osceola Macarthy Adams



Founders (left to right) Ethel Cuff Black, Wertie Blackwell Weaver, and Madree

Penn White being presented violets by soror Allie Miller Holley



The Legacy Continues—founder Bertha Pitts Campbell and Delta sorors



CHAPTER 8

FROM COALITION TO

AUTONOMY

The next three presidents—Vivian Marsh
(1935–1939), Elsie Austin (1939–1944), and Mae (Wright) Downs
(1944–1947)—would find a Delta organization that was experienced in
public affairs: well known and respected by other organizations, and
which had penetrated every region of the country. Its numbers sur-
passed two thousand by 1939, and the sorority was prepared to be both
a partner with other organizations in their efforts to realize specific
objectives and to launch its own national projects.

At the close of the 1935 convention, Jeannette Jones, citing personal
illness and illness in her family, declined a second nomination for the
presidency. Among the most progressive of Delta’s national presidents,
Jones had no doubt raised the political consciousness of the organization.
Elected to lead the sorority through its next phase were Vivian Marsh
to head the organization; Mary Lou (Davis) Robertson of Shreveport,
Louisiana, vice-president; Edna M. Kinchion of Belton, Texas, secretary;
Marian Capps of Norfolk, Virginia, treasurer; the journalist position
would be filled by Faye Jackson of Los Angeles. The significant contri-
bution of Edna Morris, including ten years as grand secretary, was re-
cognized by conferring upon her the



title of secretary emeritus; the first time that other than a national
president was given that distinction.

Vivian Marsh had been the force behind the establishment of Berke-
ley’s Kappa Chapter in 1921, and since then had been responsible for
five additional chapters on the West Coast. The most recent was Omega
Sigma, a graduate chapter, organized in 1934, of which she was presid-
ent. Marsh had also served as national first and second vice-president,
as Far West regional director, chair of the National Program Committee,
and a member of the Vigilance Committee. During her four years in
office, the sorority would begin to move toward initiating its own
projects in addition to supporting other groups. In a period when Blacks
were very conscious about pooling their efforts, Delta continued to lend
aid to the NAACP, the National Urban League, and the National Negro
Congress. During the mid and late thirties, Alpha Kappa Alpha had
two major programmatic initiatives: the Mississippi Health Project,
which provided for general care clinics and the irnmuni2:ation of
thousands of children and residents in rural areas of the state; and the
National Non-Partisan Council, a lobby that worked in conjunction
with the NAACP. Delta, along with other Greek-letter groups, was in-
vited to participate in these projects, and did, especially in the coun-
cil—though the AKAs continued to “carry the ball” in these notable
efforts.

The highlight of Delta’s cooperative efforts in this period was when
Marsh was asked by the NAACP’s executive secretary, Walter White,
to serve as a lobbyist in January and February of 1938 for the passage
of the Costigan-Wagner federal anti-lynching bill. It was a critical
period in the more than decade-long struggle to win such legislation.
Since the bill was first introduced in 1935, White had mounted an effect-
ive campaign for its passage in the House and mobilized the support
of other organizations, both Black and White, to get it passed in the re-
calcitrant Senate. After two particularly violent lynchings in this period,
Gallup polls showed that the majority of Americans—both North and
South—wanted the bill passed. After the Delta national convention
held in Cleveland in 1937, White asked Marsh to come to Washington
to personally lobby for the legislation. For two weeks, Marsh recalled,
she stumped the country, talking about and urging the passage of the
bill. Though the bill failed to become law, the campaign not only de-
creased the number of lynchings, but revealed the potential power of
the liberal coalition and was further evidence, as New Deal historian
Harvard Sitkoff
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noted, that the Black struggle had been professionalized. This fact would
have an impact on Delta’s vision as well.

But in order to realize an organizational vision which extended bey-
ond merely supporting other initiatives to creating its own national
projects, a number of things had to happen. There would have to be a
greater sense of coherence among the rapidly expanding membership,
a broad consensus about the initiative itself, and a lessening of tensions
among the leadership. The administration of Vivian Marsh began to
move Delta in that direction. With the 1937 and 1939 conventions taking
place in Cleveland and New York City, respectively, and Marsh being
based on the West Coast, the president took advantage of the long dis-
tances to visit a great many chapters personally during her administra-
tion. More than any president before her, she spoke frequently on college
campuses and to Delta graduate chapters across the country. Approach-
ing the ideal that a national officer should have one-to-one contact with
sorors throughout all of the regions, Marsh went a long way, as future
president Mae Wright Peck noted, toward, lifting the morale of the
sorority, which had been dampened by the Dingle affair, the Calimese
administration, and the Depression.

Even more important to the development of the sorority in this period
was the president’s appointment as state supervisor in the Negro Affairs
Division of the National Youth Administration (NYA), one of the pro-
grams created under Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. The NYA,
directed at finding employment work-relief, or vocational training for
young people between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four, was of
special interest to the sorority. There had been numerous conferences
between Delta representatives and Mary McLeod Bethune, the director
of NYA’s Negro Affairs Division, in an effort to aid Black youth. Of
particular interest to both the agency and the sorority were those issues
concerning Black educational institutions and students. Under Bethune’s
stewardship, federal expenditures for Black students attending college
rose from $75,060 in 1936–1937 to $111,105 in 1940–1941. During the
seven years that the student aid fund was in existence, 4,118 students
received a total of $609,930.1

Related programs of the NYA included the training of high school
teachers for Black rural schools in Mississippi, where so few high schools
admitted Blacks that scarcely any youths were able to take advantage
of the NYA student aid funds; and the aforementioned project to make
one hundred librarians available to Black col-
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leges and universities that needed library science personnel to become
accredited. Undoubtedly the thrust of the NYA influenced that of the
two largest Black sororities. It is no coincidence that the first AKA na-
tional project centered on training teachers for rural Mississippi schools,
a project that later paved the way for their health clinics in that state;
and that Delta’s first nationwide effort was providing library services
in the rural South.

THE NATIONAL LIBRARY PROJECT

It was the 1937 national convention in
Cleveland that authorized the National Library Project. The plan was
to establish a traveling library in areas of the South where such services
were not available to Blacks. Two years later at the 1939 convention
held in New York City with its theme, Broader Horizons for Youth of
Tomorrow, $2,500 was advanced to get the project going under Anne
Duncan, its chair from 1937 to 1950. The complexity of planning re-
quired, the domestic exigencies of World War II, and internal problems
kept the project from actually being implemented until 1945. The de-
termination of the sorority to keep it alive all those years was the tre-
mendous need for library services in the South.

The new focus in the thirties on education in general and Black edu-
cation in particular, dramatically revealed the need for library services
especially among the rural Black population. The Progressive education
movement led by John Dewey was espousing child-centered education
that stressed teaching through motivation and the student’s own life
experiences rather than rote and autocratic methods. At the same time,
Black scholars such as Charles S. Johnson talked about the need of Blacks
who were not only physically segregated but culturally isolated. “Where
many other instrumentalities fail,” he said, “books may, when available
serve as an open sesame to the world outside. The ability to read can
be developed to only a limited extent unless there are reading materials
at hand.”2 Not only were books provided by segregated school systems
inadequate in both quantity and quality, there were also few resources
available outside of the system. In his book Patterns of Negro Segregation,
Johnson wrote that “public libraries represent an area
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of extreme racial distinction, since these publicly supported institutions
sometimes make no provisions for Negroes.”

In addition to the obvious need, the special place of the librarian in
the Black community was another factor. Like the teacher, the librarian
was role model, primary purveyor of information, and agent for passing
on culture and history. As Spelman College president Johnnetta Cole,
a Delta and a Floridian who grew up in the segregated South of the
forties noted in a recent interview, librarians along with teachers made
up the intellectual tradition in those communities.

Although there had been more efforts in the past to extend these
publicly supported institutions to the Black community, Johnson’s views
were an understatement. Out of nearly nine million Blacks in the thirteen
southern states in 1930, over six million were without public library
service. By 1939, things had improved somewhat, but not much. In that
year there were 774 libraries throughout the South and of that number,
99 served Blacks.3 One fifth of the southern Black population as a whole
had access to public institutions; but only 5 percent of the rural popula-
tion did. Heroic efforts had been made by local PTA groups, community
groups, churches, and similar organizations to raise funds and find
competent personnel to support the inadequately financed, and usually
small, public library branches designated for Blacks. But they had made
only a dent. It was increasingly clear that the hard-won struggles to
increase aid to Black education would be virtually meaningless if
reading material remained so unavailable.

The next step for the sorority was to plan how it would fill the vacu-
um. It was important that chapters be an integral part of the process
(eventually individual chapters would carry the responsibility of sus-
taining the project) and each, it was decided, would be assessed the
cost of ten books, at an estimated $2.50 apiece. Each book would bear
the name of the contributing chapter. Grand Chapter would then pur-
chase twenty-five book baskets with lock and key to facilitate the
transportation of the books.

Need, the potential of local chapter involvement, as well as Delta
professionals who could help administer the project, all had an impact
on the site selection of the first traveling library: Franklin County, North
Carolina. Franklin, the most needy of the counties in the state, had
seventeen one-teacher schools, eleven two-teacher schools, seven three-
teacher schools, and three schools that had five or more teachers. The
county seat of Franklinton had only two one-
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teacher schools and five two-teacher schools for Blacks, operating for
grades one through twelve.4

Also important to the site selection was the presence of a Delta who
was willing, and more than able, to assist the project. Her name was
Mollie Houston Lee, and she had taught library science at Atlanta
University and North Carolina College, and served as city supervisor
of school libraries in Raleigh. Lee was also an activist in her field. She
had founded the Richard B. Harrison Library, organized the North
Carolina Library Association, and served on a number of interracial
city, county, and state library boards. Lee asked another Delta, Dr.
Virginia Lacy Jones, who was the director of library science at Atlanta
University, to permit graduating students majoring in the field to help
formulate plans for the project. Their recommendations, many of them
suggesting criteria (i.e., that a town Delta served have no less than a
thousand residents, and that local teachers and principals be asked to
accept responsibility for the distribution of the books) as well as methods
of registration and other administrative details to be worked out.

The numerous obstacles which had to be overcome—including the
fact that orders for the book baskets took two years to fulfill because of
the manufacturer’s obligations to its government war contracts—made
the official launching of the project all the more satisfying. There was
much enthusiasm and fanfare surrounding the project’s opening, which
was attended by founder Jimmie Middleton, the county superintendent,
officials of the county school board, and other leading officials and
dignitaries. The operation worked by allowing each school in the county
to borrow one basket—containing books on a variety of subjects and
Black history—for a one-month period. One teacher from each of the
schools took responsibility for the basket. The response was as much
as one could hope. After only one year, a teacher wrote to the sorority:
“I wish to say that the books were a God-sent Blessing…. [the library
project] has developed a wider reading interest, comprehension of
deeper meanings and better study habits in my grade…. It created a
desire to read a book during some of his or her leisure time.”5 The
teacher went on to say that interest had been so stimulated that her
seventh grade took it upon themselves to add some thirty-five more
books to their class shelves. Its success can be attested to by the letters
of commendation received by the sorority, especially from teachers,
but particularly the activities that the attention to the region had in-
spired. Four years after the project had been initiated, the citizens of
Louisburg in Franklin County expressed their
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willingness to finance a new library center and building that would be
furnished by modern equipment through fund-raising efforts of the
Louisburg teachers. Dedicated April 11, 1949, the building bore the
name of Delta Sigma Theta Public Library, and in a formal ceremony
the library keys were presented to its librarian, Mildred McCullers, by
the mayor of the city. Delta, in turn, gave their namesake $500 to be
spent solely on books.

The sorority did not rest on the laurels of the one success, however.
Other sites were chosen in Harolson, Heard, and Carroll counties,
situated in western Georgia. These were the most bereft areas in a state
that had only ninety-three libraries for the entire population, with only
four that served Blacks! This meant that about 48 percent of Whites,
compared to under 16 percent of Blacks, had access to such service.6

Additionally, there were other motives for coming into this particular
area. First of all, there had already been a great deal of chapter activity,
through Iota Sigma at the Atlanta University graduate school. In 1947,
they had already supported efforts to improve the facilities of a Black
regional branch in Carrollton. Iota had contributed $500 to the project,
which, in turn, had stimulated interest on the part of local Black leaders,
who offered a matching donation for the program. The evidence of
Black participation spurred the state library authorities to allocate more
money, and in fact trebled the Delta grant. Within a year, then, over
$11,000 was available to the King Street branch for the purchase of new
books. By 1950, there had been enough commitment and interest in the
Carrollton program to push the state government to provide a war
surplus building to house the library, which now had a collection of
over two thousand books.

The Carrollton Library still needed library materials, furniture, a film
projector, and more trained personnel. It was at this point that the na-
tional chapter stepped in to fill these needs—and another one as well.
Service to rural schools and families was still problematic. Needed was
a bookmobile that could go to the more isolated areas of the state. The
national chapter had already purchased one, with the idea of it going
to North Carolina. But before these plans could be realized, the state
legislature allocated funds for its own bookmobiles. Plans were made
to send the bookmobile to Carroll County. For its part, Delta had
provided the bookmobile for sharing books with Blacks in Georgia, had
filled it with $3,000 worth of books, and found an outstanding librarian
to drive it, Leroy Childs. Childs, in turn, became a popular figure who
encouraged and guided children and their parents in the use of the
service. He became sym-

Paula Giddings / 183



bolic, as an observer noted, of all of the understanding and all of the
books within his truck.7 Delta’s contributions to library services in
western Georgia earned the sorority the American Library Association’s
American Library Letter Award, in 1954, given for the outstanding
contribution of the year. In appreciation for Child’s contribution to this
recognition, the sorority gave him a scholarship grant that enabled him
to finish his graduate studies at Atlanta University. The last demonstra-
tion project that Delta engaged in was one along the lines of the North
Carolina book-basket operation, at St. Helena Island in South Carolina.
By 1956, nine “library outposts” had been created to serve that island
community. In that year, the Grand Chapter also voted to end the
model programs on the national level. “Having pointed the way,” Delta
historian Mary Elizabeth Vroman observed, “Delta now decided that
in the future its Library Program would operate only on the chapter
level.”8

ORGANIZATIONAL

DEVELOPMENTS

The new confidence of the sorority in the
late thirties did not mean an absence of internal dissension largely
caused by new administrative problems coming as a result of Delta’s
explosive growth. Between the conventions of 1935 and 1937, some
twenty-one new chapters were established, and in her biennial report,
grand secretary Edna Kinchion complained that too many chapters
failed to carry out national program directives and recommendations.
The confusion was reflected at the Cleveland convention, held in
December of 1937, where sessions were in such disarray that much of
the convention’s business remained unfinished. This included the all-
important Recommendations Report, which was never read. Attempts
to compile, distribute, and get the recommendations voted upon through
the mails was, according to Kinchion, an exercise in frustration. She
also noted conflicts with President Marsh over the interpretation and
acceptance of the accreditation rating of Bluefield State College in West
Virginia, and Langston University in Oklahoma. And there were con-
flicts between the treasurer, Marian (Palmer) Capps and the Audit
Committee over the collection of monies and the timeliness of financial
reports. The
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report revealed not only some personality conflicts, particularly between
Kinchion and Marsh, but remaining structural problems. The office of
the grand secretary was burdened with a great deal of responsibility
without corresponding authority or resources to execute her duties ef-
ficiently. She was expected to fulfill orders for sorority pins, membership
certificates, rituals, constitutions, and similar materials for an organiza-
tion that now numbered in excess of 1,300 paid members, 729 new ini-
tiates, and nearly a hundred chapters. The office was also the repository
for collected monies and the final arbiter that determined if the financial
reports accurately reflected the amounts received in her office. Finally,
the secretary was, of course, responsible for all correspondence and this
alone was a Herculean task. Kinchion reported that between January
of 1938 and August of 1939, she had written 1,417 personal letters, and
if form letters were included, the number was 2,060.9 All of this was
done in the hours that were not filled by her six-day-a-week work
schedule, in an office at home that contained several files (two of which
were described as crowded beyond capacity and broken), a Royal long-
carriage typewriter, a stapler, a hole puncher, and some stamp pads.
Little wonder that she would complain, “Many times I have taxed and
overtaxed myself almost to the point of breaking.” And responding to
those who suggested that she step down, she cited her eleven years of
service to the sorority as Southwest regional director, grand journalist,
and grand secretary, and concluded: “It is my hope that you will not
be too harsh in your decision of negligence. In some instances I plead
guilty to your accusations…but I say again…I have done the best under
the circumstances.”10

An executive secretary who would be a paid staff person to handle
much of the business was never needed more. Previous conventions
had authorized such a position, and a deadline of March 15, 1938, for
filling it had been approved. But, probably largely because of the
problems of the 1937 convention, the date was postponed; and one
thing after another prevented the hiring of an executive secretary as
well as the purchasing of a national headquarters for another decade.
Barring the realization of those two remedies, combined with natural
personality conflicts, it was inevitable that tensions would rise. The
result could be bickering, often over petty disputes that were not the
real cause but the result of frustrations. This, of course, discouraged
even the most decicated Deltas. One of these was Osceola Adams, who
hadn’t been active in sorority affairs for some years. That she was occu-
pied with her career, an upcoming teaching assignment at Bennett
College, and a son ready to enter
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Dartmouth, was not the only reason for her not remaining active. In a
letter to Vivian Marsh in April of 1937, Adams expressed regrets about
the “trials” that Marsh had had to endure for the last year and a half.
She continued:

I have been so disgusted with the endless bickering, the pettiness, selfish
motives, and lack of cooperation which continue to persist in Delta to the
detriment of any constructive program which might be undertaken, that I
have all but despaired. I can only wonder at your having the heart to carry
on in the face of these discouraging conditions. Of course, someone must
carry if we are to justify our existence and live up to our high purpose, but
does it not follow that in all these years we would have learned the elemental
lesson of cooperation? Will we never grow up as an organization? Think of
the precious years and energy and money we waste in fighting over the
trivial things, the little petty personal differences which should be lost sight
of in the united effort to put over some truly worthwhile program…which
will be a credit to us. What have we as an organization to show for the
years?11

The penetrating question was answered in the following decade with
the library project, among others, as well as scholarship aid. And the
organization had given much support and energy to other organizations
and civil rights coalitions. Nevertheless, it could not be denied that
Delta’s potential had yet to be reached and that there was little concrete
that one could point to in the years before the national projects or even
the hiring of a staff worker or executive secretary.

Edna Kinchion had thoughts on this matter, too. In her biennial report
she noted that Delta’s greatest contribution was that it had been a “great
teacher.” It has “made friendship an art,” she said; “by means of its
comprehensive oaths and obligations it has instilled into the lives of
hundreds, a principle and a devotion to cause and purpose.” But, she
went on to say, these things came not by chance, but because of “the
persistence and stern determination” on the part
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of the few who “love Delta enough to work and sacrifice and be crucified
and abused and misunderstood. Every Delta’s energy has not been
directed along productive lines.” Kinchion ended with a challenge to
the group: “to enact laws and institute changes to meet the need of our
ever increasing sisterhood…. I charge each,” she said, “to rededicate
her life, to reread the vows and obligations taken at the time of initiation.
I charge you to determine that now is the time for all good Deltas to
come to the aid of the party. I charge you to decide the kind of Delta
you are and be governed accordingly.”12 And, as evidenced by much
that went on at the 1939 convention in New York City, the sorority did.

That year yet another World’s Fair was celebrated, this time in New
York, making the August 28–31 conclave held at the St. James Presby-
terian Church an especially exciting one. Among the over 350 Deltas
present were those not regularly seen at the national meetings. A
number of founders had come, who by 1939 were middle-aged. Freder-
ica Dodd was there. After marrying John Dodd, a physician, she went
to the Atlanta University graduate school and left teaching to work
with the Texas Relief Commission during the Depression years and
subsequently became one of the state’s earliest Black social workers for
United Charities, later known as the Family Bureau. Naomi Richardson,
who was still living and teaching in the New York City school system
and active with the Alpha Sigma Chapter there also attended. Ethel
Black, who had remained close to Richardson, and was teaching at P.S.
108 in Richmond Hill, Queens, was also in attendance. She also was
married in that year, to David Horton Black, a real estate agent. Florence
Toms, known to her friends as “Flossie,” made one of her few appear-
ances at a national convention in New York, as well. She had been
married to Charles H. Toms, an attorney, for fifteen years, was assistant
principal at Garnet-Patterson Junior High School in Washington, D.C.,
and would soon come to New York to earn a master’s degree from New
York University. Eliza Shippen, teaching at Miner Teachers College in
Washington, D.C., would, in five years, get a Ph.D. degree from the
University of Pennsylvania. And the irrepressible Jimmie Middleton,
now the proud holder of a master’s degree from Howard and charter
member of Raleigh Alumnae Chapter, rounded out the list. All were
honored guests and speakers at the formal Delta banquet, as was Mary
Church Terrell, who also took an active part in the deliberations and
was the designated parliamentarian for some of the sessions. Sadie T.
M. Alexander, the second woman attorney to hold the office of assistant
solicitor general of Philadelphia, was also in

Paula Giddings / 187



attendance and addressed the public meeting session. She had recently
left the city position to enter private practice with her husband, Ray-
mond Pace Alexander. Along with the first grand president, the first
grand secretary, Catherine Alexander, was also in attendance. Florence
Cole Talbert was there, along with other concert artists, pianist Ethel
Ramos-Harris (who was also a member of Anna Julian’s Vigilance
Committee) and Muriel Rahn.

Unlike the previous convention, much was able to be accom-
plished—including the incorporation, along with the recorded vote, on
the unfinished Recommendations Report from two years before. Many
of those recommendations centered around scholarship awards and
loans. By 1939, Helen Edmonds reports, the scholarship aid program
had grown to the extent that tuition grants to high school graduates
were increased from $50 to $150; individual undergraduate scholarship
grants to Delta women were increased from $50 to $250; and special
grants to graduate women were increased to $500 and beyond, often
to $1,000.13 Awards for foreign study would be for $250; awards for
chapters with the highest grade average would be $25. Loans were to
be limited to $250, in the belief that a higher sum would be too much
of a burden to pay back. Another recommendation was that instead of
the $250 scholarship for graduate sorors, an annual $100 award would
be given to a Delta who was still attending an accredited college or
university. The latter, it was decided, was more in need of the funds.

A good deal of legislation was passed to ease the administrative
burdens of the national officers, including more expenses for the grand
president and secretary. The convention also heard a substantive report
from the Vigilance Committee, headed by Anna Julian, which covered
the lobbying efforts of the sorority, noted earlier. And there was
movement on the headquarters issue, even if it would not yet be re-
solved. A six-room brick house with two baths and two kitchens, located
near Howard University and facing the reservoir, was found by the
committee. However, they were advised by Charles H. Houston, the
well-known attorney, that the asking price was too high. The owner
wanted $7,000; the Deltas, on the advice of counsel, were willing to pay
$6,200.

There were also uplifting reports about chapter activities, and the
usual fare about scholarship achievements of individuals and chapters.
Beta Omicron Chapter of Knoxville won the chapter award for the
highest average, and the regional award went to the East. Dorothy
Maynor, a Delta who had been recently acclaimed by the famed con-
ductor, Serge Koussevitsky, was given $1,000 for study abroad.

188 / In Search of Sisterhood



In this year, Delta would also help support a foreign exchange student,
Kumari Paul, whom a soror got to know while studying in India. Addi-
tionally, an award of $500 apiece was given to two graduates of Lincoln
and Virginia Union universities to pursue their studies.

A draft of the Delta history had been written and presented to the
group by Edna Morris, furthering the sense of legacy that the presence
of the founders and former officers brought to the convention. And the
election results were met with a good deal of enthusiasm. Back on the
scene was Sara Speaks, who was then practicing law after being defeated
in a 1937 race for the New York State Assembly. Speaks, who would
be the Republican candidate to challenge Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., to
represent the state’s Twenty-second Congressional District in 1944, was
unanimously elected to the Constitution Committee. Founder Jimmie
Middleton was appointed to the Scholarship Board. Most were also
pleased by the election of national officers. The next grand president
would be Elsie Austin, described by Morris as a “brilliant scholar and
attorney, and legal advisor to the Recorder of Deeds in Washington,
D.C.” Vice-president was Mae Peck from Baltimore; Beatrice Penman
of Kansas City, Kansas, was elected treasurer (Marian Capps had de-
cided to retire after ten years of service); Frances Griffin of Houston,
journalist; Edna Morris, historian; and, by the largest margin of all the
candidates—37 delegate votes to her rival’s 7—Edna Kinchion was
reelected secretary.

They would preside over 100 chapters: 26 in the Midwest, 16 in the
Central Region, 13 in the Southwest, 8 in the Far West, 21 in the East,
and 16 in the South. The number of financial sorors, 2,000, now sur-
passed that of the AKAs, which was 1,057 according to Marjorie Park-
er—despite the fact that their membership also doubled between 1933
and 1938, by accepting the “B”-rated schools.14 The Delta budget had
grown to $11,062.

The sorority was especially proud of Elsie
Austin. She was the first Black woman to graduate from the University
of Cincinnati’s College of Law, and had contributed to that school’s
Law Review and the University of Colorado’s Rocky Mountain Law Review.
Like so many others, she had succeeded against the odds and discour-
aging words about her aspirations. Austin’s father, she recalled, told
her that “law was not a thing for a woman to do,”15 an admonition that
may have brought on, while in school, an asthma condition that was
so severe, she sometimes blacked out.

Paula Giddings / 189



And of course there was the all too familiar racism she encountered.
Even after she had become a member of the Cincinnati Bar, Austin re-
membered, she was not allowed to use the university’s law library.
Nevertheless, Austin went on to become the first Black woman to serve
as assistant attorney general of the state of Ohio, and advisor in the
General Counsel’s Department of the National Labor Relations Board.

It did not take the new president long to analyze what had to be done
to further the goals of the sorority. Again, there had to be a focus on
administrative efficiency, and Austin declared that the reorganization
of records, bookkeeping, and filing systems would be of the highest
priority. In addition, she inaugurated a procedure whereby the treasurer
would now receive payment of fees and other monies directly. By June
of 1940, Austin called an Executive Committee meeting in Washington,
D.C., where plans were discussed to further the National Library Project;
and provide for an executive secretary and a national headquarters.
Another idea for a national project was also brought to the fore at the
Washington meeting, by a soror who was then executive secretary of
the YWCA in Washington. Her name was Dorothy I. Height and her
position had made her keenly aware of the issue of job opportunities
for Black women. She proposed that Delta undertake a job analysis
program as a national project. The Executive Committee approved the
idea and appointed Height as chair of the project, and plans were made
to set up experimental centers in each of Delta’s six regions.

The plan was an ambitious one. It would include investigations of
new opportunities that were opened to women in general but were still
closed to Black women; the securing of greater numbers of positions
for Black women in those occupations that were available to them; and
their greater representation on those boards and commissions that
controlled labor policy. Finally, the study was to seek ways in which
working conditions for Black women in “unskilled” occupations, such
as domestic work, could be improved. A progress report was expected
by the 1941 national convention that was to take place in Detroit. At
that time the delegates would vote their rejection or acceptance of the
program as a long-term national project.

As Height no doubt understood, job opportunities for women, and
especially Black women, was an issue whose time had come, By 1940
there were significant changes in women’s employment. By that year
six out of seven married women worked. For Blacks, one in three over
the age of fourteen was in the labor force. Yet they held the most mar-
ginal positions of all classes of labor, as sociologist

190 / In Search of Sisterhood



Charles S. Johnson noted. Some 60 percent were in service and domestic
occupations and appeals to the Women’s Bureau, headed at the time
by Mary Anderson, to take an active role in improving the status of
Black women workers, fell on hostile ears. Instead of looking at discrim-
inatory practices, the conditions that many were forced to work under,
and the many kinds of disadvantages that they faced, Anderson and
others responded that the onus was on Black women themselves to
improve their status. They had “to prove themselves capable of devel-
oping skills and ready work habits,” the Women’s Bureau chief was
quoted as saying; they had to show that they were worthy of advance-
ment.16 Black women would have to look out for themselves in the
foreseeable future—a future that would have a new sense of urgency
with the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941.

Paula Giddings / 191



CHAPTER 9

COMING OF AGE

That day of “infamy,” as President
Roosevelt called it, came less than three weeks before the sixteenth na-
tional convention was held on December 26–30 in Detroit. It was there
where many of the sorors first heard that grand secretary Edna Kinchion
had passed away suddenly—a death that was mourned by the entire
organization. The two unforeseen events forced the carefully laid plans
of Austin to be put on hold. Kinchion’s massive files had to be trans-
ferred to the president’s home in Washington, D.C., until an acting
secretary could be found; and the exigencies of the war altered many
plans, schedules, and projects—most notably those of the library service.
At the same time, however, the war made the proposed jobs project all
the more important.

THE NATIONAL JOBS PROJECT

When the Second World War erupted in
Europe in 1939, the United States began gearing up for the manufactur-
ing of war materials: By 1940, Congress had appropriated almost



$18 billion for armament production. Now that America was to be dir-
ectly involved in the war, there could be unprecedented opportunities
for Black workers, much as there was during the last global conflict.
Unlike in the past, however, there were now some five million Whites
who were unemployed, and employers, saying Blacks lacked the neces-
sary skills, hired Whites first, and often exclusively. Blacks increased
their pressure on the federal government and received some encour-
aging signs. As early as August of 1940, the National Defense Advisory
Committee issued a statement against discrimination in the hiring of
Blacks in defense plants. The United States Office of Education sub-
sequently stated that there should be no discrimination where their
funds were used for defense training programs. And the Office of Pro-
duction Management established a Negro Employment and Training
Branch in its Labor Division to facilitate the employment of Blacks in
the defense industries. Even Roosevelt made public statements against
racism in hiring policies.

Nevertheless, all of the thunder produced little rain—until A. Philip
Randolph, president of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, started
making threats. In January of 1941, he promised that 50,000 to 100,000
Blacks would march on Washington if something wasn’t done. By June
25, something was. Responding to the pressure, Roosevelt issued Exec-
utive Order 8802, which said: “There shall be no discrimination in the
employment of workers in defense industries or Government because
of race, creed, color, or national origin…. And it is the duty of employers
and of labor organizations…to provide for the full and equitable parti-
cipation of all workers in defense industries.” The order also established
the Federal Employment Practices Commission (FEPC) to act as a
watchdog over its implementation. Of course, the executive order did
not magically solve the problem. But a door had been opened, and the
racial climate of both government and private industry had been made
more temperate.

So, there was no better time to introduce what was first called the
Jobs Analysis and Opportunities Project before the Detroit Convention
in 1941. Elsie Austin presented the report which emphasized “equitable
exposure of Negro women to job opportunities,” utilizing “the wealth
of leadership in Delta Sigma Theta in order to give direction, aid and
advice in the economic problems of Negro women.”1 The four-point
approach to the project included fact-finding; ensuring that workers
understood the problems facing them; giving guidance and encourage-
ment, especially to younger women; and
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working to create intelligent public opinion about the need to improve
the status of Black working women.

The implementation of the project would come from local chapters,
which would be in a good position to understand the special needs of
their particular communities, the local organizations that could have
an impact on employment, and the local political structure. It was also
urged that tangible results be publicized as soon as they might be
achieved.

The convention was also impressed by the fact that experimental
models of the project had already begun. According to Edmonds, it was
the Baltimore center’s report that was the most convincing. The Bal-
timore center, with the support of that city’s Epsilon Sigma Chapter,
conducted an Occupational Conference for Women in Industry on May
18, 1941. Two sorors, Maude William and Hilda Orr, served as area
cochairmen, and past president Gladys Shepperd presided.2 The Bal-
timore model had several phases. There was the analysis of new oppor-
tunities for Black women—in this case these centered around the new
defense plants there—as well as their status and working conditions in
the jobs that they already held: in the cleaning, laundry, metal, and
clothing industries. A detailed questionnaire was sent out to those em-
ployed asking about wages, numbers employed, benefits, opportunities
for advancement, availability of training, and whether women workers
were organized, among other things. There were also extensive inter-
views conducted.

The responses showed that only one plant was unionized—and that
one by the progressive Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). It
was also gleaned that Black women, on the whole, were distrustful of
unions. Not surprisingly it was also discovered that Black women earned
less in wages than White women for the same kind and amount of work.
Concerning numbers employed, it was found that Black women were
in a ratio of one to five in the clothing industries; food packing compan-
ies employed a relatively high number (about one hundred) of Black
women; and the metal companies hired Black women exclusively. All
of the employees reported little chance for advancement or salary raises,
no paid sick days or vacations, and segregation in lunchrooms where
Blacks were forced to eat at different times than Whites—if there weren’t
separate facilities. If there was more than one facility, that used by
Blacks was inferior—and the same was true for restrooms. Although
the more than one hundred women interviewed had had from twelve
to fifteen years’ experience on their jobs, none of their employers offered
training programs. And the workers were unaware of the govern-
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ment courses that would prepare them for defense work and better job
opportunities in this period.

The last phases of the jobs project included a panel discussion and
recommendations. Industrial secretary of the Baltimore Urban League,
Furman L. Templeton was brought in, as was an executive in the Social
Security Division of the Department of Interior, H. Norman Milburn,
Jr. All of the information gathered made the tasks and the objectives of
the Baltimore project clear. Black women should be urged to enter de-
fense classes and seek to rise from unskilled to skilled classifications;
attention had to be paid to the issues of unionization and to help do-
mestic workers and other service workers to secure higher salaries and
better working conditions; and there should be efforts to effectively
collaborate with such organizations as the Urban League, the YWCA,
the Council of Negro Organizations, and other groups dealing with
employment issues. As a follow-up, employers were contacted to let
them know that the sorority was aware of the problems of Black women
workers, and they were asked to pledge their cooperation. Special at-
tention was focused on such businesses as the Glenn L. Martin Com-
pany, which had defense contracts and were legally bound not to dis-
criminate in their hiring practices.3

Embracing the jobs project as a national one had broad implications
for the sorority. With the exception of the scholarship grants, it would
be the first major undertaking that focused specifically on Black women.
It would also be a national program that was truly chapter-driven; and
it would virtually assure more intimate, meaningful relationships
between the chapters, local institutions and organizations, and com-
munities. The Deltas would also be tackling an issue that had equal
significance for all Black women in various walks of life. As stated in
the report, the idea was to win job opportunities and improved working
conditions for Black women in all kinds and levels of employment, both
in the public and private sector.

Nevertheless, there were many questions raised after the presentation
of the report—many of which, one sensed, were really challenges to
the concept of involving the sorority in an activity which took it far
afield of its traditional concerns and constituency. There was, for ex-
ample, discussion of the name: Should the initiative be called a “project”
or a “program”? was the question from one soror. She was told that the
words were interchangeable.4 Some maintained that other agencies and
organizations that specialized in employment were better equipped to
handle such an operation. Austin replied that the idea was to work in
league with these groups, and that there
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were aspects to this project other than job seeking.5 Still others believed
that Deltas should expend their energies by lobbying for legislation,
such as that which would allow domestic workers to share in the social
security program. Another soror skeptically asked how the sorority
could financially support yet another national project when the library
project “had been creeping at a snail’s pace for the last two years.” That
comment evoked a particularly sharp response from the president who
riposted that no great expenditures would be required in the initial
phases of the program, and that, in any case, its potential impact was
invaluable. Elsie Austin received “hearty applause,” noted Helen Ed-
monds, when she suggested that since “Deltas had so fruitful a way of
getting money for their parties and formal dances, it was high time they
appropriated money for worthwhile projects in their communities.”6

Another soror, Elizabeth Gordon from Oklahoma City, went to the
heart of the matter. “I think it is a worthwhile project,” she said, “and
that it is necessary for all of us…to recognize that we have a certain
obligation in belonging to a national organization, and that only through
supporting such a project as this, can we make good this obligation….
At one of the other conventions, we discussed the question of the justi-
fication of the existence of Greek-letter organizations, and even though
we don’t have to question the justification of our organizations, we at
least have to prove [their worth].7 Her view held sway; the report was
adopted and the Jobs Analysis and Opportunities Project became a na-
tional project.

THE WARTIME EMERGENCY

Of course, at this sixteenth convention, there
was great preoccupation with the attack on Pearl Harbor and United
States involvement in the war. For the Afro-American community, the
call to arms both heightened the contradictions of defending a country
that practiced racism at home, on the one hand and, on the other,
provided the opportunity for proving their worth and patriotism in a
society that believed Blacks had neither. The presence of Mary McLeod
Bethune as the keynote speaker for the meeting personified both ideas.
The Black Cabinet member was still seething over the failure of the War
Department to invite the Na-

196 / In Search of Sisterhood



tional Council of Negro Women (NCNW) to a conference on organizing
women for the war effort. Bethune had established the NCNW in 1935
to represent the interests of Black women and their organizations for
just such a purpose. She expressed her displeasure to Secretary of War
Henry L. Stimson, writing that Blacks insisted “upon being considered
a part of our American democracy” and that their interests “are too often
neglected, ignored or scuttled unless we have effective representation
in the formative stages of these projects and proposals. We are not blind
to what is happening. We are not humiliated,” Bethune concluded. “We
are incensed.”8

Addressing the Delta convention some months later, she nevertheless
observed that “our intelligence, our abilities, and our strength must
now be used in a supreme effort of giving maximum service to the na-
tion and in preserving those values which make democracy worth
fighting for.” That effort, went the thinking of the time, would be
evidence that Blacks were willing—and able—to make worthwhile
contributions during the present crisis, and by extension to mainstream
society in war and peace.9 Delta responded in kind—and quickly. Ad-
opting as its slogan “Delta Dynamic for Defense,” the convention re-
solved to pledge its support to the government and the President of the
United States, cooperate with the National Defense Program, invest in
Defense Savings Bonds and encourage others to do likewise, lend its
support to USOs—especially those serving Black servicemen—and
support all organizations that sought further progress for Blacks and
the nation.10

One of the sorority’s first acts was to purchase $5,000 worth of United
States Defense Bonds, winning praise from Jesse O. Thomas—a Black
representative from the U.S. Treasury Department—for being the first
national organization of Black women to make such a large purchase.11

Follow-up consisted of planning to invest systematically in War Bonds
throughout the emergency. To much fanfare, the 1944 convention
pledged $10,000 worth of bonds, and the news was covered extensively
in the Black press. A photograph in the Chicago Bee, for instance,
showed William Pickens, the outstanding leader of the NAACP and,
since 1942, the director of the interracial section of the Treasury’s Savings
Bond Divison, receiving the check from Beatrice Penman, Delta’s grand
treasurer. Pickens had flown from Washington to Kansas City, Kansas,
for the event. Delta’s national office also urged individuals and local
chapters to do their part. The effort yielded much fruit. Regions and
chapters responded with their own bond drives, and a number had
dramatic results. Alpha Gamma Sigma of Memphis, sold $98,000
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worth of War Bonds during one drive; Omicron Sigma at Tulsa and
Alpha Phi at Wichita reached $20,000. The Central Region bought over
$54,000 worth of bonds.12

A Victory Book Drive was also launched in 1942 under the direction
of grand jouranlist Victoria McCall, whose objective was to collect books
for servicemen’s use in military camps throughout the country. This
and other projects focused on military facilities. Books were donated
by the Southwest Region to Camp Swift in Texas; chapters furnished
lounges for servicemen and rooms for the WACs, taught defense classes,
and donated Red Cross kits. In 1945, Delta launched a successful cam-
paign, in cooperation with the Seventh War Loan Drive, to purchase
an ambulance. Out of these activities, individual Deltas emerged who
showed the ability to galvanize sorors for the various wartime projects:
One of them was Gwendolyn H. Higginbotham, regional director of
the South, who would be an important figure in years to come.

Austin proved to be an effective galvanizer herself. She saw to it that
Delta was on the mailing list of all important government inititatives
concerning the war, resulting in many Deltas—as Edmonds ob-
served—receiving mail directly from the federal government for the
first time. She appeared on the famous Wings over Jordan radio program,
reporting Delta’s efforts and accomplishments in the war effort.

At the Detroit convention, Bethune talked about Black women using
their “talents and abilities” to serve the national interest, so that they
would never place themselves “in a position where our patriotism can
be doubted.” But this did not mean that they were to be passive. It was
also necessary to “preserve those values which make democracy worth
fighting for.” For Black women that meant that they were duty-bound
to “become a part of every endeavor in which American women en-
gage.”13 This included, of course, becoming a part of the women’s forces,
such as the WAVEs, the WACs, and the WAFs, all representing various
branches of the armed services. And insisting that, once accepted, they
be integrated into the mainstream of military life and services.

However, even the opportunity to serve was not granted easily. It
required agitation on the part of interested groups, and even after the
principle was won, long meetings about how Black women were to
“fit” in the armed service. Elsie Austin related, for example, a 1943
meeting between a Lieutenant Commander McAfee of the WAVEs and
Black women leaders, including representatives of the AKA-led Non-
Partisan Council, the NCNW, Dorothy Height of
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the YWCA, and Austin herself. Under discussion was a “proposed
program for admitting Negro women to the WAVEs.”14 The group was
advised, wrote Austin, that “the Navy had under consideration a plan
whereby a segregated unit of Negro WAVEs was to be formed and
trained at one of the Southern Negro colleges.”

The Black representatives balked. They pointed out the “evils of se-
gregation,” noted Austin, and the advisability of a plan that included
complete integration. “We felt,” she said “that we could assure the
success of such a plan since we would try to obtain the highest type of
women for the service, if it was to be fully integrated.” Of course, it was
not to be. Black women continued to protest only to be told at a sub-
sequent meeting in 1944 that “while the Navy desired a non-discrimin-
atory policy, it could not add to its war responsibilities with a program
of race assimilations or adjustments.” The Black servicewomen would
be assigned where they were needed and/or accepted—and those as-
signments would probably be racially motivated, the representatives
were told. “Some commanders, for instance,” Austin wrote, reporting
on the results of the meeting, “had said they would like WAVEs for the
effect of raising the morale of the Negro men in the Navy.”15 That may
not have been exactly the primary role envisioned by the women, and
there was no question that they were sorely disappointed by the Navy’s
attitude. Nevertheless, their persistence did gain them some small vic-
tories. The Navy consented to provide officer training at Smith College
for six women who would then be assigned on an integrated basis.
Others would follow, the Navy assured. It was a small opening in the
solidly segregated walls surrounding the arsenals of democracy. But it
was an opening, nonetheless.

By August of 1944, the second wartime na-
tional meeting of the sorority drew some three hundred delegates from
thirty-nine states to Wilberforce, anxious to hear about the results of
the bond drives and the status of Black women in the armed services—a
number of whom were Deltas—as well as other issues that compelled
attention.

One of the latter was the movement to abolish the poll tax, which
had gained much momentum since 1942 when the House voted to do
away with it. As usual, southern senators—with the notable exception
of Claude Pepper from Florida—stood as a solid bloc against its passage.
Although the tax would not be abolished in both state and federal
elections until the sixties, the senators south of the Mason-Dixon Line
found themselves virtually alone in attempting to uphold
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the tax. This alone showed progress from the days of the antilynching
bills and other similiar racial issues that were debated in Congress. By
1944, organizations such as the Southern Conference for Human Welfare
(SCHW)—organized in 1938 to promote underprivileged groups in the
South—helped galvanize liberal, labor, and civil rights groups to support
a federal anti-poll tax bill. At the Wilberforce convention, Virginia Durr,
the White civil-rights activist who would play a significant role in the
Montgomery bus boycott a little more than ten years later, pledged the
support of other southern Whites in the struggle. Delta also went on
record as supporting the FEPC—the primary government watchdog
over discriminatory practices in industry, and an ally of Black women
workers. Betwen July 1943 and December 1944, the complaints of Black
women workers made up 25 percent of the total. Less predictable at
the convention was the sorority’s support, of the CIO’s Political Action
Committee, and the Negro Youth Congress, both of which were criti-
cized by many for their leftist leanings. That the sorority’s progressive
political positions were gaining it a national reputation was evidenced
by the more than three thousand who attended the convention’s public
meeting. Featured on the program was Dr. Charles H. Wesley, the em-
inent historian and then-president of Wilberforce.

At the convention Austin, who was ill and would not have another
term as president, talked about both the status of the sisterhood and
the direction that she thought the organization should take. She noted
a “new sense of unity among Delta women,” one that did not preclude
“areas of conflict,” but for a greater understanding of the “dangers of
personal dominance,…and unfairness.” Problems were remedied, she
said, “without the sustained personal feud, jealous vindictiveness and
malicious reprisal which have cost women so much efficiency and ef-
fectiveness.” And sounding the new era of interracial cooperation, she
affirmed that Delta “should be concerned with some prgrarn which
will enlighten both white and Negro people…. Let us use our initiative,
ability and good judgment to devise programs which go far beyond
the old-time feeble interracial teas and discussions of differences.”
Austin—a member of the Baha’i faith, which gives emphasis to the
oneness of God and the unity of mankind, and who would go on to a
foreign service career with the U.S. Information Agency—concluded:
“We must find new ways to bring people together in interested action
for a bettered democracy and greater harmony.”16 Austin’s statements
not only reflected a large part of the national mood, but that of the
Deltas as well. Two years earlier, for example, founder Bertha
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Campbell was one of the primary forces behind organizing the Christian
Friends for Racial Equality, a prominent interracial group in Seattle,
Washington.

At the next national convention, set for Richmond, Virginia, December
27–30, 1945, the sorority—with the exception of Beatrice Penman who
would be reelected treasurer—would have new national leadership.
For the 1944–1945 period, Mae Downs, a former Baltimore chapter
president, and national vice-president under Marsh and Austin, would
be president. Downs was a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Tufts University
and received a master’s degree from New York University. Dorothy
Height, presently in Washington, was elected vice-president; Reber S.
Cann of Cincinnati, a friend and mentor of the ailing Austin, secretary;
Dorothy C. Lymas of Philadelphia, journalist; and Minerva Johnson of
Nashville, historian. Of special note was the election of a student,
Gloria Hewlett of Fisk, to the new position of undergraduate coordin-
ator. The office had been created when undergraduates, demanding
better representation in the policy-making body, petitioned the national
office. The need to create a place for students dramatized the fact that
those running the sorority command posts were no longer undergradu-
ates or even younger graduate women. Delta was coming of age, in
more ways than one. The coming years would find her playing a part
in international affairs, expanding her programs, moving from a merely
supportive role to becoming an intergral part of like-minded organiza-
tions, and increasing the breadth of her local chapter activities. And, as
the newly elected president would note, these years would also mark
the time when the image of sororities as “exclusive, black-ball based,
social clubs, was in eclipse.” More and more, Downs commented, they
were being looked upon as an organization of women “with academic
accreditation, social consciousness and sisterly devotion.”17

THE PEACETIME EMERGENCY

In May of 1945, its war-machine routed,
Germany surrendered unconditionally; three months later, the United
States dropped the first atomic bombs on Japan, and by August 14, the
Japanese also acquiesced. The Second World War was
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over, and so later that year was the life of Franklin D. Roosevelt. It soon
became evident that just as the American involvement in World War
II created new and sometimes unforeseen developments in the national
body-politic, so would the exigencies of peace. The postwar years not
only brought new political, social, and economic issues for Black
Americans to the fore, they also brought about a new philosophy that
guided their actions—all of which affected the sorority.

Among the most compelling issues for Black Americans was their
economic status and future employment prospects. Black men and
women who were able to take advantage of the wave of opportunity
that swelled the manufacturing and government sectors experienced
new levels of well-being. Bolstered particularly by the entrance of un-
precedented numbers of Black women into the industrial and civil ser-
vice labor force, there were, for the first time, enough Blacks earning
sufficient income to make up a middle class. In the postwar period, the
percentage of Black women working as domestics decreased, and those
in the professions increased. By 1950 they comprised 58 percent of all
Black professional workers. Beginning in 1940, more Black women re-
ceived B.A. degrees than Black men, and by 1952–1953, the former were
receiving 62.4 percent of all degrees from Black colleges.

But, of course, there was another side of the coin. The lesser skilled
of the 800,000 Blacks who had migrated from the South to work in the
defense plants found themselves at bay. The slower peacetime economy
and the return of White soldiers resulted in their being downgraded,
fired, or just left unemployed. About 20 percent of this category of
workers were women. Studies found that the gains of Blacks had actu-
ally peaked between 1942 and 1945, and were now on a downward
spiral. This was recognized by Delta’s Job Opportunity Committee
when it reported at the eighteenth national convention in Richmond:
“If we ever wondered whether there was a need for this project, we can
see the answer on the faces of those who stand in line at the United
States Employment Service Offices seeking jobs. In most cities today a
disproportionate number of Negroes stand in line with the jobless of
other races. Already there is evidence that ‘White Protestants Only’ is
creeping back into employment orders.”18

Nevertheless, the jobs project would become weaker, not stronger.
The “analysis” aspect of the program was problematic for many local
chapters. Some were intimidated by the process, and southern chapters,
especially, found it difficult to undertake the adversarial role that was
often required—particularly when there was
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increased racial tension due to labor competition that was more ima-
gined than real. There was also discomfort and tension around the
direct involvement with unskilled workers. But the new philosophy of
the period had an even more profound impact on the program. A more
universal plea for equal rights replaced the more racially centered,
strident tone of protest by the late forties. This was reflected in
everything from literature—which abandoned the protest tradition—to
political initiatives. The progress of a category of Blacks also put a new
emphasis on individual behavior, rather than discrimination, as the
major obstacle to upward mobility. Finally, there was a change in the
attitudes toward the role of women in this era. They, for economic and
social reasons, were urged to leave the labor force now that the war
was over and return to more traditional roles. The pressure to return
to traditional roles was also felt by Black women despite the fact that
their income was desperately needed even by middle-class Black fam-
ilies. Though the less skilled lagged behind, Black women as a group
were making tremendous progress. New positions, such as telephone
operators, were available to them. And beginning in 1939 they would
enjoy the highest percentage increase in median income of any group.
Some found this an alarming development in terms of the Black family.
Sociologists such as E. Franklin Frazier believed that Black men were
becoming so dispirited by their relative lack of achievement that they
were deserting their families.

All of these trends were reflected in the 1947 resolution, arising from
the nineteenth national convention in San Antonio, that “the Sorority’s
national project be directed to a nation-wide effort to secure job oppor-
tunities for members of minority groups, and Negroes in particular”
(emphasis mine). It made no mention of analysis, abandoned the focus
on Black women, and even on Blacks, exclusively. Furthermore, the
emphasis changed from directly challenging discrimination, to, as Helen
Edmonds noted, “counseling and guidance” (i.e., personal development)
as the “chief methods of proceeding.”19 As the historian further ob-
served, by 1945 “Delta had redoubled its efforts toward job opportun-
ities but had clearly laid down the premise that it was not enough to
place continuing emphasis upon fair and just employment practices
unless there was a corresponding degree of interest in better job-training
on the part of Negroes.”20 And so although the sorority continued to
advocate higher minimum wages, social security and full employment
bills, a permanent FEPC, and the cutoff of federal aid to employers who
practiced discrimination, there was equal if not greater emphasis on
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“Hold Your Job” types of campaigns that stressed self-improvement
through education and training.

In 1947, the sorority also turned its attention to college youth and
vocational guidance, working closely with T. Arnold Hill, employment
specialist of the National Urban League. The relationship evolved into
joint projects of the two organizations, including an experimental pro-
gram in Atlanta and Detroit that was to compare the vocational coun-
seling needs of youth in a segregated and nonsegregated community;
and the publication and dissemination of Negro Heroes, which contained
biographies of outstanding Blacks, such as Jackie Robinson, in a comic-
book format. The most dramatic successes of the new phase of the
project, however, were the numerous vocational and guidance clinics
held throughout the regions. In Maryland, for example, Job Opportun-
ities regional chairperson Alma M. Harlee held a clinic that was attended
by two hundred students from twenty-two schools who benefited from
an array of consultants and specialists who also participated. In Roan-
oke, Virginia, regional chairperson Pauline Weeden conducted a career
conference that drew nine hundred students from eight schools and
two states, which won the praise of state education officials. And a Job
Opportunities Conference in Kinston, North Carolina, which was atten-
ded by five hundred students, elicited an editorial from the local paper:
“Such clinics should be encouraged,” it said, “not only among Negro
students, but white students as well. They give the young people an
insight into problems and opportunities that will guide them in the
choice of satisfactory vocations…. The sorority is to be congratulated
on rendering a helpful service to the students and the State as a
whole.”21

There is no question that some important things were accomplished
by the newly evolved Jobs Project, which continued into the 1960s. Al-
though it ran more smoothly once it was better fitted to the proclivities
of the membership—many of them in teaching and guidance fields—one
wonders what would have happened if the sorority had not chosen the
safer course and instead continued in the direction of its initial propos-
als.

Like other Black organizations of the period,
Delta also turned its interest toward international affairs, which focused
upon the establishment of the United Nations and its charter. Of imme-
diate concern was the Dumbarton Oaks proposal that was to establish
a framework for the UN Charter to be presented in 1945 at the San
Francisco meeting, where representatives
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from forty-five nations were to discuss the charter’s provisions. For
many Blacks, the Dumbarton plan didn’t go far enough to ensure the
rights of minorities, either at home or abroad. The establishment of the
United Nations, and the principles it would abide by, was seen by Blacks
as a new opportunity to redress racism and discrimination—this time
in the international arena. The conference was deemed all the more
important because it took place soon after the death of Roosevelt, who
had represented such hope to Blacks. There was the conviction, observed
John Hope Franklin, that the international meeting could bring “world
opinion to bear on their plight.” There was also the rationale, which
would later underlie the civil rights movement of the fifties and sixties,
that racism at home was just as abhorrent as the usurpation of rights
elsewhere—and should be viewed accordingly. “A national policy of
the United States which permits disenfranchisement in the South,”
opined Charles Hamilton Houston, “is just as much an international
issue as elections in Poland or the denial of rights in Franco’s Spain.”22

Such deep feelings compelled President Mae Downs to authorize Bertrell
(Collins) Wright—head of the newly formed Public Affairs Commit-
tee—to send a letter in the name of the sorority to each member of the
United States delegation to the conference.

“The Dumbarton Oaks Proposals represent an excellent beginning,”
the letter said in part. “We feel, however, that the proposals do not go
far enough to insure a lasting peace. Definite proposals should be made
in regard to the minority groups and dependent nations of the world.
They must be assured of the same rights and protections as other free
people of the United Nations. The problems of these people cannot be
continued to be overlooked, if justice is to be made the guiding objective
of a peaceful world.”

“Delta Sigma Theta, a National College Sorority,” it continued, “is
very hopeful that you are aware of the significance of the minority
groups and dependent nations. We hope that you will see that adequate
proposals for their protection will be made at the California gathering
of nations.”23 The sorority received a response from each of the deleg-
ates, who expressed their assurances and became, perhaps, a little more
sensitized to Afro-American concerns.

The foray into international affairs had an indelible impact on the
sorority. Future conventions would use the theme of international hu-
man rights as their organizing principle, and pass numerous resolutions
that spoke to the inextricable link between international and domestic
quests for the “Four Freedoms.” By the fifties, Delta’s growing interna-
tional consciousness would manifest itself in its pro-
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grams and even in its reaching out to form chapters in other countries.
Of course, there was still much to do on the home front, and the sor-

ority further consolidated its national initiatives by establishing a five-
point program, authorized by the eighteenth national convention held
December 27–30, 1945 in Richmond, Virginia. The five points—fostering
education; employment; housing; race and intercultural rela-
tions—would be approached with vigor and the consensus of the largest
convention in Delta’s history. Under the theme “Design for Living in
New Age,” it was attended by four hundred sorors. The chapter roll of
the sorority now numbered 144 and each was obligated, stressed Pres-
ident Downs, to promote one of the five points and report to the national
office. Such accountability, a more defined approach to the national
program, seemed to spur the chapters on as seen in their five-point-
program reports.

Education, of course, was always a primary concern of the sorority,
but it had a particular urgency in the mid-forties when the fight to
realize the 1938 Supreme Court Gaines v. Canada, Registrar of the Univer-
sity decision, that states must provide equal facilities for its Black and
White students—was in full throttle. Late in 1944, as the Delta Bulletin
reported, a southern governors’ conference that concluded that such
provisions had become the White South’s primary problem. “There
must be a ‘Victory for Negro Education,’” the bulletin continued, “be-
cause education is one of the chief instruments of racial understand-
ing.”24 A related struggle was that of the equalization of Black teachers’
salaries. By the forties there were increasing challenges to this inequity,
including those of individual Deltas. Founder Jessie Dent successfully
sued the Galveston Independent School District and won equal pay for
Black teachers in that city. In writing of Delta’s role in this issue, histor-
ian Rayford Logan no doubt had her in mind when he wrote in the
Pittsburgh Courier: “Individual members of the [Delta] sorority dared
to carry on the epoch-making fight of Southern teachers for equal
salaries. In two of the most outstanding cases, Delta women were the
plaintiffs. Another Delta woman lost her position in Virginia because
of her dynamic efforts in behalf of equalization of salaries.”25

The education effort also included the traditional granting of scholar-
ship awards. For this purpose the $5,000 given by the national chapter
for scholarships was supplemented by the $550 given by Ohio’s Gamma
Sigma Chapter and additional awards of between $100 and $500 given
by numerous chapters. The two-decade-old Jabberwock program, used
as a fund-raiser, was widely utilized as a
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means to secure scholarship funds. Another approach to aiding Black
students was initiated by Beta Lambda Sigma Chapter of Okmulgee,
Oklahoma, which helped lead a campaign to get a bond issue passed
to build a new high school for Blacks. Yet another tack was taken by
Charleston, South Carolina’s, Beta Alpha Sigma Chapter when it—boldly
for the time and place—endorsed a page in the local newspaper on the
evils of the dual school system. As could be expected, fewer chapters
centered on race and intercultural relations. However, Theta Sigma of
Illinois cosponsored with other Greek-letter organizations an “Exhibit
of Portraits of Americans of Negro Origin” put together by the Harmon
Foundation. And the above-mentioned Gamma Sigma, perhaps inspired
by a national convention address given by Eslanda Robeson, presented
an original pageant to raise money for the Council on African Affairs.
The council, chaired by Paul Robeson and based in New York, was the
first predominantly Black organization that attempted to influence
United States policy in Africa.

Under the employment category, one of the most interesting chapter
activities not mentioned earlier in connection with the Jobs Project, was
Beta Alpha Sigma’s campaign aimed at the American Tobacco Company
to end its discriminatory practices against its mostly Black and female
work force. The tobacco industry had been the target of union organizers
who led numerous strikes and walkouts since the thirties.

Most of the antidiscrimination in housing issues would be dealt with
by the Vigilance Committee through supporting and keeping sorors
informed on the battles being waged by the NAACP and others. There
were also other aspects of this concern, namely supporting the NCNW’s
campaign (to the tune of $1,000) to maintain its national headquarters
in Washington, D.C.; and the tremendous efforts of local chapters to
purchase and maintain housing as child-care and youth facilities. By
1946, for example, Beta Beta Chapter in Texas had successfully raised
over $7,000 for the purchase of a site and the partial furnishing of a
child welfare center in Houston; and Beta Kappa of Virginia contributed
$1,070 toward the building fund of a nursery school.

Two of the most outstanding projects were realized by chapters in
Michigan and Gary, Indiana. Beta Nu Chapter in the latter city pur-
chased a house at a cost of $13,500 for use by the sorority as well as
community organizations, with further plans to establish a finishing
school for young women. The most ambitious, and perhaps successful,
purchase was the Delta Home for Girls in Detroit. Although
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the home would be open to girls of all races, Michigan’s Alpha Pi Sigma
and Tau chapters became interested in providing a boarding house for
delinquent girls after the race riots of 1943, when a study of community
needs revealed that there was “not one existing child welfare institution
willing to accept a Negro girl.” There were few boarding homes in
Michigan for young Black women, and those who ran afoul of the law
had no recourse save returning to an often unwholesome environment
or being committed to the state’s juvenile facility. It was the latter whom
the chapters wanted to help. And, after much effort, they were able to
purchase a twelve-room brick house with two adjoining lots, for recre-
ational purposes, in 1946 for $18,000. By June 6, 1947, six young women,
between the ages of fourteen and eighteen, left the Juvenile Detention
Home to take up residence at the Delta Home for Girls supervised by
a housemother and staff. And within a year, the number rose to ten,
and included young women referred to the sorority by the Children’s
Aid Society and the Detroit Board of Education. Two of the young wo-
men were accepted in a local Catholic institution, and, as the article on
the home noted, “agencies which previously closed their doors to those
of color are now considering ways of extending their services to our
group.”26

Much had been accomplished under Mae
Downs’s administration, and there seemed to be a great deal of admir-
ation for her quiet yet effective leadership. “So many of the sorors spoke
of your efficiency, charm and the dignity with which you presided,”
wrote treasurer Beatrice Penman to Downs, a week after the close of
the December 1947 convention.27 After reading the final President’s
Report, Penman went on to say that “I can see now that because of your
modesty others, in many instances, have received credit for what you
have quietly planned, guided and executed. Your responsibility has
been great and you have accepted it and quietly discharged your du-
ties…Not only I, but many others, admire you for your loyalty and
unselfishness.” Nevertheless, Downs, who in subsequent years would
be a specialist in instructional television (the only Black in that position
in the state of Maryland), declined nomination for another term. Al-
though her decision was met with disappointment—“they [the sorors]
were reluctant to see you go,” wrote Penman—there was some consol-
ation in the fact that she would become the next president of the Nation-
al Pan-Hellenic Council. Subsequently she would also serve as a vice-
president of the American
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Council on Human Rights, a soon-to-be-established coalition of Greek-
letter organizations.

There was also understanding about Downs’s reluctance to serve
again (“I can’t blame you,” wrote Penman), because of the stress and
strain and even financial obligations that accompanied the position.
Penman, herself, had needed encouragement “in order to hold out even
for seven months”—the length of time until the next convention, which
was scheduled in August of 1948. Asking that a successor be sought
soon, she wryly observed that “working in Delta too long will kill
anybody, and I want to live a little longer.” In fact, she was only
“waiting to see how the presidency was going before I made any declar-
ations as to my intentions.” Penman was fully prepared, she said, to
refuse the nomination if Dorothy Height, the vice-president and initiator
of the Jobs Project, had not gotten the nod at the last convention. After
“Dorothy got it,” Penman said, “I couldn’t let her down…. I’m glad
that Dorothy succeeded you. She, too, is cultured, refined, well-poised,
and a clear thinker. If she will work, as you have worked,” Penman
concluded, “Delta can still go forward.”28
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PART THREE





CHAPTER 10

THE MODERN

SISTERHOOD

THE DOROTHY HEIGHT
ADMINISTRATION: 1947–1956

In a 1947 article in The Delta, Delta journalist
Dorothy C. Lymas expressed her view about the status of national affairs
and what the ideal soror should be doing about it. She wrote:

The national scene is pretty much as it’s been since the end of the
war—bogged down with the housing shortage, rising prices, labor problems,
segregation, foreign chicanery and the whole gamut of peace busters that
reflect us more like people of the past than of the present…. Liberties that
rightfully belong



to democracy are boldly reproved as un-American….
The scarcity of living quarters that forces children and overworked parents

to live in hovels is to her [the Delta soror] a needless infliction on human
endurance, so she makes sure of the crusading efforts on the sabotaged
Housing Bill, S. 866, which provides a program of housing for low and
middle-income groups. Writing to her Congressman, her Senator, and to
the President of the United States, she tells them how she feels about the
matter…. Incidentally, she makes a notation of their responses, too, just for
the record when election time rolls around….

Seeing what can be accomplished…she joins the cooperative movement
in her section of the city…Like all fair-minded citizens, she’s been working
on FEPC…to make it a permanent commission. She hasn’t given up either
because the opposition has borne down in a million ways.

In addition, she affiliates with interracial groups that are aiming…to
bring harmony between races.

The foreign front she views with an open mind, and no foregone conclu-
sions save the major premise that two ideologies seem constantly at variance.
On one side is a so-called rule by the people, and on the other side is the rule
by a central authority. But neither, she notes, is exactly what it is thought
to be….

She’s alert to change, and willing to weigh its proposals. Most of all, she
knows her civil rights and is unafraid to speak out in defense of them….

Being aware that stagnation is the result of inactivity, she never stops
studying, building, moving on toward new understanding.”1
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To many including Beatrice Penman, no one was better prepared to
lead such women than Dorothy Height. By 1947, she had already had
a successful career in a woman’s organization, the YWCA. Height had
been associated with the Y since her days in a teenage club under the
leadership of Sorors Lulu Howell and Edna Kinchion. It was Kinchion,
in fact, who influenced her to join the sorority. Height subsequently
held positions as executive secretary of the Phillis Wheatley YWCA in
Washington, D.C.; director of the Emma Ransom House, Harlem Branch,
New York City; and director of the YWCA School for Professional
Workers in Mount Carroll, Illinois. Height was remembered fondly by
Pauli Murray, the late lawyer, writer, and Episcopal priest who became
an honorary member of the sorority. While studying at Hunter College
in the thirties, Murray stayed at the Harlem Y, and wrote in her autobi-
ography that Height, among others, was one of her role models. Of the
Y women she said, they “would not have called themselves feminists
in the thirties, but they were strong, independent personalities who,
because of their concerted efforts to rise above the limitations of race
and sex and to help younger women do the same, shared a sisterhood
that foreshadowed the revival of the feminist movement in the 1960s.”2

By 1937, Height was elected as a youth delegate to the World Conference
of Christian Youth in Amsterdam, Holland, and in 1944 was a member
of the Y’s National Board. While on the governing body, she was a
member of the leadership services staff and worked on the development
of a training program for volunteers and staff of American YWCAs.
Height was also interracial education secretary of the National Board
staff. All of these experiences would be brought to bear on the sorority.

A straight-A student at Rankin High School in Rankin, Pennsylvania,
near Pittsburgh, she won her first $1,000 scholarship from the Elks, a
Black fraternal organization, by winning an oratory contest. Her aca-
demic training was in social work; she gained a master’s in that field
from New York University. From Height’s election in 1947 to the end
of her final term in 1956, the organization underwent significant, even
fundamental, change. “The modern era of the sorority began with
Dorothy Height,” noted Jeanne L. Noble, who would become national
president in 1963. “She brought us right up to what would be the most
modern level of women’s organizational development.”3 “It was
Dorothy Height who got me interested in that field in the first place,”
Noble, who holds a Ph.D. in education, noted. It was a field that Height
had learned well at the Y.
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By 1947, the new president had already proven her “clear thinking”
with the formulation of the Jobs Project. She had also shown some
political acuity in keeping it alive as a national program. And although
her initial concept may have been beyond the ability of the sorority as
a group, the project nonetheless reached its highest potential under her
administration. It was during those years that the highly publicized
conferences took place in Roanoke, Virginia, and Kinston, North Caro-
lina; and that Negro Heroes was published—an event covered throughout
the Black press. Height had appointed employment specialist Es Cobedo
Posey to head the project in 1948. Pauline Weeden, a guidance specialist,
chaired many of the best-attended clinics. Height had a good eye for
personnel.

The other national initiative, the National Library Project also reached
its heights under her administration. What had at first seemed a wasted
effort—Delta’s tardy purchase of a bookmobile for North Carolina after
the state voted to provide such a service—was turned into a coup when
it was slated for Georgia. The launching ceremony for the vehicle was
performed with great fanfare. NBC-TV featured the event on its program
Date in Manhattan, on which the bookmobile made its “debut” at New
York City’s famous Tavern on the Green restaurant in Central Park.4

There was a “Delta Promenade” at the Chatham Hotel, where an eleven-
year-old actor who was currently appearing on Broadway’s Lost in the
Stars cut “the crimson and cream ribbons draped across the door of the
bookmobile and intoned, ‘God bless you and the children to whom
you’ll carry happiness.’” Perhaps they weren’t among the young man’s
most compelling lines, but they were effective, nonetheless. Another
festive occasion awaited the carrier’s arrival in Georgia. It is such fan-
fare—in addition, of course, to the project’s undeniable intrinsic
worth—that gets the attention of award givers. The careful planning,
securing the right support—which Height had already made sure of
before her decision to send the vehicle there—and an understanding
of public relations all came together in time for the American Library
Association’s prestigious award.

The late forties and fifties were a time of tremendous interest in inter-
national affairs, and here, too, Height took the Delta program to new
levels. In fact, as Helen Edmonds observed, her administration “lifted
Delta to the highest level of international thinking in its history.”5 The
sorority had already had a good start in this direction, as the Vigilance
and Public Affairs committees had raised the consciousness of the sor-
ority by taking stands on such issues as the United States intervention
in Haiti and the Dumbarton Oaks pro-

216 / In Search of Sisterhood



posals, among others. As was true with other nationwide projects,
neither the direction nor the substance of the initiatives changed under
Height’s leadership, but the breadth and interest in them did. One
reason was her ability to organize a high-quality program; another was
her use of wide-ranging contacts to bring before the group—and the
public—some of the most prestigious personalities on the scene, Black
or White, American or non-American. Of course, there had been highly
touted programs before. Under the previous administration, the Deltas
and Omegas cosponsored a forum in New York City’s Town Hall en-
titled “To Secure These Rights”—a name adopted from the report of
the Committee on Civil Rights created by President Harry S Truman
in 1946. Participants in the forum included six members of that commit-
tee: Sadie T. M. Alexander, Morris Ernst, Franklin Roosevelt, Jr., Dorothy
Tilley, Boris Shisken, and Channing H. Tobias. The moderator was
Walter White. Nevertheless, Height’s programs managed to include
individuals whose agendas were not primarily those of domestic race
relations.

In 1948, for example, under the theme “Human Rights—Our Chal-
lenge—Our Responsibility,” a panel presented before the convention
included not only such people as Sadie T. M. Alexander, Mary McLeod
Bethune, and Urban League executive director Lester B. Granger, but
also Homer P. Rainey, president of Stephens College in Columbia,
Missouri, and Madam Rajan Nehru, wife of the first prime minister of
India, who represented the East-West Association. The 1950 national
convention that took place in Berkeley, California, also featured some
new additions to the Delta roster of participants. Under the rubric
“Human Rights—From Charter to Practice,” a public forum included
the World War II hero and UN public relations representative, Admiral
Chester W. Nimitz, as well as Alexander, Dorothy Ferebee—a physician
and member of AKA who had headed their Mississippi Health Project
and was then president of the NCNW—and attorney Belfore Lawson,
then president of Alpha Phi Alpha. It was also at that convention that
a resolution was passed to admit any qualified woman to the sorority,
regardless of race, creed, or nationality.

In August of 1951, Height took the Executive Board on a tour of the
United Nations where they met members of the Department of Inform-
ation and the Political and Economic Committee on the Rights of Wo-
men. By that year, the sorority would have a more direct concern with
international affairs. In 1950, Height had gone to Port-au-Prince, Haiti,
for the island’s bicentennial exposition. After
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her return, arrangements were made to initiate the sorority’s first inter-
national chapter: Delta Zeta Sigma, an alumnae chapter based in Haiti’s
capital, organized by Haitian sorors Jacqueline Coicou, an instructor
in the teachers college in Port-au-Prince, and Marie Berger, a member
of the UN’s secretariat. In just four years, Delta, through the establish-
ment of its Haitian Relief Fund, which was administered through the
Caribbean chapter, would come to their much-needed aid in the wake
of Hurricane Hazel—a particularly vicious storm that had brought
death and complete destruction to many villages.

In 1952, Height accepted a teaching position in India, and again her
travels would have a direct impact on the sorority. After spending four
months as a visiting professor at the Delhi School of Social Work, she
had arranged her schedule to return to the United States in time to
preside over the convention that year in Cleveland. She gave an inspir-
ing speech on how the Deltas could aid the newly independent nation;
and in response, the Deltas, “moved by [Height’s] description of the
needs of Indian women, voted to establish a scholarship at the Univer-
sity of Delhi for two deserving Hindu women.”6

Of course, there was also much activity on
the domestic scene, and panels such as those featuring Senator Herbert
Lehman of New York and other high officials and politicians of moment
became common events at the conventions. In 1953, the year of Delta’s
fortieth anniversary, the sorority sponsored a “Town Meeting on the
Air,” with Stanley High, a senior editor of Reader’s Digest, and Dr.
Charles S. Johnson, the sociologist, founder of the National Urban
League’s Opportunity magazine, and president of Fisk University. Re-
cently, the latter had been chosen as one of the ten American delegates
to represent the United States at the first session of UNESCO (the United
Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization) in Paris.
The topic of the town meeting was “Are We Losing Our Moral Cour-
age?” with Johnson taking the affirmative and High supporting the
negative side of the question. The town meeting, which took place in
Washington, D.C., on May 12, to coincide with May Week, was attended
by two thousand people and broadcast by ABC radio over 310 stations
throughout the nation.

Another town meeting, this one taking place at the twenty-fourth
national convention in 1956, showed that Delta was again on the cutting
edge of political developments. Taking place in Detroit, its theme was
“American Race Relations: International Implications,”
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and in addition to featuring the president of the City College of New
York, Buell Gallagher, it also had a panelist who had just emerged vic-
torious in the boycott that launched the modern civil rights movement:
Martin Luther King, Jr., president of the Montgomery Improvement
Association.

As far as legislative issues such as the creation of a permanent FEPC,
discrimination in housing, fair employment bills and federal aid to
education, it was during Height’s administration when a new initiative
to pool the lobbying efforts of the Greek-letter groups was begun.

THE ACHR

Called the American Council on Human
Rights (ACHR), it was an outgrowth of the National Non-Partisan
Lobby, both of which were created by the Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority
which in this period was far ahead of the other groups in this area. By
1948, there were eight national Black fraternal groups and all, with the
exception of Omega Psi Phi, consented to become a part of the council.

The ACHR promised to be the most effective interfraternal effort
since the 1920s, when the first attempts were made to coordinate the
activities of the Greek-letter organizations. All of the groups were now
more experienced in lobbying activities. Then, their memberships had
grown considerably. In 1952, an ACHR meeting in Cleveland had an
attendance of 3,000 delegates representing some 100,000 members of
Greek-letter groups. Additionally, the “interracial” climate of the times
virtually guaranteed that the positions of the council would be at least
considered by the Truman and Eisenhower administrations, if not al-
ways acceded to. And finally, unlike the other efforts, the ACHR em-
ployed a staff to provide continuity of leadership and who were less
vulnerable to internal politics.

The ACHR was fortunate to have as its first director Elmer Henderson,
who had served as the director of the Committee on Fair Employment
Practices that investigated violations of Franklin Roosevelt’s 1941 exec-
utive order against employment discrimination. Henderson was not
only the director of the committee; he had him-
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self been a litigant in an important court case. When, in 1942, he was
not allowed to eat with White passengers on a Southern Railway train
whose regulations had been approved by the Interstate Commerce
Commission, he promptly—and successfully—sued the federal govern-
ment. Henderson’s attorney was Belfore Lawson, president of Alpha
Phi Alpha—and as this was one of the few major cases not handled by
the NAACP, financial backing for the litigation was entirely provided
by the fraternity.

Henderson’s able assistant was a young woman by the name of Pa-
tricia (Roberts) Harris. Born in Mattoon, Illinois, Harris was a summa
cum laude graduate of Howard University (where she pledged Delta
under Jeanne Noble who was also a student there) and furthered her
studies in political science and industrial relations at the University of
Chicago. While in that city, she worked for the Human Relations
Commission, the NAACP, and the YWCA where she first met Dorothy
Height. Harris would be in charge of social action programs for the
ACHR. In addition to Harris, other Deltas held responsible positions
as officers in the council. As noted earlier, Mae Downs was its first vice-
president. Height would be vice-president in 1952, and Delta represent-
atives to the ACHR included Bertrell Wright—who was elected presid-
ent for two terms in 1953 and 1954—and Charlotte R. Lewis.

The agenda of the ACHR included passage of the Fair Employment
Act, desegregation of the armed forces, public transportation, and
public accommodations in the nation’s capital, the anti-poll tax and
antilynching bills, federal aid to education with safeguards against
discrimination, revision of the cloture rule that allowed filibusters in
the Senate, federal appointments of Blacks, and abolition of racial dis-
crimination in immigration and nationalization. Representatives of the
new organization appeared before congressional committees, conducted
research on legislative matters and the voting records of congressmen,
lobbied individual representatives on Capitol Hill, and worked toward
public support of their positions through the press.

The ACHR could count some successes by the fifties. Henderson, as
the council director, was invited to tour Army, Navy, and Air Force
installations to assess efforts toward desegregation. Using data he ac-
quired firsthand, he and the ACHR played a significant part in defeating
two amendments to the Selective Service Act—proposed by Senators
Richard Russell of Georgia and Arthur Winstead of Mississippi—which
would have slowed progress toward full integration of the armed ser-
vices. It also helped defeat another amendment, in-
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troduced by Congressman John L. McMillan of South Carolina, which
would have virtually endorsed a policy of segregation by the federal
government in Washington, D.C.

The nation’s capital, which had segregated public facilities and ac-
commodations, was a target of civil rights groups in this period. The
Coordinating Committee for the Enforcement of the District of Colum-
bia’s Anti-Discrimination Laws, for example, challenged the policy of
restaurants and department-store lunch counters that refused to serve
Blacks. The chair of the committee was none other than Mary Church
Terrell, now nearly ninety, who led the group in sit-ins, distributed
leaflets, spoke at public meetings, and picketed area stores urging a
customer boycott. (As told by Dorothy Height, when a young woman
who saw Mrs. Terrell offered to help her across the street, the irrepress-
ible activist replied, “Oh, no, dear, I’m on my way to picket Thompson’s
Restaurant.”) Thompson’s Restaurant became the focus of a legal suit
filed by the committee after it discovered that the city’s segregation
ordinances, though never actually rescinded, had not been on the
“books” since the post-Reconstruction era. The ACHR had filed an
amicus curiae brief in the case, which, in 1953, got a favorable ruling
by the Supreme Court.

That the ACHR played an important part in the victories against
discrimination in this period was acknowledged not only by other
Blacks but by the Truman and Eisenhower administrations as well. On
October 20, 1952, President Truman met with the council’s board of
directors in the White House. And it was before the same board that
Secretary of the Interior Julius Krug chose to announce the new federal
regulations against discrimination in Washington, D.C.’s parks, play-
grounds, and swimming pools. In March of 1954, the ACHR received
a message from President Dwight D. Eisenhower congratulating it on
its “efforts to preserve and to strengthen our liberties,” but, more im-
portant, to inform them that another of their objectives had been
reached. “I know,” continued the message, “you can also take pride in
the service which your distinguished member, J. Ernest Wilkins has
begun to perform in his new position as Assistant Secretary of Labor.”7

The creation and the effectiveness of the ACHR had both a short and
long-range effect on Delta’s internal organization. It allowed many of
the activities usually relegated to the Public Affairs Committee now to
be channeled through the interfraternal council, and in 1948, the Vigil-
ance Committee was disbanded altogether. The relegating of the lobby-
ing activities to the ACHR also had legal implications. Delta, as a tax-
exempt organization, could not engage in
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what could be construed as partisan political activities. To Height’s
mind, the opportunity to streamline Delta’s committee structure was
a welcome one. She believed that the internal machinery had become
unwieldy. Some of the committees had overlapping functions. Lines of
authority and responsibility weren’t always clear. Procedures changed
with each new election of officers. There was a need for a complete re-
vamping of the system, for a central office, for a staff person to handle
the growing volumes of paperwork and other activities that had to be
coordinated with some kind of continuity. Height’s association with
the efficient and hardworking Patricia Harris no doubt gave her an idea
of who that staff person should be. But first things first. Delta needed
to be reorganized after years of adding committees and boards in a
patchwork kind of way. Now that the national projects were proceeding
smoothly, and the legislative program was taken care of by the ACHR,
it was a good time to focus on bringing the sorority to its next stage of
development. “Dorothy Height always said that you cannot run an or-
ganization without a master plan,” recalled Jeanne Noble.8 The new
president had one: First there was a need for internal reorganization;
second, a national headquarters and the position of executive director
had to be filled; and third, at some point Height would have to suspend
the laws of the constitution that limited her to two terms in office. And,
well versed on the methods of organization, she accomplished all three.

As early as 1948, the national president in-
toned the need for Delta to reevaluate itself. At that year’s national
convention in St. Louis, she observed that the sorority had to find ways
“in which we can make Delta stand out from day to day; to take a look
at ourselves, and see how we can have a stronger and better program;
to see what we want to develop for Delta; and to work together, play
together, yet find a kind of unity which can make the organization
live.”9 The first step toward that realization was making the national
office more efficient. In 1950, the Berkeley convention approved a re-
commendation for the reorganization of the Grand Chapter. And by
August of 1951, arrangements were made for the Executive Board and
appointed members of a reorganization committee to meet on the
campus of Vassar College in Poughkeepsie, New York. Their task was
to examine the constitution and the various boards and committees.

The result of what was called the “mending conference” was a
streamlined sorority. For example, the Constitution Board was elimin-
ated as a standing board; an appropriate committee would be ap-
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pointed when a revision was necessary. The Judiciary and Standards
boards, were both absorbed into the Executive Board. These moves
alone eliminated much confusion, for in the past certain matters had
had to be acted upon by all three boards before they were resolved. Not
only was time lost, but one board often duplicated the functions of an-
other, or had insufficient information to enable it to act effectively. The
functions of the Standards Board that concerned academic criteria were
absorbed by the Scholarship Committee—which, under the new plan,
became the Scholarship and Standards Committee.

The historian’s office was also done away with; the Public Affairs
and Public Relations committees were combined into one Public Rela-
tions Board. And the functions of the grand journalist, the Pan-Hellenic
representative, and the Jewelry Committee (responsible for the purchase
and distribution of the official Delta pin) were all to be the responsibil-
ities of a new staff officer: the executive director. The administration of
the national projects was consolidated under a national projects com-
mittee (subsequently headed by Jeanne Noble) and there were small
but important procedural changes in the collection of fees. Most import-
ant perhaps were the proposed changes in the composition of the Exec-
utive Board, which had become bloated with all of the past board and
committee chairs. Now it would be made up solely of the president,
first vice-president, second vice-president (who would be the under-
graduate representative), secretary, treasurer, legal consultant, regional
directors, and the heads of the Finance, Scholarship and Standards,
Public Relations, and Personnel committees.10 All in all, the number of
Executive Board members was reduced from thirty to eighteen.

That the assembled committee could agree on such sweeping propos-
als—especially since it meant that a number of them would lose their
own positions—was in itself an achievement. Dorothy Height had
foreseen that particular problem and as early as 1950 spoke of the unique
task of the Executive Board to “modify the basic framework of our
Sorority so as to enhance the work of the organization, even though we
know that such steps may mean that some of us may not be members
of the Board at the end of this meeting.”11 It was the beginning of
Height’s own campaign to, as Jeanne Noble observed, “psychologize
people to give up power.”12 But next, the reorganization would have
to be voted upon by the 1952 national convention and this would hardly
be a shoo-in. Not long after the reports were distributed, criticisms came
pouring in. Many believed that the paring down of so many committees
and boards diminished,
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in the words of Edmonds, “the general enthusiasm which diverse and
widely separated official positions could engender.”13 There was also
the fear that the reorganized national office gave the president too much
power. Tensions ran high between those who opposed the new structure
and those who saw the results of the “mending conference” as a tre-
mendous boon to the organization: Administration would be much
more efficient; the cutting down of the Executive Board would save a
great deal of money in the form of expenses that could be put to better
use for the national projects and the purchase of a national headquarters
among other things. Height had eighteen months to make her case to
the sorority before the next convention which would take place
December 26–31, 1952, in Cleveland. As previously noted, she also knew
that some of the time would be spent in India, where she was a visiting
professor for four months. Nevertheless, by the time it was convened,
and the vote on the reorganization plan taken, Height’s objective was
in hand. There was only one dissenting vote recorded!

The acceptance of the reorganization plan now opened the way for
the employment of an executive director and the purchase of a national
headquarters—which issues had been discussed by every convention
since 1929. One of the obstacles concerning the former was the difficulty
in defining the exact role of the director—since the duties of the grand
secretary and other officers were so diffuse and had no clear lines of
demarcation. By 1941, President Elsie Austin had authorized a commit-
tee to look into amending the constitution to provide for the position,
then referred to as an executive secretary. Nevertheless, she had strong
reservations about it. At the 1941 convention she stated: “I believe the
appointment of such an office would be one of the most unfortunate
steps we could take. I have studied and observed the function of this
office in two national organizations. It has provoked nothing but the
most antagonistic struggle for control of the organizations with the ex-
ecutive secretary on one side and the national officers on the other side.
It has been a hotbed of feuds, friction and ‘finagling.’ An executive
secretary is not the answer to Delta’s administrative problems,” Austin
concluded.14 Her words, it turned out, would be prophetic ones. Nev-
ertheless, the reorganization hurdled the final obstacle: By February
1953, Patricia Harris would become Delta’s first executive director.

Of course she needed someplace to work from. And the next stage
of the master plan was well on its way. The purchase of a national
headquarters had also been approved by previous conventions—and
there was also consensus that it be located in Wash-
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ington, D.C., because it was the hub of legislative activity. A frustrated
Anna Julian, chair of the Vigilance Committee, had written then-Pres-
ident Vivian Marsh as early as 1937 that “we as an organization are
extremely limited to take part in vital phases of our national life until
we have a National Headquarters here in Washington…. Then, we shall
have someone always at hand who can keep an eye on what’s happening
on Capitol Hill.”15 There was also the more basic problem of having
files and other important documents in one place. Jeanne Noble recalled
that the records of the secretary, Reber S. Cann, were in her garage in
Cincinnati, and the money was in Oklahoma with Bea Penman.

Nevertheless, the war and the skyrocketing inflation of the postwar
years—especially in a city like Washington—added to the delays in
getting the headquarters. In the meantime, however, local chapters had
shown that the deed could be done. There were Delta houses in Detroit
and Gary, and in 1950, Alpha Nu Chapter in Illinois had purchased a
sorority house at the University of Illinois. Former President Jeannette
Jones, chair of the Chicago Delta Projects, had headed the campaign
for the house; and Marguerite Alexander, then the only founder living
in Chicago, was also a member of the housing group. The purchase of
the house marked the first time that the sorority would assume complete
responsibility for a campus residence, and both the Midwest Re-
gion—which raised more than $28,000—and the national office helped
to finance it. And at the 1952 convention, the Deltas, now a member of
the board of the NCNW, had come through for Mary McLeod Bethune
when she pleaded for help to maintain that organization’s national
headquarters in Washington. She was in danger of having the mortgage
foreclosed, she said, and in spontaneous response, the sorority pledged
$3,000 to help her make the payments.

Obviously, Delta had the wherewithal and willingness to have its
own headquarters. What was needed in the national organization was
not only the desire to get a headquarters but fund-raising skills and the
engendering of a sense of mission throughout the sorority. At least
$50,000 was needed, the Executive Board which met in August of 1952
reasoned, to purchase and equip a building. To gather up such a sum
required a well-thought-out, systematic campaign. It was decided to
launch such a campaign forthwith—and to employ a seasoned specialist
in such matters to lead it: Daisy Lampkin.

When she was called on to lead the campaign, Lampkin had already
served as a field director for the NAACP for eleven years. In addition
to organizing branches, she had also raised money for the
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association’s legal work and for its various campaigns, such as the an-
tilynching crusade of the thirties. Subsequently she was vice-president
of the Pittsburgh Courier, a leading Black weekly. But the Delta “crusade”
would be different from the others. For the first time she would try to
raise a significant amount of funds wholly within one organization: an
organization whose members, chapters, and regions had varying
amounts of resources. Lampkin’s “inside” help would be Gwendolyn
Higginbotham, serving as liaison chairperson of the steering committee
for the drive. Higginbotham,, chair of the Finance Committee, and
former National Budget Board chairperson, had also been the charter
president of Epsilon Sigma Chapter of Bluefield, West Virginia, which
was organized in 1936. Higginbotham’s versatility extended to her being
the director of the Delta choir at the 1952 convention.

The plan was to create categories of donations with specific sums
and/or obligations attached to each one. “Pioneer Sponsors,” for ex-
ample, were expected to give $100 each, as was each individual chapter.
Larger chapters with more resources were expected to give more. Each
individual graduate soror was to give a minimum of $10, undergradu-
ates, $5; and all contributions were to be written up on a “roll” of con-
tributors and published in a permanent “Book of Honor.” “Every Delta
in the House of Delta,” became the rallying cry, and Height provided
an even more compelling rationale for contributions. “Once in a lifetime
you have the opportunity to be an ‘angel’ for your Sorority,” she wrote
in The Delta Newsletter. “The time is now! Your gift goes beyond all re-
quirements—it is a gift of love,” she continued. “It expresses your desire
to join your sorors to pioneer in Delta’s greatest venture. It does what
only love can do—it exemplifies the true spirit of the Delta woman.”16

With Height running the headquarters campaign and the hiring of
an executive director, it was difficult to conceive continuing without
her at the helm. But she had already had two terms—the maximum
according to the constitution. Nevertheless, on the third day of the 1952
Cleveland convention, the sorors heard the following from the Recom-
mendations Committee: “In light of the importance of this transitional
period, in implementing the Reorganization Plan, and establishing the
National Headquarters, our Grand President, Dorothy I. Height, [is]
requested and authorized to continue in office for an additional term
of two years.”17 The recommendation of the committee, chaired by
Frances Flippen, was adopted by the 760 delegates attending the con-
vention that year.

For the next biennium, officers would include Reber Cann, for-
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mer grand secretary, as first vice-president; second vice-president Ann
Fisher, former president of Philadelphia’s Gamma Chapter and a student
at Temple University; secretary was Nancy Lee, a social worker who
received her undergraduate and master’s degrees from the University
of Pittsburgh. To great approbation, Beatrice Penman was given the
title grand treasurer emeritus. Though winning reelection, she had de-
cided to step down—five years after writing Mae Downs about her in-
tentions. At the end of the Treasurer’s Report, which showed Delta’s
receipts to be almost $298,000 and a balance of just under $98,000,
Penman wrote her farewell: “During the thirteen years and four months
that I served you as your Grand Treasurer,” she said, “I have made
mistakes, but I have learned much; I have travelled to many places, and
I have made many, many friends.” She also left the sorors with the ob-
servation that Delta was “known throughout the country for the unusual
service it renders…. Business people…are amazed that a group of college
women have continued their interest in a sorority after leaving college,
and have such a program as we have. Big things we have done,” Penman
concluded, “but we cannot rest on our reputation, we must continue
to grow.”18 Taking her place was Dorothy P. Harrison, who was Pen-
man’s sister, and would succeed Dorothy Height as president. Harrison’s
undergraduate degree was earned at Ohio State, and her master’s at
Oklahoma A and M University. She was married to the president of
Langston University, G. Lamar Harrison.

With Gwendolyn Higginbotham reelected to the Finance Committee
chair, the campaign accelerated. In February, Patricia Harris officially
became Delta’s first executive director, and by March plans were made
to purchase a house in northwest Washington at 1814 M Street. A Black
architect and designer, David Byrd, a graduate of Hampton Institute,
was employed to work on renovations and remodeling. Plans went
ahead so rapidly because of the tremendous response, even outpouring,
of Deltas to the fund-raising campaign. By October of 1953, treasurer
Harrison reported 73 sponsors; 155 chapters and Pyramid clubs (initi-
ation clubs) and 1,001 individual sorors had contributed. In less than a
year, over $31,000 had been collected, with numerous pledges yet to be
filled. By May of 1954, with some $37,000 raised, plans were made to
burn the mortgage at the 1954 convention slated for New York City.

In the interim, Delta had much to celebrate by the year of its fortieth
anniversary in 1953. And in May of that year, celebrate they did. Four
days of activities were planned in Washington around May
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Week. The aforementioned “Town Meeting” with Charles Johnson and
Sidney High took place. There were addresses by Senator Herbert
Lehman of New York, India Edwards of the Democratic National
Committee, and Bertha Adkins of the Republican National Commit-
tee—whose assistant, Ruth (Mueller) Hill, was an active Delta. ACHR
director Elmer Henderson was also on hand, and on May 9 a banquet,
whose mistress of ceremonies was Eastern regional director Pauline
Weeden, was held in honor of the founders who had come for a reunion.
Ethel Black, Jimmy Middleton, Vashti Murphy, Eliza Shippen, Florence
Toms, and Edith Young were all there. A recording of their reminis-
cences, “Delta in Retrospect,” was arranged. The reunion was particu-
larly significant because it was the beginning of a healing process
between the founders and Delta’s national officers. That there was a
rift—reportedly due to the fact that the suggestions of the founders
were largely ignored before the current administration—was indicated
by Frederica Dodd in a letter to Myra Hemmings in 1950. Hemmings
was writing to all of the founders to get their addresses so that they
could keep in closer touch with each other and the sorority. Dodd
suggested that Hemmings not write them on official stationery. “You
know,” Dodd wrote, “that some Founders resent too much Grand Of-
ficers’ actions and although you are a Founder you are also a Grand
Officer.”19

On May 10, there was a formal dedication of the national headquarters
attended by hundreds of people—non-Deltas and Deltas alike—the
latter answering the call for a Delta “pilgrimage” to the nation’s capital.
For many, the highlight of the celebration was a reception at the White
House as guests of Mamie Eisenhower, wife of the President, who was
heard to say that the Delta women were among the prettiest she had
received. Among the more than one hundred sorority members present
for the reception was Mary Church Terrell, fresh from the victory of
the “Thompson Restaurant case” that had desegregated Washington,
D.C. Terrell took the occasion to recall coming to the White House with
Frederick Douglass sixty years earlier to urge then-President Elenjamin
Harrison to speak out against lynching. Terrell and Douglass had asked
for an appointment after the murder of one of Terrell’s friends, Thomas
Moss of Memphis, whose death was also the catalyst for the first anti-
lynching campaign launched by Ida B. Wells.

The 1954 convention was scheduled for August in New York City’s
Roosevelt Hotel. To get such a large hotel for a group of Black women
was a coup: It marked the first time that a Black group met in a down-
town hotel in New York City, according to Dorothy
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Height, who had gotten the personal okay from Conrad Hilton to book
it. Up until the very end of the convention, the sorority would feel,
rightly so, very good about its achievements and its future. Dorothy
Height’s presidential report, given before 1,030 Delta registrants, noted
that $40,000 had been raised, for the Washington, D.C. headquarters,
from 2,000 sorors in 194 chapters. “No organization of Negro women
of our size can say that within so short a period, without appeal to the
public, that it had raised [so much money] in a Headquarters campaign,”
Height intoned. “It shows we have strength, and what we can do if we
must.” Height, as she could do so well, also talked in spiritual tones
about the Deltas’ rising above the adversity they encountered. “We
came to the Cleveland Convention with pictures of the one building
we liked, but it was not long before we discovered that, through the
reactions of people in the neighborhood, they did not want an organiz-
ation of our kind there,” she said. “So we had a staff with no place to
go, no place to work…But for those who love Him, God moves in
mysterious ways. There appeared a simple ad in the papers; Grand
Officers went together to explore it formally…. We received the right
to move ahead to a choice piece of property in the heart of downtown
Washington, D.C. What a difference this made,” she observed. “We not
only had a good piece of property, but had a building with an income.”20

During the convention, a 16mm film featuring the house at 1814 M
Street was shown, highlighting its features and strategic location in the
capital. The reality of a national headquarters “gave us a sense of really
being a national organization,” observed Anna Julian, “it provided the
core from which we can reach out to all the chapters everywhere in the
country.”21 That it was situated in Washington gave sorors like Julian
an added attraction, for there the sorority “can feel the heartbeat of
what was going on.” There was something else, too. For Black women,
the sense of well-being and accomplishment attached to finding a
“home” had special meaning. It was the ultimate symbol of “belonging-
ness” and communion, as well as the kind of material achievement
denied to Blacks.

Another milestone had been reached with the hiring of the talented
Patricia Harris as executive director for a not inconsiderable sum of
$4,500 a year—with annual increments of $250. In addition, an admin-
istrative assistant, Letitia Johnson, a graduate of Bluefield State College,
was also hired. The executive director reported on the mountains of
work her office had accomplished since February 1, 1953, including
planning the successful May Week celebration, representing the sorority
at other conferences, receiving the dues of the-
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6,535 active Deltas (out of a total of about 11,000) and implementing
the new procedures for handling the finances, and the circulation of
more than forty thousand pieces of correspondence to the 231 chapters
(124 graduate, 81 undergraduate, and 26 mixed) operating in thirty-
eight states and the Republic of Haiti.

Other reports revealed that Delta had granted $33,000 in scholarships
that year. The assets for the organization were $130,000. The Haitian
Relief Fund had dispensed $1,000, and monies were still being funneled
to the National Library and Jobs projects. The national reputation for
Delta as a public service sorority was getting the attention of the major
media such as The Washington Post and The New York Times. In addition,
the sorority was continuing to draw influential persons and leaders to
its forums, such as, for this convention, the well-known newswoman
Pauline Frederick, and Robert C. Weaver, then an officer of the Whitney
Foundation, and subsequently the first secretary of housing and urban
development. Also on hand were Roy Wilkins, then the administrative
secretary to the NAACP, and Kenneth B. Clark, the sociologist who had
had such a pivotal role in the Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court
decision.

The invitation extended to Clark, then director of the Northside
Community Center in New York City, may have been particularly sig-
nificant to Height. As the president of an organization made up largely
of educators, she was concerned, as others were, about the reaction of
many Black teachers to the Brown decision. There was fear among many
that integrated schools would mean the loss of jobs—a fear that did not
prove groundless in the years to come. Nevertheless, such a preoccupa-
tion missed the larger issue and it was important that all of the ramific-
ations be discussed. The question had been brought up at an Executive
Board meeting in 1953, where ACHR director Elmer Henderson was
in attendance. Dorothy Proctor, a member of the Personnel Committee,
mentioned that some teachers felt “insecure” about attending protest
meetings concerning segregated schools because it could jeopardize
their jobs. Height observed that “even the best educated are not very
well prepared” and asserted that “we as Negroes can not stop in our
efforts to bring about equality even though we have to accept the pos-
sibility of some immediate risk.”22 Patricia Harris then asked Henderson
if the ACHR could examine the impact of the decision “so that teachers
will see that their jobs are not jeopardized,” and Henderson responded
favorably. And in the 1954 Delta Journal (now edited by Harris), an
article entitled “Negro Teachers in ‘Integrated’ School
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Systems” concluded that the number of Black teachers employed was
growing in both segregated and nonsegregated (meaning, there were
no statutory restrictions) schools, and that a favorable Court decision
could in fact improve the numbers. And there was lots of room for that.
Statistics showed that the Berkeley, California, public school system,
for example, had only six Black teachers as of 1953; Lansing, Michigan,
had four; and Elizabeth, New Jersey, had none.23

At the New York convention, Kenneth Clark also raised the issue,
saying that a successful fight was a necessity. Although it should be
taken for granted that “the educated individuals of any group are to
provide the leadership,” he was disturbed that “leadership has not
come from the educated upperclass college-trained Negroes, but from
the masses of the Negro people. The major opposition is from the edu-
cated,” Clark asserted, “and must be brought clearly home to those of
us who are seriously concerned.”24 After his talk, a discussion did ensue
about the protection for teachers, especially in the South, and whether
organizations such as the NAACP had worked out any FEPC kind of
mechanism. Henderson, who was in attendance, replied that some
teachers would probably lose out but more would be gained. The dis-
cussion ended when a soror expressed her opinion that “you don’t get
freedom cheap. If our whole concern is whether we are going to keep
our jobs, then we don’t want freedom.25

However, as was true with the Black student movement of the
twenties, the criticism of Howard president Mordecai Johnson, even
the decision to allow “B”-rated schools into the sorority, the school in-
tegration issue was yet another instance of the president of the sorority
not taking a strong public stance on an educational issue. Of course
working behind the scenes, as Height did, had its advantages. And the
president was primarily a corporate leader, that is, one who reflects the
constituency, which was divided on the matter. Not speaking out did
prevent the Executive Board’s becoming a flashpoint for division in an
organization that was not created to become a political vanguard.
Nevertheless, one must wonder at a lack of decisiveness on an issue
that meant so much to the constituency.

But controversy would raise its head on another matter before the
convention, whose theme was “Women in the Decade of Decision,”
ended. A controversy that would begin when Dorothy Height would
seek yet another term as president. This time, though, her intentions
were not known until the very last minute; farewell gifts of a travel
purse and a leather-bound book with messages from sorors
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had even been presented. Up until the report of the Nominating Com-
mittee, everything seemed to be going smoothly. Nominated for pres-
ident was Reber Cann, the present first vice-president who had served
as secretary from 1944 to 1952. Active in the civic affairs of Cincinnati,
she was a hard worker and popular among the sorors. And, she was
loyal to Dorothy Height. The other nominee was Pauline Weeden,
Eastern regional director, holding degrees from Howard and Columbia
universities, and active in such organizations as the Y, the Virginia
Teachers Association, and the NCNW. Others were put forth for the
various offices, according to the standard procedure, but before the
nominations could be closed, Height suddenly spoke up. Though the
report had been made, she said, she realized that there had been a re-
commendation made by the Executive Board that should have been
made before the report. It was then moved that the committee’s report
be tabled until the recommendation was heard. The recommendation,
it turned out, was one that would upset the whole apple cart. It was
that a chairman of the Nominating Committee be elected, as well as
additional members, representing the various regions. So now there
would be two votes cast by the delegates: one for a chairman, and an-
other for members from each delegate’s region. This dramatic change
in procedure was moved and seconded so rapidly that it was difficult
to believe it was wholly spontaneous. Then second vice-president, Ann
Fisher, who had taken the chair during the discussion, nominated
Dorothy Height for president. “We are at a crossroads,” Fisher said,
“we need something to steady us.” Height then gave what can only be
called a campaign speech. “I have served to the best of whatever ability
I have,” she said, and then talked about the accusations that she was
trying to “impose” the idea that “one Dorothy Height thought that she
is indispensable to Delta,” that she had pressured the Nominating
Committee. “I have no intention, no desire, no will…to bring anything
of shame or disunity to Delta,” Height intoned.26

Following her speech, there were praises for Height and motions to
suspend the bylaws. This was countered by others who challenged the
legality of such actions. At one point even Patricia Harris tendered her
resignation, citing the terrible things being said about Height. And in
the midst of the heated debate, Osceola Adams observed, “I am able to
read between the lines, to know that something ugly is at work with
Delta Sigma Theta.”27 Finally, when Height was nominated once again,
Reber Cann said that “I would not think for one minute of allowing my
name to remain as a candidate if my beloved Dorothy Height would
just consent to be president.” Helen
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Edmonds then spoke up to ask Weeden if she would continue as a
nominee for grand president “in order to show that democracy is still
at work.” Weeden did keep her name in nomination, and was promptly
charged by some with disloyalty to the organization. “I have been a
Delta for over twenty-five years,” she riposted at one point. “Why is
my loyalty being questioned? I am and always have been a true Delta.”28

Nevertheless, the sorority would suspend the bylaws and vote Dorothy
Height in once again.

There was considerable fallout from this
precedent which created the most serious division that the sorority had
faced in its history. There was a great deal of bitter feeling and serious
questions were raised. Catherine Middleton, for example, a physician
and one of the daughters of founder Jimmie Middleton, wrote the Ex-
ecutive Board about her “grave concern” as to how the constitution and
bylaws could be suspended “to suit the purpose of the moment, then
picked up again.” She went on to say, “It is my opinion that our Grand
President now holds office illegally…it will always be, in my mind and
in the minds of others, suspect, because of the casual rearrangement of
the constitution which allowed her nomination.”29 Middleton wrote
another letter to Dorothy Height. She had come to the convention,
Middleton wrote, “with the feeling that Delta had benefitted from your
administration, as from previous administrations, and that you as retir-
ing Grand President, had a long, honorable and challenging record to
leave to a new president.

“I left New York,” Middleton continued, “a disillusioned and disgus-
ted person…. Your apparent inability to control at least the constitutional
abuses from the chair seem to me to have soiled a brilliant record unne-
cessarily and beyond repair. This exhibition seems to me to have hurt
Delta, not irreparably, but certainly deeply…. Unlike some of the other
sorors,” she concluded, “I intend to remain active and to do what we
must all work for now—work for the healing of ugly wounds and for
the assurance that this will not happen again.”30 And, in fact, Middleton
would be a member of the next Board of Elections, representing the
Eastern Region, at the following convention, slated for 1956.

It is a reflection of the strength of the organization—and the sister-
hood—as well as Height’s administrative abilities, that the sorority
didn’t bog down for the next two years. The Executive Board, though
divided about their loyalties to Height, nevertheless maintained a con-
structive working relationship with her. At the 1956 convention, held
in Detroit, the president counseled: “You know, first
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hand, what it means to be part of a chapter in which the officers are
unable to work together, what a difference it makes when each sees
herself as part of the team…willing to see the job that has to be done
and to put the accomplishment of the task beyond her own personal
interest…. Such has been the experience of our Board,” she asserted.
“It doesn’t mean that we all see eye to eye on every point, but it does
mean, that somehow together, women whom you have chosen to be of
service to the Sorority, have found the way to work together.”31 Height
helped the situation by head-on confronting the criticisms. At a 1955
Executive Board meeting, she herself brought up the Middleton letter
as well as one written by Jean Murrell Capers, a councilwoman in
Cleveland, which expressed similar concerns. “In the kind of organiza-
tion that we are,” Height explained, “if we hurt any part of us, we hurt
the whole.”32 The president then instructed the secretary elected at the
last convention, Nellie G. Rouhlac of Memphis, to acknowledge the
letters.

The biennium, 1954 through 1956, was not a particularly active one
however. On the national level, much energy was directed toward fine-
tuning the relationships between the executive director (Harris withdrew
her resignation) and the grand officers. In 1954, the “blackball” was
abolished: Now an initiate was accepted with two thirds of the vote by
chapter members. New awards were established in the name of Juliette
Derricotte, a national student secretary for the YWCA and dean of wo-
men at Fisk University, who died when a southern White hospital
wouldn’t accept her after a car accident; and Julia Bumry Jones, one of
the early women columnists for the Pittsburgh Courier. The awards of
$500 each were given to a soror who achieved in the fields of social
work and journalism, respectively. Citizenship seminars, at which
chapter members met with elected and appointed government officials,
were instituted.

The most innovative project was that of establishing “leadership in-
stitutes,” where sorors spent an entire day considering the components
of leadership in the sorority. In 1955, twenty-seven institutes in as many
cities were conducted with almost one thousand participants. As Jeanne
Noble noted earlier, the focus on organizational development and
skills—including even the breaking up of conventions into small
groups—was a tremendous boon to the functioning of the sorority.
Association with Black and civil rights organizations continued, and at
the 1956 convention, a meaningful workshop was conducted featuring
the dean of women of several colleges who explored the topic: “Mem-
bership in Delta—Its Meaning and Effectiveness and Motivating the
Undergraduate Potential.”
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Such a discussion had come at a crucial time, as the pros and cons of
Greek-letter organizations were once again being discussed by college
administrators and others. Morgan State College in Baltimore had even
gone so far as to suspend all groups because it was said that they had
a negative effect on scholastic achievement. Through the urging of
Height and officers in other fraternities and sororities, Morgan did re-
institute the societies, but it was important to deal with the matter head-
on. Such questions and issues as the college attitude toward the sorority,
whether sorority members promoted the growth of student govern-
ments, the need to reevaluate chapter programs, the role of faculty ad-
visors, resolving the conflict between loyalty to the institution and
loyalty to the sorority, and the fine line between selectivity and snobbery
were discussed. Among the panel members, representing both predom-
inantly White and Black schools, was Sadie M. Yancey, dean of women
at Howard University. In the near future she would head an important
evaluation program that analyzed the status of the undergraduate sorors
on campuses.

It was evident that Height understood not
only the dynamics of running an organization, but the needs of the
sisterhood as well. Once she noted that “twenty-two young women
[the founders] gave us something more than an organization; they
planned it to be a sisterhood…. We could not be here today if they had
not faced the issues of their time as they came.” Sisterhood, Height ob-
served, had a special dynamic all its own. “Friends love us at all times,”
she said, “sisters are made for adversity.”33 In 1956, she admonished
that “it is so much easier to pick apart, than to put together, and that a
sisterhood like ours, has to find its way and its place in a divided
world.”34 And, in 1956, she observed, “I think that because we love
Delta, we love each other so much that together we can say that we
may not have all the answers but we certainly try to get to the real
question and not baffle each other, but rather to help each other deal
with our questions that is [sic] worthy of us.”35

Nevertheless, however justifiable the ends—Height did, as Noble
observed, give the sorority the machinery to deliver its own broad ob-
jectives—the means for sustaining power threw the organization into
chaos. The 1956 convention, which from the beginning was riddled
with controversy because Delta had chosen the Sheraton-Cadillac Hotel
instead of a Black-owned facility, also ended on a controversial note.
There was the perception by many that Height, despite her denials,
would attempt to run yet again. The suspicion
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mounted when a recommendation from the floor sought to provide an
alternative to the strict two-term limitation for grand officers. The re-
commendation was that “a term of office for Grand Chapter officers
shall be for the biennium except for those Grand Officers whose terms
of office are otherwise specified.”36 Needless to say, the recommendation
didn’t go unchallenged, and it was voted down. But another proposed
amendment would ensure Height’s continued influence and leadership
in the organization. It was that the Executive Board now include the
immediate past president among its members. Efforts by some to limit
the years that a past president should so serve was defeated.

Height would not only serve on the Executive Board, but her closest
allies would be grand officers: Dorothy Penman Harrison, from 1956
to 1958 and Jeanne Noble, 1958 to 1963. There is no question that Height,
as a result of her organizational skills, had a more discernible impact
on the sorority than any other president. Her quest to remain in office
was certainly nothing new in the history of Black women’s organiza-
tions. Two of the most important leaders, who in fact had passed away
in the mid-fifties, Mary Church Terrell and Mary McLeod Bethune,
were also loath to give up power—much to the benefit, many felt, of
their respective organizations. Nevertheless, there is always a down
side to the assertion for power. The activist/journalist Ida B. Wells, who
once fought Terrell’s seeking of a third term in the NACW despite a
two-term restriction, wrote that Terrell, though successful, had lost in-
fluence and respect among many of her colleagues. The perception that
power is concentrated in too few hands also invites apathy and negat-
ively affects the infusion of “new blood” into the leadership of a social-
movement organization—a danger that the Delta membership evidently
understood regardless of their admiration for Dorothy Height’s accom-
plishments. In any case, by 1957, Height would go on to become the
fourth president of the National Council of Negro Women—a position
she has held for thirty years.
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CHAPTER 11

DELTA IN THE

MOVEMENT YEARS

Prior to Dorothy Height’s presidency,
Delta “was a fine, scholarly organization of highly moral, respectable
women who had some philanthropic ideas, but not the structure to
deliver these things,” observed Jeanne Noble.1 Now the structure was
indeed there, even if it still needed some fine-tuning. Subsequent Exec-
utive Board meetings continued to devote a great deal of time and dis-
cussion to clarify the responsibilities of both elected officers and staff.
Height’s administration also furthered the concept that Delta, as she
would often say, was not “a federation of chapters” but a national or-
ganization whose chapters worked in the interest of the whole. The
further development of the Five-Point Program, designating specific
areas of concern—job opportunities for youth, mental health, community
service, international goodwill, and library service—would go a long
way toward realizing that idea. The five-point strategy, in fact, had
been painstakingly designed by Height and the National Projects
Committee—headed by Jeanne Noble—by consulting experts in each
of those fields, and polling the views of chapters about their own needs
and those of the communities that they served. Also there was an ongo-
ing analysis of the effectiveness of the sorority’s programs. This system-
atic approach, offered by Height at a 1957 Executive Board meeting,
had resulted



in, she said, the “strongest clarification of what we have been trying to
do as a national body.” And the convention program, which included
prominent deans of women at various colleges, mental health experts
such as the famed Allison Davis, and Martin Luther King, Jr.—still
flushed with the Supreme Court victory that desegregated Mont-
gomery’s buses only six days before—all attested to that fact.

At the same time, that the convention’s attendance was only a little
more than half of the one before revealed the need to resuscitate the
enthusiasm and sense of sisterhood in order to effectively exploit what
Height had put in place. And those elements would be needed for the
sorority to navigate the next two tumultuous decades—for the civil
rights movement, spurred by the success of the Montgomery bus boy-
cott, was ready to explode. School desegregation, followed soon by civil
disobedience, and the cry of “Black Power” would force the sorority to
question the very core of its values and purpose. During the adminis-
trations of the next four presidents, the questions concerning how to
respond to these changes would take the organization through some
of its most critical years.

Dorothy P. Harrison would head the soror-
ity between 1956 and 1958, and provide the needed transition that both
calmed the waters and continued the progress of the sorority. Although
Harrison was grand treasurer between 1952 and 1956, she was seen
more as an “inheritor” of the office (she succeeded her sister, Beatrice
Penman) than an ambitious contender for a leadership position. “I had
no idea of becoming president of the sorority,” Harrison said,2 and she
was hesitant to accept the entreaties from the nominating committee
to run. Her husband urged her to do it, however, and encouraged the
committee to keep asking until she agreed. Her reluctance and perhaps
her final acceptance was due, at least in part, to her attempting to recover
from the death of two sons in recent years. Her decision to return to
graduate school and deeply involve herself in Delta activities provided
the “much needed therapy,” that helped her through this period.3

As president, Harrison was a quiet-spoken woman whose interests
were more in line with “administration and detail than conceptualizing
new programmatic initiatives,” she observed. Also important at this
stage of the organization’s development was Har-
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rison’s belief in delegating authority to her officers and the “equal
partnership of staff and volunteer workers.”4 Under her administration,
the sorority would inaugurate The Delta Newsletter in an effort to im-
prove communications. Her willingness to marshal Delta’s resources
to the Little Rock crisis would also set a pattern of the organization’s
involvement in the movement.

Harrison was followed by Jeanne Noble, who presided over the sor-
ority between 1958 and 1963, was an assistant dean of students at City
College in New York and only thirty-two years old when she was
elected to office. She was first vice-president under Harrison, a protégée
of Dorothy Height’s and proudly admits to being one of those who
helped “mastermind,” as she put it, Height’s continuance as president.
Noble, from Albany, Georgia, began her teaching career at Albany State
College—later to become a pivotal college in the movement—and was
a former dean of woman at Langston University in Oklahoma. She
earned her B.A. degree from Howard, and a master’s and Ph.D. from
Columbia University. Noble’s doctoral dissertation, “The Negro Wo-
man’s College Education,” was a ground-breaking work and full of
progressive notions about the role of women in the society. Her youth
and advocacy of the student movement was an important element in
Delta’s participation during these crucial years.

Under Noble’s administration greater ties with Africa and African
women were established, which resulted in the sorority’s support of a
maternity wing in a rural Kenyan hospital, and a chapter established
in Liberia. Her administration would also create the “Teen Lift,” a
mentoring project. Passionate, articulate, and, like Height, undistracted
by marriage, Noble would expend much of her professional and per-
sonal energies in Delta, and subsequently in other Black women’s or-
ganizations.
*

It would fall to her successor, Geraldine (Pittman) Woods, (1963 to
1967) to fill the vacuum left by the dismantling of the ACHR in 1963.
In the early sixties it had instituted a Student Emergency Fund, whereby
its more than one thousand chapters across the country

*Other officers at the period included: grand secretaries: Nellie G. Roles (1956–1958),
Ann L. Campbell (1958–1963), Marie Farnsworth (1963–1967), Lennie M. Tolliver
(1967–1971), Gloria R. Scott (1971–1975); grand treasurers: M. Lucia James (1956–1958),
Vivian E. Washington (1958–1963); Thelma Daley (1963–1967), Phoebe LeSesne
(1967–1971), Betty Williams (1971–1975); grand second vice-presidents: Mary Rucker
(1956–1958), Gloria Scott (1958–1960), Miriam Stamps (1960–1963), Claudette Franklin
(1963–1965), Constance Robison (1965–1967), Jacqueline Sharp (1967–1969), Jayne Ware
(1969–1971), Patricia Ann Milligan (1971–1973), Matter Joanna Lewder (1973–1975).
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raised money to pay fines and bonds of those arrested during sit-ins
and other demonstrations. It also paid tuitions for students, including
the young North Carolna A & T students who staged the first student
sit-in of the era and the first women who sought to integrate the Uni-
versity of Georgia—one of whom, Charlayne (Hunter) Gault, was a
Delta. The ACHR’s last presentations were scheduled, ironically, on
the evening of November 22, 1963, the day President John F. Kennedy
was assassinated. That evening $1,000 was given to the Prince Edward
County Free School Association of Virginia, which was fighting recal-
citrant school segregationists; an equal amount was accepted by Stokely
Carmichael on behalf of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Commit-
tee (SNCC); and a third presentation was made to the Reverend Walter
E. Fauntroy for the Leadership Conference on Civil Rights. The ACHR
leadership had agreed to disband the organization amidst some inter-
fraternal conflict; the reluctance of the fraternities to give it adequate
financial support; and pressure from the NAACP, which saw it as re-
sponsible for a “brain drain” of leadership and energy from its own
organization. Additionally, by the sixties, the Delta leadership believed
that its resources could be better used to support organizations such as
the National Council of Negro Women, now headed by Dorothy Height,
which had a more broadly based membership.

Under Woods’s administration, a Social Action Commission would
be established to act much as the Vigilance Committee had before it. It
would be especially important in lobbying for landmark legislation,
including the Civil Rights and Voting Rights acts, which were passed
largely as a result of the pressure from Black groups. Geraldine Woods,
who had been first vice-president under Noble, was a member of Phi
Beta Kappa and had been educated at Howard, Radcliffe, and Harvard,
with a concentration in neuroembryology.

While serving as first vice-president in Woods’s administration,
Frankie M. Freeman became the only Black and the only woman appoin-
ted by President Lyndon B. Johnson to serve on the six-member U.S.
Civil Rights Commission. She had become well known as the attorney
who brought and won the case that desegregated public housing in St.
Louis in 1952. She also had served as assistant attorney general in Mis-
souri and associate general counsel of the St. Louis Housing and Land
Clearance Authority. Before becoming president from 1967 to 1971, she
had also served as chair of the nominating committee and of the housing
and property committee. While national president, Freeman had to
provide a steady course through the period when nonviolent tactics
were challenged and the Delta
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constituency was more politically polarized. But she would be well
served by a straightforward, take-care-of-business attitude that was
displayed when she was denied service at an airport coffee shop in
Louisville, Kentucky. The year was 1954, and Freeman was changing
planes there on the way to her mother’s funeral. When told she wouldn’t
be served, she challenged the waitress to arrest her, because she wasn’t
moving. “I’m a lawyer,” she said, “and I know that this is illegal.” And,
she had thought to herself, “my mother wouldn’t want me to get up.”5

She called a Black lawyer she knew in town who filed a complaint
against the host chain restaurant. After the funeral, Freeman learned
that the coffee shop had become desegregated.

Lillian P. Benbow, who presided over the organization from 1971 to
1975, would have the most controversial and innovative administration
since that of Dorothy Height. She created the National Commission on
Arts and Letters whose primary project was the sponsoring of a full-
length feature film with political import. During her administration she
had to contend with excesses in hazing, resistance to her political per-
spective, and conflict over several aspects of the Arts Commission itself.
Benbow, a graduate of LeMoyne-Owen College in Memphis, who also
studied at the University of Michigan and the Detroit College of Law,
had been first vice-president under Freeman and was an assistant dir-
ector of housing programs for the Michigan Civil Rights Commission.
Tall, charismatic, and forceful, Benbow’s leadership left an indelible
impression on many of those who knew her.

The next phase of the sorority could be said
to have begun in August of 1957, when a rock was hurled through the
window of the home of Daisy Bates, president of the Little Rock, Arkan-
sas, chapter of the NAACP. Tied to the rock was a note, which would
later prove to be prophetic: “Stone this time, dynamite next.” The
warning had come as a result of the efforts, led by Bates, to integrate
that city’s Central High School with nine Black students. Before that
was to happen however, Bates’s home would be bombed; the State Press,
a newspaper that she and her husband published, was shut down;
women and reporters would be viciously beaten; the schoolchildren,
themselves, threatened and attacked; and the National Guard would
be brought in. Finally, President Dwight D. Eisenhower, no sympathizer
of integration, would be forced to enlist paratroops from the 101st Air-
borne Division to quell
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the violence and uphold the Supreme Court’s Brown decision passed
three years before.

Little Rock and the first stages of the school integration battle was
fought in the arena where so many Blacks pinned their hopes for the
future: the right to education. Delta’s leadership knew that they had to
respond—despite the fears, despite the fact that it would mean stepping
onto a political battlefield and using weapons that the organization had
never before attempted to arm itself with. But it would be moved along
both by the forces of history, as Noble observed, and a growing con-
sensus of its members—particularly the younger members—toward
more direct involvement on the part of the sorority. Little Rock, observed
Jeanne Noble, was the turning point for that involvement.

As first vice-president during the crisis, Noble called President
Dorothy Harrison. “I want to go down there,” she said. “Yes,” Harrison
concurred, “go there, call me back, and then let’s see what we can do.”
Noble found the young Deltas there were, typically, “pillars of polite
society,” as she called them.6 They were concerned but cautious. Most
were studying to be teachers, the occupation of some 90 percent of the
membership, and one particularly vulnerable to recrimination by state
authorities. And before the sixties, overt confrontation was not sanc-
tioned by large numbers of Blacks nor was it clear if inciting such racial
passions would, in the end, be productive. Already, a number of
chapters were “banned” by southern state authorities along with other
Black organizations such as the NAACP, keeping legal advisor Sadie
T. M. Alexander busy communicating with chapters, and easing anxi-
eties. It was agreed that the first actions of the sorority couldn’t be overly
zealous—but that they should be meaningful.

A good place to start, it was believed, would be to turn the traditional
Christmas parties given by the sorority into a fund- and consciousness-
raiser for the Little Rock students and Daisy Bates. In addition to
providing some one hundred gifts and $300 for the nine young children,
the sorority gave direct aid to Bates herself. Advertisers who kept the
State Press afloat now refused to continue running ads, so the sorority
responded with eighty-three chapters buying advertising space in the
paper, thus extending its life as a vital organ of information.

More important was the fact that the sorority had given public moral
support during the crisis. In the fifties, before the sit-ins, before the na-
tional press gave sanction to defying state authorities, before going to
jail or losing one’s job became a badge of honor,
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before, even, the NAACP had become entirely “comfortable” with
Bates’s methods of direct challenge, Delta had supported Bates when
few others did. “Even today, every time that I see Ernest Green,” noted
Noble, referring to one of the “Little Rock Nine” who subsequently
became an assistant secretary of labor in the Jimmy Carter administra-
tion, “he tells me that ‘I will never forget that the Deltas were there.’”7

At the 1958 convention, Daisy Bates herself would make a surprise ap-
pearance to thank the sorority for their help. She would subsequently
become an honorary member, but the greatest appreciation was ex-
pressed by several of the young women who had helped lead that
struggle as high school students there. They became Deltas.

Still, it would be some time before the organ-
ization saw itself as a potential agent of change. Its primary role was
to prepare its members for the inevitability of integration, even within
their own organization. In 1954, West Virginia State had asked the sor-
ority to certify that they did not discriminate in terms of the criteria for
membership. The organization’s perspective was evident in the theme
of its twenty-fifth national convention (1958): “The Challenge of Chan-
ging Patterns of Living.” Of course, Delta activities were always directed
toward self-development both for sorors themselves and those whom
they served. But the Supreme Court decision of 1954 added another
dimension. Though much of the country’s focus was on how the decision
would impact on Whites and their social institutions, there was an issue
of even greater import. How would it affect Blacks, who had so long
been pressed beneath the heels of segregation, exclusion, and racism—es-
pecially in the South? Tremendous social adjustments would be needed,
and it was important that there be some knowledgeable guiding force
in the communities to design appropriate programs. The sorority, which
had a constituency of professionals, which was well established in
communities throughout the country, and which was in a better position
than ever before to deliver those programs, was a good candidate for
the job.

By the time of the twenty-fifth convention, much had already been
done in this area in the form of projects and activities that fell under
one or another of the categories of the Five-Point Program. The concept
of the National Library Project, for example, was expanded to include
the Southern Regional Hearing Project, which had been developed in
1957 by the Atlanta Alumnae Chapter.

Under the guidance of the regional director, Thelma Cobb, it
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focused on improved services for children with impaired hearing and
reached some 200 children throughout the Southern Region. In addition
to the traditional aspects of service, there was also the more subtle
motive of helping such children, many of them emotionally disturbed
because of their handicap, adjust to the demands of a society in the
midst of change. The same was true for the highly touted “Ride the
Winged Horse,” (named after Pegasus), developed in the same year by
the Tuskegee Alumnae Chapter in Alabama. Like the hearing project,
the concept was a familiar one: a cultural enrichment program, involving
parents, teachers, and other professionals, to motivate elementary and
junior high students to improve reading skills. But it was also seen, in
this stressful time, as a way to help provide the children “with a means
for maintaining emotional stability in a troubled adult world.”8

Other aspects of the Five-Point Program reflected a similar perspect-
ive, and effectively melded tradition with a post-1954 reality. “The Delta
Volunteers for Community Service,” for example, not only affirmed
the sorority’s cooperation with both Black and White service organiza-
tions such as the YWCA, the American Red Cross, and the National
Urban League, but put new emphasis on the emotional implications of
volunteerism. As Mary Elizabeth Vroman observed, being a volunteer
was “an expression of self-respect,” and declared to others one’s “po-
tential value to society.” Volunteering, especially for predominantly
White organizations, meant, in many instances, successfully overcoming
fears of rejection. That those fears were often justified wasn’t the point.
More important, as the thinking of the time went, they could cripple
one’s self-development. So, in addition to the services the sorority could
deliver with its twenty thousand members by the mid-fifties, volunteer-
ism was also seen as a means of enhancing individual potential.
Therefore, in March of 1956, when several agencies that were part of
the New York-based Social Welfare Assembly were targeted for a pilot
project in the Eastern Region—whose director was Jennie (Douglass)
Taylor—there were also provisions made for leadership training. These
“selected Delta women all were qualified and successful workers in
various fields of social work,” observed Vroman, “and their background
of understanding helped them to groom themselves further for more
effective leadership in the conferences.”9

The most widely touted aspect of the Five-Point Program was the
Jobs Project which, by the mid-fifties, focused on youth through Parents’
Clinics; Ninth-Grade Clinics; Search for Future Scientists, which attemp-
ted to target students with potential in that field; and
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Conferences of Counselors. The latter, particularly, reflected the idea
of establishing interracial contact and information to counselors who
in turn had an impact on race relations among youths. A number of
conferences were held in cities across the country, involving not only
the Deltas but other experts in the field. One held in Indianapolis, for
example, caught the particular attention of Allison Davis, then professor
of education and a member of the Committee on Human Development
at the University of Chicago. The success of the conference moved him
to write executive director Patricia Harris that “I feel that Delta has
struck ‘pay-dirt’ in the field of educational counseling in Negro-White
relations. No other organization, I believe, is directing its efforts to this
specific need, although the Anti-Defamation League is working on in-
tegration as a whole. Counseling and clarification of the psychological
factors involved in integration are at the very center of the whole
process, it now seems clear,” Davis continued. “Delta had great insight
deciding to concentrate on this pivotal area. You have the most effective
and enlightened organization I know—bar none” was his glowing
conclusion.10 The letter was proudly read by Harris before the sorors
who had come to Washington, for the 1958 convention, held August
17–23. But the events in Little Rock the year before, growing evidence
that direct action was the most effective response to intransigence of
the South, and the speakers invited to the convention itself all presaged
a change in focus.

A panel discussion on the theme of “Womanpower,” for example,
not only focused on the status of women and the psychological and
social implications of the desegregation era, but concluded that “goals
cannot be reached by social service alone. They will require social ac-
tion.”11 One of the panelists for the discussion was Kate Mueller, a
professor at the School of Education at Indiana University. She was the
same Kate Mueller, in fact, who had given the Deltas such a difficult
time in the late thirties when they attempted to establish a chapter there,
and who had “wiped her hands on her dress” after shaking hands with
several of the young ladies’ parents. As late as the forties when there
was still the unsullied hope that integration would proceed smoothly,
there was the tendency to give those who had “sinned” in the past the
benefit of the doubt, to let bygones be bygones. Then Mueller’s presence
might not have stirred so deep an emotion. But by 1958, when it became
clear that most of the battle—and racial hatred—lay ahead, some were
not so sanguine about it. That attitude prompted a letter to President
Harrison from Mary Johnson Yancey, who had been on the campus
while Mueller
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was dean of women there. “To those of us who were present…this news
[of her appearance at the convention] is disheartening and to those of
us who braved the storm and became Deltas in spite of her prejudiced
attitude it is heartbreaking,” Yancey wrote. “I have lost sleep over it…I
had many contacts with Dean Mueller…I was a member of the YWCA
Council and an AWS counselor. Upon being urged by the president of
AWS to ask some Negroes to attend our opening dance, which we did
and were received, Dean Mueller sent for me a few days thereafter and
threatened my expulsion if it happened again…and if her attitude to-
ward Negroes has changed it has taken all of seventeen years!…

“I don’t want to upset the program,” continued Yancey,11

but…[Governor of Arkansas] Faubus may have been a better speaker
for our convention….”12

Another indication of changing attitudes was the words of E. Franklin
Frazier, the sociologist who had recently published the landmark Black
Bourgeoisie and who spoke at the August 22 luncheon. Frazier emphas-
ized that the role of the educated, intellectual class of Blacks should not
so much be integrating into society and its institutions as they now
stood, but changing the status quo. In the “present world crisis when
there is so much talk about preserving a world that is falling apart,”
the sociologist said, “the Negro intellectual should see that he has no
stake in a world that rested upon colonialism and exploitation and
prejudice. He should use his intellectual energies in formulating ideas
about a new world which is coming into existence rather than repeating
meaningless platitudes,” he concluded.13

That platitudes were a luxury Black organizations could ill afford
was reflected in the resolutions passed at the convention. In the past,
many of those resolutions did not go very far beyond commendations
and words of support for the activities of organizations such as the
NAACP, the National Urban League, the Association for the Study of
Negro Life and History, and others. In 1958, however, they resonated
with the urgency of the times—so much so that legal adviser Sadie T.
M. Alexander cautioned that some of the more controversial subjects
might be toned down in view of the organization’s tax-exempt status.
The Resolutions Committee Report included, for example, a recommend-
ation that a telegram be sent to President Eisenhower urging that “he
be more forceful concerning the attempts of circumvention of the laws
pertaining to civil rights.” Also, they would ask the President to “urge
the Supreme Court to meet in immediate session to overrule the appeals
court stay [that imme-
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diately affected Little Rock and schools in Arlington and Norfolk, Vir-
ginia] and make integration the law of the land.”14 Such strong senti-
ments would push Delta also to confront Frazier’s more substantitive
mandates concerning the role of educated Blacks. With her youth and
iconoclastic tendencies, Jeanne Noble was suited to lead the sorority in
new directions.

1958–1963

“I wasn’t supposed to be up there, you
know,” said Noble, thinking about her age and experience when she
was elected at the twenty-fifth national convention as the twelfth na-
tional president of the sorority. It was Dorothy Height who set her on
that road, she says. “I was this poor, no-money Black student at Colum-
bia on my way to not identifying with anything much,” Noble said.
“Dorothy’s way of getting me involved was, ‘Could you do this little
thing?’ or ‘Could you come up to my office?’ Before I knew it, I had
embarked on this scholarly study of the bookmobile in Georgia; I became
fascinated with that and some parts of the Jobs Program.”15 By the forty-
fifth year of Delta’s existence she would preside over nearly seven
thousand active members (about a fourth of the total membership) and
247 chapters in thirty-eight states and Haiti; and assets in excess of
$166,000. But recent events had raised new questions, as Harrison noted
in her final presidential address. “What is demanded of us, if we are to
move ahead?” she asked. “How shall we face the future? What are the
major challenges which confront us as a national organization of college
women?”16

Before one could look too far ahead, there were several pressing
concerns. Immediately following the convention, an Executive Board
meeting was held with the new officers, including Geraldine (Pittman)
Woods, who succeeded Noble as first vice-president; Gloria (Randall)
Scott, who would inherit the second vice-president (student represent-
ative) spot from Mary Rucker; Anne L. Campbell taking the place of
Nellie G. Rouhlac as secretary; and Vivian Washington replacing M.
Lucia James as treasurer, as well as the regional directors and the
committee chairs—twenty-two in all. One of the

Paula Giddings / 247



first orders of business was to start internal planning for 1963—the year
of the fiftieth anniversary. Dorothy Height proposed the idea of a
Golden Anniversary Committee, which she would cochair with
Gwendolyn Higginbotham. The purpose of the committee was threefold:
to find ways to come to a deeper understanding of the women in Delta;
to realize their mission as a public service sorority in “these changing
times”; and to strengthen the financial foundation.

The latter would be in the form of a continuing fund-raising program
to establish an endowment to raise $250,000 by 1963. Understanding
the changing constituency and mission was initiated by gathering
statistical data and surveying attitudes about the Delta program. The
results of a questionnaire read at the 1958 convention revealed that the
majority of graduates held the active membership was between the
ages of twenty-one and thirty, which told them that their programs had
to appeal to this group. Over half of the more than four thousand
sampled were either teachers or students. And the majority of graduates
held masters’ degrees—not an insignificant finding for a Black women’s
group in 1958.

The high degree of education brought into sharp relief an issue that
the sorority would face again and again: its scholastic standards. What
raised it this time was not the prospect of students from state land-grant
colleges, but the increase of Black students on interracial campuses
where, with few exceptions, White Greek-letter groups had lower
standards. In her president’s address, Harrison had broached the issue
by asking whether “we should become merely another social sorority
or struggle to retain our uniqueness among Greek-letter societies on
interracial campuses as a social service group with an emphasis on
scholarship?”17 As president, Noble would have to answer the question
in short shrift. In October of 1958, she received a letter from the assistant
dean of women at the University of Pittsburgh, who was also the advisor
to the Pan-Hellenic Council there. She pleaded that Noble allow three
pledgees to become initiated into Delta despite the fact that their aver-
ages weren’t up to the sorority criteria, since they met those of the uni-
versity. If they were not allowed into the campus chapter, whose
numbers were already small, there was a possibility that Delta could
no longer be active on the campus, the dean said. “If your sorority is
to continue to have an active chapter on this campus,” she concluded,
“I feel sure that a change will have to be made in the policy of the na-
tional sorority regarding grade requirements.”18

But Delta, as yet, was not prepared to so easily give up the solid
ground that had served so long as its foundation. In her presidential
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speeches, Noble continued to talk about maintaining its scholarly
standards, not only for their own sake but because of the role she be-
lieved Blacks and Black women were to play in the coming years. “We
must identify ourselves with scholarship as an academic concern,” she
wrote in The Delta. “We as Deltas owe an allegiance to the world of
ideas. We must be more related to the ivory tower…we need to align
ourselves with the intellectual concerns of our times.”19 But it would
be increasingly difficult to stave off the forces that attempted to push
Delta in the direction of lowering its standards. In addition to the
pressure from interracial colleges, there was an increasing overall
challenge to the “ivory tower” standards that had unfairly excluded
Blacks for so long. More serious were the pressures coming from the
inside—from the growing numbers of students in interracial colleges
upon whom continued growth largely depended. At Pittsburgh, it was
the campus chapter itself that had brought the issue to the assistant
dean. (This was an ironic twist, of course; in the past it had been those
very students who were in the forefront of demanding that the standards
be maintained.) And finally, there were organizational pressures. The
sorority’s membership was losing ground. It just wasn’t keeping pace
with the growing numbers of Black students attending college. As Mary
Elizabeth Vroman noted in her book Shaped to Its Purpose, published in
1965, “Ten years earlier, the enrollment in a particular college was 2,000
and the probation line 20; why in 1960 was the probation line still 20,
when the college enrollment had risen to 6,000?”20 Was one of the
reasons too high an academic standard? Should the sorority maintain
it at the expense of a rapidly growing membership, which in turn
provided its budget that enabled the organization to carry on the ser-
vices that were also an essential aspect of its sense of identity and mis-
sion?

Even though the sorority was trying to hold the line on standards, it
was, ironically, also suffering from an image problem that was keeping
more serious-minded students away. Despite the national office’s
painstaking efforts to implement meaningful programs, many of which
were successful, the primary image of the sorority came from the
activities of local chapters. And too many of them still engaged in tra-
ditional social activities rather than the more substantive projects that
required more resources and administrative skills. A “chapter audit”
initiated in 1958 and designed to find out how effectively chapters were
implementing the national program confirmed this. Over half of the
chapters, for example, had no projects committee to implement the
Five-Point-Programs. Only 1 percent had ini-
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tiatives in all the program areas; about a third had them in one or two
of them. Their budgets were still largely spent on traditional social af-
fairs and programs like the Jabberwock, which, though used for schol-
arship fund-raising, were still not substantive in content. And few
chapters had publicity committees that touted the more meaningful
projects that were undertaken. As a result, as Noble observed, “far too
many highly intelligent girls refuse membership because they think a
sorority is ‘child’s play.’ Too many Delta daughters now at Radcliffe,
Mt. Holyoke, and other silk stocking colleges say, ‘the sorority serves
no purpose.’”21

All of this prompted the need for further study to understand and
resolve these problems. The Yancey Commission on Undergraduate
Development was established in 1958 to have a deeper look at Delta’s
primary constituency: its students. The commission, named after the
woman who proposed it—Sadie M. Yancey, longtime dean of women
at Howard University and chair of the sorority’s Scholarship and
Standards Committee—was to also look at how the Delta program im-
pacted on its young members. The commission itself was headed by
Sara-Alyce Wright, staff member of the Leadership Services Unit of the
National Board of the YWCA. It prepared an extensive questionnaire,
which more than 66 percent of the undergraduates filled out. The re-
sponses answered some of the immediate questions that had been asked
about the decreasing membership. The standards did not seem so
bothersome. The overwhelming majority had B averages, though less
than 9 percent had A averages. There was overall satisfaction with the
sorority’s regulations, including, one assumed, the grade point averages.
Restrictive personal budgets didn’t seem to be a factor. About half said
that they had sufficient money for expenses and emergencies; however,
40 percent had a job to defray expenses and 52 percent received schol-
arship aid. More than half also depended on parents for both initiation
and dues payments.22 The responses to the questionnaire also revealed
a great deal of personal satisfaction derived from sorority life. More
than a third said it provided “security, friendship, sisterhood and
status.” About a third said that they gained “inspiration toward aca-
demic, social and spiritual achievement,” though only 5 percent said
that they gained intellectual benefits primarily. And nearly one fourth
of them selected the Delta national president as a “prominent role
model”—a higher figure than the 20 percent who cited their own
mothers, and nearly twice as many as those who selected such promin-
ent women as Mary McLeod Bethune and Eleanor Roosevelt!
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Where the problems seemed mainly to lie were in the sorority’s
chapter activities. Over 90 percent said that their chapters needed help
in implementing the national projects. Taking into consideration the
findings of the chapter audit, including the complaints about the
chapter’s inefficiency, lack of organization, and uninteresting agendas,
one could see what had to be worked on the most.

Picking up on a concept introduced by Height, Noble instituted, a
series of Officers Roundtables, comprised of local chapter officers, un-
dergraduate advisors, and local Golden Anniversary committees, as
well as national officers and staff in key sites around the country to aid
in the implementation and administration of projects and programs.
The Roundtables were intensive leadership development workshops.
Other efforts to increase membership included systematic “reclamation”
efforts, which were already finding success under the supervision of
Geraldine Woods, first vice-president and chair of the Scholarship and
Standards Committee. Under her direction nine hundred Deltas were
“reclaimed” by local chapters and brought back into the financial fold.
Noble also pushed the concept of a membership-at-large category
similar to that of the past, which would include Deltas who did not
belong to a specific chapter. But there was resistance to this idea due
to the fear that “floating” Deltas would not participate in chapter
activities whereby the bonds of sisterhood were strengthened. Yet it
would certainly be a means to increase the rolls dramatically. The push
and pull over this issue, which would last for decades, was another in-
stance of the needs of the “sisterhood” clashing with those of the “or-
ganization.”

But the most important findings of the Yancey Commission indicated
the need for a subtle but fundamental change in the sorority’s mission:
to see itself as a public service organization. Although the sorority al-
ways saw service as a central theme of its activities, it still defined itself
as an exclusive organization whose purpose was to foment bonds among
women of similar experience and achievement. Becoming an organiza-
tion with public service as its raison d’être was something else again. It
carried implications about its membership, about the thrust of its
activities, about its social status in traditional terms. “I used to tease
the Deltas,” said Noble. “I’d say, ‘all you-all are annoyed with these
little babies because they can’t pour tea with their gloves on’ which at
Howard University, you know, we had to learn. We needed to take
them and teach them what they needed to know,” she continued, “you
take the raw talent and mould it.”23 Lynnette Taylor, who in 1967, would
become Delta’s executive director, also reflected the new thinking. “It
was easier for those who
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grew up in middle-class families and always saw themselves becoming
doctors and lawyers and so on to talk only to each other,” she said. “But
the migration of Blacks from the South to the Midwest and Southwest
and elsewhere during the thirties to the fifties imposed a new obliga-
tion,” she opined. “I lived in Detroit and saw people coming there who
could barely write, and then see their children in two years time go to
college. And I welcome the fact that the sorority was drawing such
students. I feel the organization owed it to the Black people of this
country to pass on whatever mores were ‘acceptable’ to ‘society.’”24

For many, however, though empathetic to that struggle, there was
fear that the presence of the “new” middle class, as well as these new
organizational goals threatened the very foundation of the sisterhood
which had been heretofore based on social bonds among those with
similar social backgrounds. This would explain why, Height, as she
recalled, was criticized for such programs as the Jobs Project on the
basis that it diminished the “sisterhood” dimension of the organization.
Her response was that sisterhood did not have to be sacrificed in the
name of public service. Nevertheless, it did mean that the basis of that
sisterhood would have to be changed.

Noble continued this new direction. “Dorothy [Height] had laid the
groundwork,” she said, “the next big move was to be able to say that
‘We are a public service organization. We are a sorority in that we are
a sisterhood bonded to certain values, but public service was the mis-
sion.’ There was resistance,” Noble continued, “there were those who
said that if I’d wanted to do all of this, I’d just have worked with the
NAACP. And there were those who dropped out, preferring to be with
more status conscious and social oriented organizations. But we were
able to reach the point where we could articulate that we were a public
service organization, that yes, it was important to bond together and
develop good human relations skills and be caring about each other,
but that we are first sisters doing public service.”25

If Deltas were lost during this transition period, many more would
be gained. Now the organization attracted such women as Lynnette
Taylor, executive director from 1967 to 1980, who as a young assistant
principal became interested in the organization because of its substantive
goals. “I liked the fact that the Detroit chapter had a policy that there
wouldn’t be any dances for two years,” she said. “Instead they had
decided to concentrate their activities around the Detroit Home for
Girls.”26 Future national president Frankie Freeman, involved with civil
rights cases in St. Louis, also
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joined the alumnae in that city, and later national committees, on the
condition, she said, that their activities would be meaningful. She had
little time for social affairs.

The change in direction also corresponded with the changing constitu-
ency, and probably assured the continued viability of the organization.
For as the Yancey findings showed, the undergraduates and increasing
numbers of alumnae were composed more and more of what E.
Franklin Frazier had defined as the new middle class—which had
emerged after World War II—rather than the old bourgeoisie that had
had several generations of college-educated members. By the sixties 43
percent of the undergraduates’ parents had less than a high school
education; 30 percent were high school graduates and only 14 percent
had a bachelor’s degree or higher. This, in turn, had deep implications
about the collective attitude of the membership. As the scholarship on
the new middle class was saying, it showed less reverence for
“achievement for achievement’s sake” or for social status in the tradi-
tional meaning of the term. The older bourgeoisie put more credence
in such things because, at least in large measure, they were the primary
weapons against notions of Black inferiority and inability to “fit” into
American society. But by the late fifties and sixties, the achievements
of the bourgeoisie made the need to establish such proof less compelling.
In addition, as Frazier and subsequent writers such as James Baldwin
postulated, it was unhealthy to try to “fit” into a society still warped
by racism. It was more important to try to change it.

Organizationally, the first efforts in this direction combined traditional
programs with those elements of change. This was initiated with the
Christmas parties that supported Daisy Bates in Little Rock. In 1959,
material and moral support was given to the “lost class of Prince Edward
County High School” in Petersburg, Virginia: Fifty-seven seniors who
would not graduate on time because county officials closed the schools
rather than obey a Supreme Court order to desegregate. In conjunction
with the National Council of Negro Women and local groups, Deltas
raised scholarship money for the students to attend schools elsewhere.
In 1960, the Christmas party supported the four six-year-old girls who
were the first to desegregate the elementary schools in New Orleans.

But by 1961 and 1962, the support for students in McComb, Missis-
sippi, and Albany, Georgia, signified a new development—and a less
conventional posture of the sorority. The latter was evident when Delta
supported students in both places who were not only trying to imple-
ment the new law of the land but confronted au-
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thorities with direct-action campaigns that landed them in jail. The new
development was a student movement that added fuel to the smoldering
embers of change.

Just two months before the Yancey Commission questionnaire was
distributed to the membership in April of 1960, four North Carolina A
and T students quietly sat in at a Woolworth lunch counter in Greens-
boro, North Carolina. Within a week, student sit-ins spread to fifteen
southern cities in five states. In less than two years, some seventy
thousand young people had participated in the movement. Among
them were a significant number of Deltas. Responses to the question-
naire found that a full 35 percent of the undergraduates had taken part
in the sit-ins. Furthermore, many of the remainder said that they might
still participate in them. Only 2 percent were unsympathetic to the sit-
ins. And that times were changing, for all generations, was evidenced
by the fact that only 2 percent said that their parents objected to this
new wave that was engulfing the country.

By April of 1960, when the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Com-
mittee (SNCC) was born, yet a new phase of the movement would be
inaugurated: direct nonviolent confrontation with local authorities ac-
companied by a “jail-no-bail” strategy. Additionally much of the
activity would take place outside of the more cosmopolitan areas where
the NAACP held sway, or in the larger southern cities that were the
bailiwick of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC),
headed by Martin Luther King, Jr. SNCC activities penetrated the rural
reaches of the South, focusing attention on places little known to any
except those who lived there—attention that brought the rest of the
movement with them. In McComb, Mississippi, for example, a fifteen-
year-old by the name of Brenda Travis was arrested when she sat in at
a Whites-only area of a Greyhound bus terminal as a participant in the
Freedom Rides, begun in 1961 to challenge the segregation of interstate
travel facilities. Seventy high-school students who protested in support
of the jailed Travis were expelled from the McComb public schools. In
response the Deltas raised over $3,600 to aid the teenager and enable
the students to attend private schools in Jackson.

Albany, Georgia, the birthplace of Jeanne Noble and Osceola Adams,
was the scene of one of the most important demonstrations in this
period. Again, they were precipitated by attempts to integrate interstate
facilities. This time it would be initiated by the youth chapter of the
NAACP there. SNCC joined them and so did SCLC. Before it was over,
more than a thousand had been arrested. Of particular interest to the
Deltas was the participation of a soror,
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Marion King, who, though visibly pregnant, was knocked to the ground
by police when she attempted to bring food to some of the teenagers
who had been arrested. Mrs. King lost the child. Not only physical but
economic reprisals were heavy in Albany. Many were fired because of
their participation or suspended from Albany State College. Deltas
provided money for those who had lost their jobs, and also aided voter
registration efforts.

These activities were combined with more traditional ones in these
years. The Delta “Teen Lift” was inaugurated where groups of southern
young people with few resources were taken to cities such as St. Louis,
Los Angeles, and Detroit to become exposed to new experiences and
sorors who served as mentors. The program was derived from the
minority youth counseling projects and fully developed during Ger-
aldine Woods’s administration. The compelling testimony of one of the
twenty-nine members of the Teen Lift at the 1965 convention attested
to the importance of maintaining constructive traditional roles as well
as exploring new ones. “We have gained something that we believe is
valuable to us now and will be valuable throughout our lives,” said
Teen Lift participant Criseta Seals. “We have found ourselves, we know
who we are.” Saying that the experience with the project erased their
feelings of inferiority, Seals added that they now had “the faith and
self-confidence needed to meet their responsibilities. Our minds have
been opened. When we return to our communities, we are going to be
more determined to claim our rights.”27

Combining the new and traditional in its national programming was
also evident in its international initiatives which attempted to aid the
struggle for independence among African nations. In 1957, Ghana was
the first to declare its self-rule and with that declaration came a concen-
trated focus on strengthening ties between Africans and Afro-Americans.
This was true of Delta as well, which in 1960 established an alumnae
chapter in Liberia during the inaugural ceremonies of Liberian president
William V. S. Tubman. Soon following were Delta-sponsored African
tours, and meetings with the likes of Ghanaian president Kwame Nk-
rumah, and the Kenyan leader Tom Mboya. His wife, Pam Mboya,
would become a member of the sorority as did Mrs. George Padmore,
wife of the well-known Pan-Africanist. In 1959, Delta sponsored a
twenty-seven-year-old political leader of the Tanganyika African Na-
tional Union, Lucy Lameck, to observe women’s organizations with the
view of helping those in her nation toward social and economic devel-
opment. Delta also provided institutional aid as part of its Five-Point
Program. When the
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plight of Kenyan women who received little pre- or postnatal care came
to their attention, it was decided to raise $5,000 to equip a maternity
wing in that country’s Njorge Mungai Hospital. At the 1958 convention,
Dr. Mungai, its director, appeared to accept the gift at a ceremony where
the sorority’s newest honorary member—the singer and actress Lena
Horne—cut the ribbon around a replica of the maternity wing, which
was named after the sorority.

Subsequently, Deltas took on the responsibility for the building of
the wing itself and in 1961, Jeanne Noble was invited to Kenya to witness
the ground-breaking along with other sorors. “Each of us was first
anointed with an African name,” the president recalled. “And after the
naming the Kenyan women would dance a few steps in our honor.
Then they formed a trail which stretched as long as the eye could see,
and they passed the bricks, one by one, and laid the foundation before
our very eyes. Can you believe it? I can remember standing on that
sandy hill, just standing there while they built the foundation brick by
brick with singing, with dancing, with happiness.”28

By 1963, the year of its fiftieth birthday, the organization would be
challenged once again to reassess its role in the movement.
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CHAPTER 12

CHALLENGE AND

CHANGE

The twenty-seventh national convention
marked Delta’s fiftieth anniversary and it was a triumph. The 1963
Golden Anniversary Jubilee had actually begun in January, the month
of the original founding, with the founders, now in their seventies, being
honored on the twelfth and thirteenth. Osceola Adams, then a director
of the Putnam County (summer repertory) Theater in New York, and
who had directed a dramatic presentation at the last convention, came
to Washington for the occasion.

Ethel Black was also there. She had retired from the New York City
school system, and ten years before had assisted in the chartering of
the Queens Alumnae Chapter (which, in her later years, provided for
her care in a nursing home). Naturally, the irrepressible Bertha Campbell
wouldn’t have missed the event for anything in the world. She was no
doubt pleased to see the “blustery” Myra Hemmings, Alpha Chapter’s
first president, still showing her leadership: She was the cochair for the
Golden Anniversary celebration. Hemmings had also helped to charter
the San Antonio Alumnae Chapter, served on the National Judiciary
Board, and was a former grand vice-president and director of the
Southwestern Region. The “inspiration” for the whole Delta movement,
Madree White, was also in attendance. To no one’s surprise, White had
continued her jour-



nalistic career as the publisher of a small newspaper in St. Louis, and
had also been an associate editor of the Omaha Monitor in Nebraska
for twenty-five years. Since 1955, White had lived in Cleveland. Among
her Delta activities was the chartering of Lambda Sigma Chapter in
1926.

Campbell’s old roommate, Winona Alexander, who had had an out-
standing career as one of the earliest Black social workers to work in
public welfare agencies in New York and Florida, also carne. Alexander
had also been active with the YWCA, and was a past president of the
United Presbyterian Women’s Organization. She then lived in Jackson,
Florida, where she had returned after the death of her husband in 1943.

Eliza Shippen, who received her Ph.D. from the University of
Pennsylvania, retired as professor of English and chair of that depart-
ment from Miner Teachers College in 1954. She remained active with
the D.C. Alumnae Chapter and various professional organizations. Her
Washington “cohort” Florence Toms, former assistant principal of
Garnet-Patterson Junior High School, was also there. The still-feisty
Jimmie Middleton, who had conquered arthritis and the problems of
sending herself and her daughters through graduate school after separ-
ating from her husband, came for the celebration. In 1936, after a long
struggle, she received her master’s degree at the same Howard gradu-
ation ceremony at which her daughter Amanda received her B.A.
Wertie Weaver also was there. She had not been active with the sorority
since 1923 when she moved to Los Angeles. But for this celebration,
Geraldine Woods, then first vice-president, brought Weaver with her
to Washington.

All were sorry to hear, however, about the death of Pauline Minor,
only days after the January meeting. Like Olive Jones, Minor had lost
touch with the sorority. After teaching in Alabama, South Carolina, and
Pennsylvania, Minor wrote and published hymns and became a mis-
sionary in the Apostolic Church of Philadelphia. She seems also to have
experienced tragedy in her life. A letter written to Myra Hemmings,
probably in the fifties, mentioned the illness of her husband; and it was
soon after that when she lost contact. Though she died on January 23,
1963, it was not known to the sorority until sometime afterward—when
mail was returned to the national office, marked “Deceased.” There
seemed to be no immediate family: A death certificate revealed that a
friend, Emma C. Thompson, notified the coroner’s office. The certificate
showed her marital status as divorced, and especially disconcerting
was the fact that under the space provided for “Usual Occupation,”
Minor—who had graduated
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first in her class—was listed as a “domestic.” By 1963, of the original
band of twenty-two, Jessie Dent, Marguerite Alexander, Edna Coleman,
Olive Jones, Vashti Murphy, Mamie Rose, and Ethel Watson had also
passed away. The losses made those in attendance reflective of the past;
but at the same time the celebration underscored the brightness of
Delta’s future. Those who attended were exhilarated to see the evidence
of the organization’s growth not only in numbers but in importance as
well. The luncheon speaker on January 12 was President John F.
Kennedy, who praised the sorority’s achievements. Others included
Vice-President Lyndon Johnson, Associate Justice William O. Douglas,
and Congresswoman Edith Green (a honorary Delta) from Oregon.
Also in attendance were many distinguished guests from government
and the diplomatic corps.

The national convention, taking place the following August in New
York City, also drew a panoply of those who represented the organiza-
tion’s past and future. Present were six former national presidents and
two additional founders—the latter including Frederica Dodd and
Zephyr Carter. Carter still showed much of the good-humored nature
she had had as an undergraduate student fifty years before. Dodd, who
was a prominent figure in Dallas, must have been filled with thoughts
about Jessie Dent, with whom she had formed a lasting friendship that
endured throughout their lives. Since neither had heirs, in their latter
years each made out a “survivor’s will,” which stipulated that whoever
survived the other would receive her estate. Dodd would outlive Dent
by twenty-four years.

A sense of urgency accompanied the deliberations, which were held
practically on the eve of the historic march on Washington. “The Past
Is Prologue,” the theme of the convention, was more than appropriate.
Noble had described Delta as an “adolescent” at the previous conven-
tion—a “searching and sifting stage prior to adulthood.” That rite of
passage would begin in 1963. By then civil rights leader Medgar Evers
had been murdered in front of his home in Jackson, Mississippi, with
“a shot fired into a leader’s heart heard around the world,” as Noble
said in her presidential address. “We may have come to greet each
other, to transact Delta business,” the president continued, “but lest we
forget the subordinate goals of our existence as an organization, we do
well to remember that the single most pressing issue of 1963, as it was
in 1913 and 100 years ago is the need to expand the drive for freedom!”1

So, just as Delta had attained the largest total assets in its history
($225,000); had the kind of attraction that would make one of its honor-
ary members, the musical prodigy Phillipa Duke Schuyler fly in from
Rome for the con-
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vention; attained the kind of influence that made U.S. Attorney General
Robert Kennedy, though not formally invited, “drop by” the convention
to talk about civil rights; just as convention registration was up again—to
1,322; and just as it celebrated women such as the lawyer Constance
(Baker) Motley, who received the Mary Church Terrell Award for her
role in the Brown court case, and Daisy Bates as an honorary mem-
ber—Delta would have to turn on its heels once again.

The convention’s “Youth in Action” luncheon helped them do it.
Four college students, two of them Black—including the future sociolo-
gist Joyce Ladner—and two of them White, including Joyce Barrett, a
Delta, movingly told the assembly about their experiences in the Deep
South: the beatings, the torture, the jailings, the fears that had to be
constantly conquered. They also talked about what the sorority could
do: provide tuitions for expelled students, or simply provide food and
shelter for the SNCC workers who had very little money to work with.
Most important, several of them stressed, was for Deltas not to resist
the forces of history, as they had heard chapter complaints about sorors
who spent “too much time bringing the movement into the chapter.”
And there was criticism about the standing ovation given to Robert
Kennedy, whose Justice Department was criticized by SNCC. “Why
did you applaud?” one of the White panelists challenged. “He talked
about the drop-out rate. What has the federal government done about
the kids who are forced to drop out in Prince Edward County? You
could have stood in silence, or you could have applauded without
standing.” 2

“The young people were constantly challenging,” Noble recalled.
“And without them, I don’t think that we would have been as involved
in civil rights as we were. They told us not to give these symbolic mes-
sages to people. They asked me why I would let Robert Kennedy come
in the first place. And they made us think in a different way.” Two
years later, at the 1965 convention in Los Angeles, held in the wake of
the Watts riots, the lesson had been learned. “When [Los Angeles]
Mayor Sam Yorty came to speak at the Convention, Gerri [Woods, the
succeeding national president] found herself in the same position,”
continued Noble. The mayor “got up and said, ‘Well, I know you people
don’t approve of what is going on in Watts.’ And he finished the speech
and silence covered the whole place. Not a hand was lifted. And after-
ward, several people said, ‘You know, I thought over what that kid had
said at the last convention.’” 3

By 1963, Delta also mandated a Social Action Commission “to
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provide information and direction to the membership on current civil
rights issues.” By the end of the convention, said Noble, “when Gerri
Woods became president, we didn’t miss a beat. I mean, the gavel struck,
the convention was over, and when she opened it up, we were march-
ing.” 4

LEGISLATION AND

CONFRONTATION, 1967–1971

Delta joined the hundreds of thousands who
participated in the historic March on Washington, held in August of
1963, which was designed to apply pressure for the passage of civil
rights bills. Lobbying had been a tradition of the sisterhood and during
these years it was refined into an art. Of immediate concern was the
1964 Civil Rights Act, with its Title VII provision that also prohibited
sex discrimination and became the legal foundation for the women’s
movement. And in 1965 there was the all-important Voting Rights Act.
“We worked very hard with Clarence Mitchell, then chief lobbyist for
the NAACP,” said Geraldine Woods. Mitchell’s influence concerning
civil rights legislation in that period was so powerful that he became
known to his colleagues and congressmen as “the 101st senator.” As
Woods, who resided in Los Angeles, remembered: “Many a night I
would fly to Washington and go to the Capitol, and Clarence Mitchell
would be the only person sitting in the gallery, looking down at the
Senators. He would be pointing out to whom we should write. When
the gallery was full, you were supposed to move out every twenty
minutes or so. But Clarence would say, ‘Let her stay,’ so they would
let me stay.”5 The mid-sixties were the years of the “march on the
mailbox” where the sorority’s regional conferences would hear a
speaker such as Daisy Bates, Mitchell, or Wiley Branton—then a special
assistant in the Justice Department—after which stationery and stamps
would be handed out. “We would advise the sorors on the form the
letter should take and then wait until they wrote and addressed it,”
recalled Woods. “Then we’d physically get up and march to the mail-
box.” 6 Respect for the organization would grow in these years because
of its ability to mobilize opinion so quickly and have it heard at a time
when the government was particularly sensitive to lobbying power.
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“We became very effective monitors for legislation,” said Lynnette
Taylor, executive director who succeeded Patricia Harris, Marie
Barksdale, and Allene Tooks in that position. At a 1964 board meeting
the decision was made to individually visit key congressmen on the
Hill. “I remembered on one occasion going to the Hill with Barbara
Jordan,” who was a member of the Houston chapter and once chair of
the National Finance Committee, said Woods. “And she said to me,
‘You know, Gerri, one day I’m not only going to be visiting Congressper-
sons, I’m going to be one myself.’ And I said, Barbara, knowing you, I
bet you are.” 7

The highlights of these efforts came in 1964, when the Civil Rights
Bill was pending. “We got a room in the capital,” said Taylor, “about
fifteen members of the Board were there and each called on their Senator
or Representative and made arrangements for them to come and talk
to us. The Senators came in, and they were scared, too,” Taylor re-
membered with a smile. “After a while others started coming in to see
us on their own.” Clarence Mitchell told the Deltas that they were the
only Black group actually operating on the scene. “We were so effect-
ive,” observed Taylor, “that Senator Bill Hart later told us that he
thought our presence was the decisive reason why it passed.”8

Nevertheless, the leadership would have to go even further if they
were to rise to the occasion of the deepening crisis, which would soon
take another turn. It was a turn that especially affected Delta’s primary
constituency and traditional focus of concern: the students of the nation.
For 1964 was also the year that SNCC launched its Freedom Summer
in Mississippi, where Black and White students, mainly from the North,
would come to that state to help with voter registration and the “free-
dom schools,” where civil rights workers engaged the local population
in political awareness as well as standard courses of study. The Freedom
Summer was also calculated to focus nationwide attention on the
movement in one of the nation’s most intransigent states. The strategy
included Black and interracial organizations coming to Mississippi to
bear witness to the injustice and brutality and the nonviolent efforts to
redress both. President Woods was among those who represented the
Deltas on one of those trips to the state when tension was particularly
high. Three civil rights workers, James Chaney, Michael Schwerner,
and Andrew Goodman, had been arrested, released, and were now
missing in Philadelphia, Mississippi, the scene of a recent freedom
school bombing. “We weren’t even to tell our families the names of
those in Mississippi who we were staying with, in fear that it would
put them
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in jeopardy,” Woods recalled. “The Blacks and Whites whom I traveled
with were separated and we were to pretend that we didn’t even know
each other for the same reasons.

“We visited several freedom schools in the area,” she continued. “But
our main assignment was to meet with a group of Blacks and Whites
at a church in Meridian; to hear about the situation first-hand so we
could get a better idea of what we could do. The Whites didn’t show,
they were too frightened of the retaliation.” At a subsequent mass
meeting where Martin Luther King, Jr., was booed when he came to
address Blacks there, Woods and her compatriots also decided to exer-
cise the better part of valor, and left the site. “The young woman I was
staying with said she would drive me home,” Woods recalled. “Well,
I looked up and I saw a police car behind us, and I said, ‘Oh, good, the
FBI is watching us.’ (I was more naïve in those days.) “The young wo-
man said, ‘Uh-huh, just shut the door.’ And she put her foot on the gas
and we got home and we flew into the house.”9 But it was obvious that
they were still not completely out of danger. The car stayed outside of
the house for several hours. Woods would learn several years later that
she along with many others had the honor of having an FBI file in her
name.

The college campuses were also feeling the heat. Delta’s Christmas
parties became directed more toward raising money for bail bonds for
students such as those at South Carolina State. Other kinds of legal,
financial, and moral support were given to those involved in the con-
frontations at Jackson State, where students were killed, as well as at
other schools. In 1965, after the violent retributions of the Selma to
Montgomery march, Alabama State, Lynnette Taylor’s alma mater, was
poised to erupt. “The state police were bullying students who wanted
to go into town to demonstrate,” she recalled. “I was already on the
plane by the time that word had come that I shouldn’t go down there.
When I arrived, I was met at the airport by the police who escorted me
to Montgomery.” Taylor arrived on the campus and talked to students
about the civil rights movement, about the role students were playing,
about how people were thinking in different parts of the country. When
the confrontation between the state police and the students ensued, “I
ended up having to stay in the president’s house for three days.”10

The sorority was also prepared to engage on another front. In 1964,
Frankie Freeman, then first vice-president, was nominated to the six-
member U.S. Commission on Civil Rights by President Lyndon Johnson.
The commission was charged to investigate complaints, gather inform-
ation, and appraise federal laws and policies as
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they affected equal rights protection. The group conducted hearings
all over the country, and members of the sorority took an active part
in them. “Everywhere Frankie Freeman appeared, she involved the
Delta leadership in the local community to either appear or give testi-
mony,” observed Lynnette Taylor. “So we were very much a part of
the activities of the Commission, in the school desegregation cases, the
busing cases, the causes for women’s rights. Freeman gave us an organ-
izational role in this vital movement which was really the conscience
of the country.” 11 In the mid-sixties, not all “consciences” were equally
moved by the hearings. Those who testified were often threatened with
the loss of their jobs and other forms of retribution. It could have been
worse for those holding the hearings. At a commission meeting in
Jackson, Mississippi, in 1965, Freeman was understandably shaken
when a bullet was fired into the hotel room where she was staying,
shattering a mirror. It was an incident that she is reluctant to talk about,
even today.

At the August 1965 Los Angeles convention,
the organization itself would come face to face with the rawer aspects
of racial confrontation. Still flushed by its lobbying successes, the soror-
ity was nonetheless made to realize that this was no time to rest on its
laurels. From the windows of the elegant Ambassador Hotel in that
city, the registrants were literally able to see the smoke from the insur-
rections that had begun in Watts and spilled over into Los Angeles
proper. “They said Watts was burning,” recalled Woods, “but much
more was burning at that time in Los Angeles than Watts. It was a tragic
situation, but in a way, I think, it showed a lot of sorors what we were
facing. And so though it was unnerving, it also inspired us to get things
done.” 12 Things would be “done” in a very emotional environment.
There was the sad news that two founders, Jimmie Middleton and
Maclree White had passed away. Even more shocking was the news
that the relatively young Mary Elizabeth Vroman, an honorary Delta
who had written Shaped to Its Purpose, a Delta history published in 1963,
had died. So, too, did Phillipa Schuyler who had met an untimely death
in a helicopter accident.

Immediate events were no less compelling. At the luncheon, money
was raised, spontaneously, to provide relief for local Black families in
need. Then there were threats of being held hostage by the Black Pan-
thers, a radical California-based group. Mayor Yorty was greeted by
silence after his insensitive speech. Young SNCC panelists challenged
that the cost of the luncheon could have paid the
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salaries of several civil rights workers to teach in the freedom schools.
Martin Luther King, along with lieutenants Andrew Young, Bayard
Rustin, and others, made a surprise appearance. So, too, came Patricia
Harris, who had just been named the first Black woman ambassador,
and assigned to Luxembourg.

The former executive director of Delta gave an impassioned speech:
about the obligations of the Black middle class; about the self-confidence
gained as a result of her relationship with the sorority; about pressing
the case of discrimination and racism. She was also critical. Too many
chapters were conducting “business as usual,” Harris noted. And, she
warned, “we must avoid any shame about Negroes, who do not meet
middle-class standards of morality and middle-class standards of beha-
vior.”13 Although some members of the middle class, such as herself,
were no longer affected by the cruder forms of discrimination, it was
important to remember the past, she intoned. Just six years before,
Harris recalled, she had been turned out of a Whites-only apartment
building. It was important to retain this memory of racism, to articulate
it to others, to understand the sense of identity with all Blacks through
the common experience of discrimination, she said. That is why she
did not tire of being touted as the first Black woman to be appointed to
the ambassadorial ranks—a Black woman who despite her credentials
had also felt the sting of racism. “I want everybody in the world to say
over and over again, ‘Pat Harris is a Negro; Pat Harris is a Negro; Pat
Harris is a Negro….’ “The remembering that I want to urge upon all
of us who have been able to take advantage of the opportunities which,
in most instances, we carved out with our fingernails and with our teeth
and with our grit and with our work, is the hurt of being black, she
concluded.”14

By the sixties, there was the realization that piecemeal donations to
the disadvantaged wasn’t enough to heal the hurt. As Charlotte Lewis,
cochair of the Social Action Commission, noted in her presentation at
the 1965 convention, it was also important to use the “power leverage”
of the organization to make more substantitive contributions. 15

With the implementation of the War on Poverty during the Lyndon
Johnson administration, Delta would have the opportunity to use that
leverage. Its lobbying activities, its increasing service orientation and
sensitivity to the needs of poorer Blacks, and its ability to reach into the
communities of the country made it a prime candidate to administer
many of the initiatives of the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO).
“I was contacted by Mrs. [Lady Bird] Johnson,”
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remembered Geraldine Woods, “and she said that she had a new pro-
gram. She invited me to a White House meeting in February of 1965
with a number of other heads of organizations. The program she wanted
to talk about was Project Headstart. I immediately sent our chapters
across the country the information about it and asked that they send
proposals.” 16 By August, eight alumnae chapters had initiated the
program, which focused on underprivileged preschoolers (and among
the most successful of all the antipoverty projects) in Akron, Ardmore
(in Oklahoma), Grambling, Houston, Jacksonville, Los Angeles, San
Antonio, and Chicago. Los Angeles, the home of Woods, had sixteen
Headstart sites.

Project Headstart was the beginning of a close association with the
Johnson administration, an association that had been presaged by the
appearance of John F. Kennedy at the 1963 convention, and a subsequent
invitation for the Delta Executive Board to meet with him for a briefing.
In August of 1966, the board was invited to the White House for a
briefing about the Demonstration Cities Bill that was subsequently
passed by the Congress. The Delta board met with the President in the
Cabinet room for nearly two hours and on the same day, they were also
received by then-Vice-President Humphrey. It was not the last such
meeting. Deltas were called in once more by the President, and there
was also an additional meeting with Humphrey. During the first term
of Freeman’s administration, “Vice-President Humphrey asked six of
us to come to his office,” recalled Taylor. “And he talked for two hours,
about what it was he wanted to do and how he had run across our
members as he had moved around the country. He just wanted us to
know where he was going, what he was doing, what kinds of things
he expected—which was quite something: that we had developed this
kind of relationship.” Also on other occasions representatives met with
the Civil Rights Division and other agencies to discuss judicial appoint-
ments, or to develop bills, particularly those involved with education.
“We were always being brought in on the planning stage of legislation,”
said Taylor. 17

All of this activity brought on the need for the Social Action Commis-
sion, “to bring into sharper focus our diffuse activities and our concepts
of Delta’s ‘place’ in the civil rights movement.” 18 To do that, there was
also the need to bring into “sharper focus” the very premises of the or-
ganization, whose “principal purposes and aims” were, as stated in its
constitution, still exclusively cultural, moral, and educational. However,
by the 1965 convention an amendment was proposed by Constitutional
and Bylaw Committee members
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Charlotte Lewis, Hilda Davis, Marie Fonsworth, Helen Richards,
Dorothy Height (who received the Mary Church Terrell Award in 1965,
and now counted among the major organizational civil rights leaders),
and Dorothy Harrison to broaden that concept. “The principal purposes
and aims of this public service organization shall be cultural and educa-
tional; to establish, maintain and encourage high cultural, intellectual
and moral standards among its members; to engage in public service
programs, and to promote and encourage achievement in education” 19

(emphasis added). The amendment was officially approved at the fol-
lowing convention in 1967. And it could be said that the sorority not
only was looking at its role differently, but was beginning to see itself
differently as well.
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CHAPTER 13

TOWARD A NEW IDENTITY

…We have looked good…We have used good English, we have talked about
Delta women in the first person, and at times we talked about poverty in
the third person. We have analyzed, theorized and we have seconded the
motions…We have not condoned lawlessness and violence here, but we have
not dared to unequivocally abhor and condemn it as a methodology for
progress and achievement…. We have glibly discussed the communications
gap between the black man and the ruling power structures, but somehow
we have not come to grips with the gap between the black middle class and
the black underclass…. Will you return to your hometowns and take up
business as usual?…Change is the word that must precede all meaningful
dialogue, and I ask you to make that work a part of what you take from this
place.



—Texas state senator Barbara Jordan,
speaking before the national
convention, Cincinnati, Ohio

Frankie Freeman’s precipitous rise to the
presidency in 1967 indicated the sorority’s desire for the change that
Barbara Jordan spoke about. Unlike the presidents before her, she was
a relative newcomer to the sorority. Freeman had been inducted in the
St. Louis Alumnae Chapter in 1950, and had not previously held elective
national office. Her leading role as a civil rights activist, and her appoint-
ment to the U.S. Civil Rights Commission, undoubtedly hastened her
rise to the top. In fact, she became the first and only national president
whose nomination came from the floor rather than from the official
slate of the Nominating Committee. And she won by a 3–1 margin.
Such unconventional tactics, it seemed, were needed in the first year
of the organizations becoming a public-service sorority and with the
necessity of having to respond to the concept of “Black Power” and
further urban upheavals.

During Freeman’s presidency, from 1967 to 1971, there was a growing
restlessness among the membership despite the glowing progress re-
ports heard at the conventions and regional conferences. In these years,
those attending the meetings heard, for example, that the Social Action
Committee had held twenty-four leadership seminars in eighteen states
during 1966. Delta was doing its service: the Wewoka Alumnae Chapter
in Oklahoma had been instrumental in providing a day care center for
mothers there. In Baltimore, there was a major program, directed by
treasurer Vivian Washington, of counseling unwed mothers—some
time before the issue had captured the nation’s attention. As individuals,
Delta students were still leaders on their campuses. A foundation study
of student leaders on fifteen Black campuses found that 85 percent of
them belonged to Delta. And in the report of Claudette Franklin, second
vice-president, she noted that Deltas made up the majority of Greek-
letter students in the Who’s Who in American Universities for 1965–1966.

In addition to their own scholarship programs and the continuing
Teen Lifts, which forty-one chapters sponsored by 1968, the sorority
received funding from both private and government sources for addi-
tional projects. For example, OEO gave the St. Louis chapter money for
the College Test and Application Fee Program for low-income students,
which helped those who could not afford the testing fees. Subsequently,
the sorority would be on line for grants totaling sev-
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eral hundred thousand dollars, much of which came from the Federal
Office of Education, for such programs as “Discover Scholastic Tal-
ent”—designed to recruit school dropouts. Again the Baltimore chapter,
a model for such programs dating back to the Jobs Project’s earliest
days, executed it most successfully. In one year, 2,251 students received
motivation and counseling; and nearly $90,000 was given in financial
aid. Sorors heard comments from recipients that underscored the proj-
ect’s importance. “I think my walking over to your table on college
night was the best thing that ever happened to me,” a young high-
schooler testified before the sorority. “If it were not for your encouraging
me to come to the office, I never would have made it into college.”1

By the seventies the sorority had established a reputation that super-
seded its known Democratic party loyalties. The Richard Nixon Justice
Department, for example, created a $500,000 program to be administered
by the Deltas; the United Church of Christ and the federal government
in a joint effort were to provide rehabilitation for female law offenders.
The pilot program included five months of intensive guidance and vo-
cational training for women, who, unlike men, had fewer available
work-release programs and halfway houses. Deputy Attorney General
Richard Kleindienst had come to the 1971 convention to announce the
program. When at the same convention, a former prisoner talked about
the needs of the women, she was received with a standing ovation and
a spontaneous singing of “If I Had a Hammer.”

The organization also continued to respond to the era’s unfolding
events. “When they started the Poor People’s Campaign we were in
Atlanta at a regional conference,” remembered Lynnette Taylor. “By
the time the mule team had gotten to Georgia from Mississippi, it had
bogged down because there wasn’t enough money. They couldn’t buy
the food for the animals,” she continued. “It was just about to deterior-
ate, and at that point the southern regional conference took up about
four or five thousand dollars and gave it to [SCLC’s] Hosea Williams
and Andrew Young. And that was the money that got them to Wash-
ington.” 2 The Campaign was originally to be led by Martin Luther
King, Jr., before his assassination in April of 1968. Its purpose was to
demonstrate to the nation the plight of its poor and it was important
that the plans for Resurrection City, as the encampment in the nation’s
capital was called, be carried out despite—and because of—his murder-
ous death. “The Deltas also made up much of the volunteer force of
Resurrection City,”
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Taylor recalled. “Those who were employed in the Social Services in
D.C., helped to get food and clothing.”3

Still, Delta as an organization wasn’t wholly
comfortable with itself or its image. Of the latter, Geraldine Woods ob-
served that even in the late sixties the image of individuals was good,
but that of the chapters—many of which were still conducting business
as usual—was still lacking. More disturbing were the growing signs of
tension concerning color within the sorority itself. The situation was
deemed serious enough for Jeanne Noble to conduct sensitivity sessions,
beginning with the Executive Board in 1968, which stressed “the need
for debrainwashing in relation to our concept of ‘Black’ and the meaning
of fair skin.”4 There had even been some mumbling heard about the
appearance of Frankie Freeman, who was darker than most of the
presidents before her and showed little desire to be a fashion plate. And
there was still some resistance, Freeman recalled, to being “brought in
to the civil rights movement” and the “resentment of the word ‘Black.’”5

On the other end of the spectrum, there was increasing pressure to
be more in keeping with the Black Power movement. Two letters written
to Freeman by Patricia Rice Press, then associate executive director of
the sorority, in March of 1968, illuminated this development. “Alumnae
chapters as well as undergraduate chapters are asking, ‘How involved
can we (Delta chapters) become with civil rights in our communit-
ies?’…The Black Power advocates have been left out there by themselves
for too long. The Black Movement needs women and also needs an or-
ganization like ours,” she wrote. “As you [Freeman] told the audience
at the Baltimore Founders Day Program, ‘I’ve read about your Delta
programs—they’re good programs, but are they enough?’ I ask a similar
question: Is it enough to wrap bandages, to March to the Mailbox, to
tutor children, to entertain foreign visitors, to conduct Negro Heritage
Seminars, to visit the sick, even to vote?…Can we afford not to support
certain activities?” Press continued. “Must we as a public service organ-
ization straddle the fence and always take the safe, tried, and conservat-
ive stand ‘after the fact?’”6

The questions were all the more urgent because of the increasing
criticism of the Black middle class, which had lagged behind or resisted
the Black Power initiatives. “Middle-class Negroes,” said Press, “con-
tinue to be indicted, continue to be accused of being asleep…. We are
the group who intellectualize, who verbalize, but
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do nothing.” Citing the progressive positions of past presidents on racial
issues, and the political motives of the founders, Press recommended
that Delta take a stand on Black Power and Black unity, that they com-
ment on the President’s Commission on Civil Disorder, and that they
push themselves and other Greek-letter organizations to make more
meaningful contributions to the current struggle.7 In just a few short
years, integration, as conceived in the fifties and even early sixties, had
become an anachronism.

As the letters indicated, Blacks were of several minds, and so were
the Deltas. There were the integrationists who believed the Black Power
notion dangerous and counterproductive. Black Power advocates
themselves differed over the degree of separatism the term implied.
There were also divergent views over whether more emphasis should
be placed on poverty issues, or of developing the leadership potential
of the middle class. Class and color were intertwined into much of the
thinking, often subconsciously. For the Deltas, these divisions affected
the meaning of public service, of membership requirements, of the
direction that the organization should be taking. That the sorority was
composed of women of different generations as well as of other diverse
experiences made the issues all the more difficult to resolve.

At least there was a broad consensus, articulated by Frankie Freeman
in her “Call to Convention” statement, that “The real issue is not
whether change will occur, for it will…. The question for us sorors, as
we convene, is will we be caught up in change or will we be creative
and responsive to the needs of our people, our community, and parti-
cipate in bringing about change?” 8 Nevertheless, there were different
views about which direction that “responsiveness” should take. The
thirtieth national convention, held in Baltimore, in August of 1969, be-
came the crucible where all of these impassioned ideas would play
themselves out.

Its theme, “One Nation or Two?…One Nation!” with a sub-theme of
“Rage and Racism,” reflected two streams of thought that contested for
dominance. The first reflected Freeman’s own public position in a
supplementary statement to the February 1967 report of the U.S. Com-
mission on Civil Rights. In the statement, she had written that “we are
now on a collision course which may produce within our borders two
alienated and unequal nations confronting each other across a widening
gulf.” A year later her conclusion was incorporated into the report of
the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, which warned
that “Our nation is moving toward two societies—one Black, one
White—separate and unequal.”9
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The idea of continuing to strive toward one nation was expressed by
founder Osceola Adams, then seventy-nine years old and still elegant
in dress and manner. She gave an eloquent speech criticizing those who
would abandon the drive toward integration. “Voluntary segregation
is an open invitation to compulsory segregation,” she said in her firm
voice to applause from the assembly. “It can well be the first fatal step
down to a South Africa brand of apartheid.” She went on to say that
“the proposition of separatism is negative and defeatist. By implication,
it is an admission of inferiority…. I am beginning to feel like a mad
Cassandra,” she continued, “but I feel so strongly that if we lose this
struggle to preserve the concept of ‘One Nation’ everything we have
ever worked for will be destroyed—the hopes, the dreams, the labor of
our Frederick Douglasses, our Sojourner Truths, our Mary Church
Terrells, our Mary McLeod Bethunes, will amount to nothing and all
of Delta’s splendid public service will be destroyed. We are now begin-
ning to emerge from compulsory segregation…. We still have a long
way to go,” she concluded, “but we are on our way. Let us not turn
back now,”10 she said to a standing ovation.

In keeping with this idea, Frankie Freeman then spoke of the need
to reverse the “trend of racial, class, student and administration polar-
ization” and called for a reassessment of the Five-Point Program. She
announced that, “after six years of a successful teen-lift, our 1969 teen-
lift would be expanded to include Black and White, affluent and poor,
because racial and social class isolation will be eliminated only to the
extent that each person works affirmatively and aggressively to include
all races.” 11 The concept was already realized in the membership of
the sorority, which included several Whites, most notably the outspoken
SNCC worker Joyce Barrett. There were also White honorary members
such as Congresswoman Edith Green, and Esther Peterson, assistant
secretary of labor in the Kennedy administration. In 1969, LaDonna
Harris, of Native American descent and wife of Senator Fred Harris of
Oklahoma, was also inducted.

Other mainstream perspectives which spoke of faith in the political
system, and the role of the middle class to articulate to White America
“that this land belongs to Black people too…that we are going to be
free in Marks, Mississippi, in Harlem, in Watts…all over this land,”12

was movingly expounded by guest speaker Vernon Jordan, then assis-
tant to the executive director of the Southern Regional Council—and
known to the Deltas during his former NAACP days as the man who
escorted soror Charlayne Gault through the
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screaming mobs at the University of Georgia. And pride of heritage
was spoken about by Dorothy Height who recalled Mary McLeod
Bethune’s deep conviction of the physical and spiritual beauty of Black
people long before the sixties; as well as by Alex Haley’s impassioned
quest for his African ancestors, which years later would be written
about in Roots.

The giving of the Mary Church Terrell Award to the indomitable
Fannie Lou Hamer, the Mississippi sharecropper who helped found
the Mississippi Freedom Democratic party was testament that she had
become the symbol of racial justice in the mid-sixties. She spoke with
pathos, humor, and wisdom, the likes of which has rarely been recorded
in the annals of speechmaking. Reflecting the commitment to poor
Blacks, the Baltimore Alumnae Chapter gave a grant as well as recogni-
tion to a local group called the Rescuers of Poverty that aided Bal-
timore’s indigent, especially welfare, mothers. The convention program
was a brilliant one, and had sanctioned more racial perspectives, per-
haps, than any before it.

At the same time, the more radical questions concerning Black Power,
and the charges of elitism and political uselessness leveled at the Black
middle class were not directly broached by any of the speakers. And
as the Patricia Press letters showed, they were the most bothersome is-
sues of the moment. The latter issue was brought up only once, indir-
ectly, over a debate on whether Delta, which was an affiliate of the
National Council of Negro Women, should have each individual become
a dues-paying member as well. When there was resistance, Jeanne Noble
fired back, “We can do better in NCNW because the black community
doesn’t trust us, because they feel as if we are alienated from them; and
we will never have a Fannie Lou Hamer in Delta Sigma Theta. The
National Council as Dorothy [Height, the president] was talking about,
is broadly based.”13 Of course, as someone brought out, Hamer could
be an honorary member—which she in fact soon became—but the point
was made. The thorny question of the Black Power mandates was,
typically, brought up by students. At a sensitivity session conducted
by Noble, students voiced their concerns about the need for Delta to be
“more forcefully involved in social action…and that chapters affiliate
with such organizations as the Black Student Union and the Black
Panthers.” At an undergraduate luncheon, where three students talked
about their role in the college community, the most assertive of them,
Jayne Ware, confronted the class separation issue. “Have we disassoci-
ated ourselves from the Black community?” she asked.
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“Do you place your academic and social status so high that you forget
the original environment from which you came? Sorors, what have you
done or what do you do to bring about Black awareness not only in the
community but within yourself and your sisters?”14 The three parti-
cipants were all candidates for the second vice-president spot, reserved
for student representatives—and Ms. Ware won. These most emotionally
wrenching of issues would also be addressed, more indirectly, in the
delegates’ deliberations concerning the bylaws and resolutions of the
convention.

Though not mentioned specifically, the
elitism charge was undoubtedly in the minds of those who favored
“tampering” with one of the sacred cows of the historic sorority
movement: its academic requirements. Proposed before the assembly
was that a student with “good academic standing from the appropriate
university or college official” be eligible for membership. In the past,
of course, it was required that that student have an 80-percent or B
grade point average. The rationale for the change was that the diverse
grading systems made it necessary to be more flexible.15 The meaning
of the change, of course, went far deeper. Many who advocated it were
well aware that numerous colleges, especially interracial ones, had
lower standards of eligibility for membership in Greek-letter organiza-
tions than the Deltas. It was inevitable that the grade point average of
the organization would drop. So, the proposed change reflected the
fact that the organization’s public service responsibilities now eclipsed
its scholarship mandate, not only in the programs of the sorority itself,
but in its very membership. Some would interpret this as a willingness
to lower its standards in the face of outside pressures, plain and simple.
Jeanne Noble, for example, talked about “those of us who teach on in-
terracial campuses…in the heat of the battle trying to take [more] of a
total look” at prospective members. And there was the suspicion that
Delta was giving in to its needs to increase the membership. This
brought the charge from a delegate: “I do feel from the general tone of
the discussions that…you are considering increasing the numbers as
the most important change and by increasing numbers, this will bring
more money into the national body.”16 Another believed that “good
standing” did not adequately safeguard the possibility of members
being poor students who might be forced to drop out of school. This,
in turn, would not augur well for a college-based organization.

But most agreed with the change. Many believed that the tradi-
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tion of scholarship would not be affected by it. A delegate from the
University of Houston, for example, cited that although the requirements
on her campus were as low as 2.0 out of 4.0, Delta attracted the good
students, who had the highest collective average of both the Black and
White Greek-letter groups. Most seemed to agree with the perspective
of the delegate who said: “I would like to point out that we are a public
service organization, not a scholarship organization, per se. Sometimes
students are so busy passing exams, that they cannot get out into the
community.” 17 Character and service were in these years deemed more
important than the GPA. The amendment passed with the required
two-thirds majority.

Similarly, the criteria for the acceptance of alumnae members, who
formerly had to have “distinguished [themselves] in a particular field
and in the life of the community,” now only had to have “rendered
service in a particular field and in the life of the community.” The ra-
tionale for the change was that it would be more in “line with the
community service requirement of the sorority.” 18 The amendment
was also adopted with the two-thirds majority.

The hottest debate was reserved for discussions of proposed resolu-
tions. There were the usual ones: commitment to an effective welfare
program, escalation of the withdrawal of troops from Vietnam, support
of Black mayors and other elected officials, encouraging women to run
for office, support of a national observance for Martin Luther King, Jr.’s,
birthday, the extension of the Voting Rights Act. Under the chair of the
well-known judge, Juanita Kidd Stout, the Resolutions Committee,
however, did not “escape” with the usual commendations. An under-
graduate who said that this was her first convention relayed her opinion
that “it had been a waste of time and money.” A “group of Black wo-
men,” she said, should take “a more active and direct position in the
Black community—not urging, not sending letters and telegrams of
recognition for Black people who had gotten out of the struggle.” 19

One resolution, however, went beyond such parameters and as a
result became the center of debate. It “deplored the advocation of sep-
aratism” and resolved the sorority “to strengthen American democracy
by implementation of executive, judicial, and legislative actions which
unite all people into one nation—indivisible.” 20 It reflected, after all,
the theme of the convention. Although there were those who agreed
with the principle of that theme—“I think that separatism would defeat
all that was done in the name of Civil Rights which included integra-
tion,” as one delegate said—more had
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problems with it. “On a university campus,” observed Jeanne Noble,
“this [resolution] means a put-down of the Black movement…[a criti-
cism] of a Black student organization that asks for a separate place to
hold their meetings…. I think it will look very conservative to those
who read that we came in and passed the same kind of resolutions….
It’s not that I’m against integration,” she continued. “We have a problem
because of the [implied] self-hatred of doing things alone.”21 To ap-
plause, Noble suggested that the resolution be reworded or rejected.
After unsuccessful attempts to come to consensus about its rewording,
it was withdrawn.

Despite the disappointment of the young delegate about the conven-
tion of 1969, it was a demonstration of why the organization was able
to maintain its viability in a period when others were not as successful.
It consciously confronted these issues and encouraged young people
to take them to the cutting edge when others, especially the major civil
rights organizations, were suppressing them. At the same time, though
its final corporate pronouncements may have frustrated many as not
going far enough, neither did they alienate any significant part of the
constituency. And in fact, Delta had come a very long way in meeting
the needs of its changing constituency in changing times. Consequently,
between 1961 and 1971, the number of active members rose from 8,317
to 18,226 and its chapters increased from 269 to 408. Although the active
or financial membership was still only about a third of its 60,000 total
members, it was a larger percentage than in the past. That most of
Delta’s growth took place in the mid to late sixties, when the organiza-
tion was most active in the civil rights movement, was also significant.
Finally, though the convention debates may not have resulted in the
resolution of the particular issue, they often planted the seed for devel-
oping, through its programs, a new phase in the thinking of its mem-
bership. This was evidenced in the reactions to the Treasurer’s Report.
Like the resolutions, the report was usually accepted without much
discussion. But in 1969, Jeanne Noble, reflecting the concerns of many
of the delegates, questioned the organization’s investment in U.S. Sav-
ings Bonds, which it had done virtually throughout its history. The
traditional way of handling the money, she said, raised questions “about
our concern for Black capitalism and investments in the areas that would
in some way be helpful in terms of…the Black community.”22 It was a
question, replied treasurer Phoebe LeSesne, that the Executive Board
and the Finance Committee were looking into.
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In fact, by the seventies, economic develop-
ment became a key concern of the sorority. Not only was it touted by
Blacks who were becoming more aware of their purchasing power, but,
for the Nixon administration’s own reasons, it was also encouraged in
legislation that was conceived to further “Black capitalism.” For the
Deltas, it also accommodated all of the various perspectives of the Black
movement in this period. Whatever one’s views about separatism, in-
tegration, Black Power, or the role of the Black middle class, all agreed
with the need for Black economic development. Its emergence as a Delta
concern was seen in an annual report of the sorority’s chapter activities.
Although chapters still responded to issues like school desegregation,
unemployment, and the need for library services, the 1970s stressed
economic development—as well as issues like the increasing drug
problem and the strengthening of the Black family. Fifty-six percent of
the almost four hundred chapters had a program that reflected the
economic concern, according to the survey conducted by Thelma Daley,
then chair of the National Projects Committee. It would be taken to new
levels by Frankie Freeman’s successor, Lillian Benbow.

THE LILLIAN BENBOW

ADMINISTRATION, 1971–1975

Like Frankie Freeman, Lillian Benbow did
not come up through the usual ranks before becoming the fifteenth
national president of Delta. The usual route consisted of being president
of a local chapter; followed by a position on the National Executive
Board; a regional directorship, and/or the chair of a national committee;
and finally an elected national office which led to the national presid-
ency. In her first Executive Board meeting, Benbow thanked the board
members for their patience. She had been nominated from the floor for
first vice-president at the 1967 convention in Cincinnati, and in that
position, served on the board for the first time. The only previous na-
tional experience she had was serving on the National Projects Commit-
tee.

Unlike Freeman, however, Benbow did not have national vis-

278 / In Search of Sisterhood



ibility either. At the time of her election she was assistant director of
the housing program for the Michigan State Civil Rights Commission.
A native of Vicksburg, Mississippi, and a graduate of LeMoyne-Owen
College in Tennessee, Benbow was a former president of the Detroit
Alumnae Chapter, and chaired the board of directors for the Delta
Home for Girls. She was also a member of the YWCA board. What had
catapulted her to the Delta presidency was a charismatic personality
and an ability to inspire the constituency, a growing number of whom
were challenging traditional ways of thinking and middle-class mores.
Though Lillian Benbow was conventional in many ways, she also per-
sonified the new generation. She had a close-cropped hairstyle (which
would become a full-fledged “Afro”), and a warm exuberance that filled
a room. The Deltas loved it. “I remember teasing Lillian,” said Noble,
“saying, God, with such adulation, what do you plan to do with it? You
know, when God gives you this, you have to take it to another level.
You just don’t say, ‘Oh, how nice it is to have all these people desper-
ately in love with me.’ You’ve got to move on it.”23 And Lillian Benbow
would, in a number of ways.

“Before I knew her very well, while she was first vice-president, I
once mentioned to her that I liked her hair, that I would love it if I could
wear one [an Afro],” Noble, who has straight hair, recalled. “Well, I
appreciate the fact that you mentioned that,” Benbow said. When urged
to have a full one, however, Benbow wondered whether it might keep
her from getting nominated for president. “I think you should go for
it,” the past president said, “because the reaction will either let you
know if you would want to be president of an organization that can’t
accept it, or it will push you that much further ahead.” Typical of her
personality, Benbow chose to go ahead despite the fact that it would
create controversy. “A chapter actually wrote Lillian to ask her when
she spoke before them not to wear an Afro,” recalled Noble.24 But she
not only refused to desist, but would go so far as to publicly criticize
columnist Carl Rowan, who wrote an article that implied that Afros
atop many heads substituted for brainpower beneath them. Benbow
challenged that the pride an Afro symbolized didn’t diminish “brain-
power” but probably increased it. She also challenged the underlying
notion of the article: that the natural hairstyle invited even more oppres-
sion and alienation from the mainstream. After all the years of conform-
ing to White standards, she concluded, it was obvious that straightened
hair did not ameliorate the condition of Black people. If it did, “our
generation of
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pressed and processed hair-wearers would have made this a time
when…our progeny would not be judged by the kink or straightness
of their hair.”25

She was also the first president to publicly raise the issue of sexism
among Black men. “Black sisters are quietly discussing this situation,”
she wrote in The Delta in 1974, “but it is now time to say to our Black
brothers openly that we will not take any more kindly to a third oppress-
or than we do to the original two…. Many sisters are also expressing
concern about the insensitivity of some of the Black politicians who
having gained national and local offices are demonstrating an unwaver-
ing devotion to the sexist patterns established by their white prede-
cessors: ignoring the female voter who was instrumental in putting him
in.”26

Echoing past criticisms made by Delta presidents, Benbow re-emphas-
ized more strongly than any president before, the wastefulness of a
sacred fraternal activity: “the dance.” She called for a moratorium on
them, and for the eight Black fraternities and sororities with their three
thousand chapters, and approximately 500,000 professionals, to channel
those costs—which she estimated to be $1.5 million a year, not including
the cost of the gowns, tuxedoes, and accessories—into more substantive
programs.

And, it fell on her administration to have to take a more critical view
of the White House in a time when Delta was, as noted earlier, utilizing
government and private grants at unprecedented levels. But it was also
a time when the less empathetic Richard Nixon administration was in
full gear and turning back past civil rights initiatives. At the convention
of 1971, the year she was elected, she lambasted Nixon for his stand
against busing to achieve integration. “President Nixon is now standing
in the doorway of every school in the nation,” she was quoted as saying
in the Houston Post. The Nixon administration’s position, she opined,
“is coercive and punitive…. We strongly protest and condemn [it].”27

Though in the past, federal administrations had been criticized in resol-
utions; and presidents were urged to realize the promises of equality,
Benbow’s direct criticisms in the press marked a new departure. And
it led the way for other members of the sorority to take on the adminis-
tration while wearing their Delta “hats.” The newspaper also quoted
state senator Barbara Jordan’s speech at the convention, which attacked
the governmental surveillance of private individuals. Jordan, who was
the convention coordinator, would become a U.S. congresswoman the
following year, and in that capacity play a similar role to Mary
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McLeod Bethune and others before her in apprising the sorority of be-
hind-the-scenes political events.

In terms of the social needs of the organization, Benbow’s interpreta-
tion of the meaning—and obligations—of the sisterhood also filled a
need. The swirling events of the sixties called for the focus of attention
to be on the organization dimension of the sorority. Its “sisterhood”
aspect, the emotional glue that held it together spiritually, had been
relatively neglected. Benbow’s passionate persona, her reiteration again
and again of the love of the sisterhood, filled this void. In her first speech
after being elected at the 1971 national convention in Houston, she told
the delegates who had welcomed the election results with a standing
ovation: “Let there be no walls around us, my sisters…. Teach our eyes
to see each other as we are, for in each other we see ourselves. When I
look at you, I see myself. If my eyes are unable to see you as my sister,
it is because my own vision is blurred…. I am my sister’s keeper and
my sister is mine. The keeping, my sorors, is not only to know the
physical comfort, the verbal expressions of fellowship, it is the keeping
somewhere in the quiet recesses of the mind, those silent, unexpressed
and unexposed feelings known only to the heart.”28

For Benbow, this idea went beyond that of serving those less fortunate
in the spirit of noblesse oblige, but was in the spirit of one-to-one
identification. For example, the prisoner rehabilitation program should
be seen in the light of mobilizing “our criminal justice and personal
security concerns, as if we ourselves were locked inside a huge stockade,
prison or jail…that we speak with the same indignant concern against
the brutal injustices that are visited on our brothers and sisters…as if
we were they, because my sisters, we are they.”29 It was a question of
feeling a deeper responsibility, she intoned often during her adminis-
tration. “How many letters have come…objecting to the personal con-
duct of sorors—or persons considered for membership—but the letter
does not come that says, ‘I saw a hungry child this morning and I
counselled my chapter to feed him, but because it was not in the budget
we couldn’t respond and I charge my chapter with immoral conduct….
My chapter rejected the opportunity to present to the community library
a collection of works by Black historians and I charge it with cultural
negligence.’”30

“One of the things that she worked on was a sense of reaffirmation
and internal development,” commented Lynnette Taylor, whose thirteen
years as executive director included the Benbow administra-
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tion. “She came in at the end of the civil rights movement and at a time
when many needed direction.”31 There was also a more painful phe-
nomenon that emerged in this period when much of the movement
was in disarray and racial passions turned inward. Hazing had taken
an ugly turn. In a few instances, pledgees had felt violated enough to
sue the organization.

Of course hazing had always been a part of the initiation period—of
all Greek-letter organizations—but may have a particular meaning and
character among Blacks. For example, there is special emphasis on the
line of initiates acting in unison, whether through the dance steps that
they perform, dressing alike, or even walking across campus in a kind
of lockstep. As in many such organizations where group action must
supercede individual ones, many of the pledging activities were of
conscious design. The stripping away of individuality is achieved
through activities that are designed to “humble” a pledgee (some would,
accurately, characterize it as humiliation). A “one for all, and all for
one” mentality is further developed through the knowledge that if one
pledgee does something “wrong” the whole “line” is punished; if one
is unable to perform a certain task, someone on the line will have to
perform it twice. Hazing activities also force creative responses to
“impossible” demands from a “big sister.” The idea is to learn how to
satisfy the “request”—not literally, but through some other means. For
example, if told to jump out of a window, an initiate might either find
a ground-floor window or hastily draw a sketch of one, then “jump”
through it. Also inculcated is the unconditional respect for those who
are already in the sisterhood. All of these things—the need for unity,
for taking responsibility for another’s actions, for understanding that
one’s own actions will affect the entire group—have a particular reson-
ance in terms of the Black experience. Though physical abuses such as
paddling were not unknown, they were prohibited; most often—for
the women at least—such threats were psychological in nature. But
there were excesses, and they were seen in a harsher light by the sixties,
when there were growing questions about the nature of the pledging
period.

There was, after all, an inherent contradiction between the more hu-
miliating aspects of initiation and the values and demands of the civil
rights movement—and of Delta itself. “Are we young women who invite
other young women with creative and intellectual abilities to join our
ranks so that we can subjugate them to all manner of indignities and
inconsiderations,” asked a writer in The Delta. “Do
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we exist on the premise [of]…having the unique ability of transposing
months of subservience into immediate sisterliness and service with
one ceremony?”32 The concern led to much formalized discussion
between Delta leaders and the membership, and eventually a new “in-
take” or initiation process designed by Jeanne Noble. Nevertheless, in
the early seventies, complaints of abuse were more numerous. Whether
this reflected greater sensitivity to them; the increasing refusal of
pledgees to quietly withstand abusive behavior; or was a reflection of
the anxieties, frustrations, and bitterness of Blacks in the wake of a
movement that had been fragmented by assassinations and had turned
in on itself, is not known. But their implications in terms of the “sister-
hood” was too much for Lillian Benbow to bear.

One particular incident was particularly troubling, and at a 1973
board meeting, Benbow was visibly distressed by the activities of a
chapter whose “zeal” had resulted in an injury to a pledgee. “We’re
talking about what has happened to a young woman seeking sisterhood,
wanting to be a sister…a college woman, seeking to be a part of her
peers,” said Benbow. “It should never have been…. I have begun to
feel that maybe we can never purge ourselves…. Our soul has been in-
vaded with it,” she continued. “She trusted us…and the responsibility
lies with us…. We are a sisterhood. We believe in sisterhood. We pro-
hibit any acts of brutality…. We have our constitution, we have our
ritual which speaks about compassion, courtesy, temperance, you know.
We have to recognize the old ways, the old harassment, brutality, we
cannot carry along. Some beautiful traditions we had will always be
with us. The brutality and harassment we will throw that off. We can’t
afford it. We cannot carry it. We cannot bear it. [Applause] We cannot
bear it, my sorors. We just cannot bear it.”33

Immediately, she proposed new bylaws that suspended and/or levied
heavy fines on each member of an errant chapter. (By 1979, thirty-eight
chapters would be disciplined, and four suspended.) The severity of
the punishment, the debates over what constituted “harassment,” and
the interpretation of the power of the president and national chapter
to deal with the infractions became the object of some controversy. The
debate was not so much about pledging as it was about maintaining
tradition at a time when so many traditions were under siege. But Lillian
Benbow was determined to move forward. Her reaction to the contro-
versy was typical of others to come and was reflected in the phrase,
“Breaking New Ground,” the theme

Paula Giddings / 283



of the 1973 national convention held in Atlanta. “We dared to risk the
‘turning off’ of some young sisters and the ‘tuning out’ of some older
ones by espousing a hard line on illegal intake activities,” she said before
the assembly. “And we moved to the place of NEW GROUND.”34

But in that year, another part of the new
ground’s landscape had come into view. At the convention, a resolution
was passed for the sorority to become involved with the “development
of telecommunication technology among Blacks.” It was a timely idea.
Delta could envision the effective use of that technology to improve
communication and dissemination of information throughout its hun-
dreds of chapters. “The 32nd Convention will be a skills-building,
consciousness-raising event,” announced Lillian Benbow in the 1973
preconvention issue of The Delta. “Technical specialists will discuss and
demonstrate such world breakthroughs as direct satellite educational
instructions systems, informational systems for the retrieval and dis-
semination of educational data…and telephonic and microwave com-
munications—even a presentation on earth stations!”35

With both human and economic resources, it would not take Delta
long to become programmatically engaged in this new frontier of
activity—or for its membership to come up with a rush of new ideas
on how to use it. On Delta’s roster, and involved with the workshops
in telecommunications at the convention were Ruth Bates Harris, an
administrator of NASA; Gloria Anderson, appointed to the Corporation
for Public Broadcasting; Grace L. Hewell, who was involved in the
telecommunications field as a program officer in the Department of
Health, Education and Welfare (HEW); and Phoebe LeSesne of the IBM
Systems Research Institute. Significantly, many of the activities of the
Social Action Commission, cochaired by Hortense G. Canady, a future
national president, and Doris Haley, were also devoted to this area.
The commission put into immediate operation, for example, a Delta
Resource Bank, which computerized and identified the skills and edu-
cational background of the membership, to be used for the planning of
programs or as a kind of instant resume to be used for referrals. There
was also interest in chapters’ using telecommunications technology for
information on all aspects of social issues. The first experiment of the
kind was the distribution of a taped panel discussion on feminism en-
titled, “Who Is My Sister.”
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Once introduced into the program of the sorority, the telecommunic-
ations concept would gather a quick momentum and billow in other
areas. The resolution had also included the use of telecommunications
to combat racism and sexism. “As instruments of positive change in
the conditions of Black people we must insure that human and social
imperatives are programmed into the operations of these future world
technologies,” the president wrote.36 The transmission of the Black
image, which was still largely negative despite recent gains, could tie
technology and social action together, Benbow knew. So DST Telecom-
munications, a nonprofit corporation was established, and its first
project would be the production of a full-length feature film. It was an
intriguing idea. The early seventies were a time when the growing
consumer power of Blacks was having an impact on the marketing of
music, books, song, and film. Black artists, particularly women, who
had emerged in the sixties, were becoming national figures and, in
many ways, the cutting edge of Black thought and aspirations. Anticip-
ating the presence of several of them at the Atlanta convention, such
as the poet Nikki Giovanni, and actress/writer Ruby Dee, Benbow had
written in The Delta that the confab would reflect these times: “a time
of poets, of singers, of dreamers, of futurists, of idealists.” Out of the
mix came the idea of how to incorporate these initiatives within the
organizational structure of the sorority.

“When we initiated Nikki Giovanni and Ruby Dee in Atlanta,” re-
called Jeanne Noble, “they spoke, and I mean, they turned the place
out. It made me think about the great interest that we’ve traditionally
had in the arts. And thinking about the artists who were members and
honorary members, I wrote a memo to Lillian that we had a natural
goldmine.”37 The gold mine turned out to be the Commission on Arts
and Letters, officially born on September 24, 1973. Its purpose was to
act as an advocate for arts that projected the Black experience. Its object-
ives also included the inclusion of Black women on cultural boards and
entities, and support for artists. In addition to its very serious purposes,
it was also one of the more “glamorous” commissions that the sorority
had ever created. Cochairs were Leontyne Price, and Lena Home. Noble
was its chair. Other Deltas on the thirty-one-member commission in-
cluded founder Osceola Adams, Giovanni and Dee, Roberta Flack,
Novella Nelson, Charlayne Gault, journalist Ethel Payne, archivists
Jean (Blackwell) Hutson and Dorothy Porter, as well as others who
were editors, television producers, musicians, members of arts councils
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and foundations, communication specialists, and advertising account
executives. There were gala receptions, and in its first year there were
successful events such as the book party held at several regional confer-
ences, featuring Nikki Giovanni and Margaret Walker whose “conver-
sation” book, Poetic Equations had been published by the newly estab-
lished Howard University Press. In addition, a record, entitled “Roses
and Revolutions” was produced that featured readings and poetry by
well-known actors, and Delta artists. The commission, it as soon realized,
would also be a resource for the planned film.

During the period, the only acknowledgment in the film industry of
the Black consumer market was the production of what became known
as Blaxploitation films: movies that featured Black principals who were
hustlers, pimps, or violent-prone detectives. The women in these films
were either prostitutes or Arnazonlike “warriors.” Why not produce a
film that would depict the positive values of the Black experience and
history; and at the same time expose the “system” that was designed
to denigrate it? Such a film would not only advance Black cultural as-
pirations in general, and invest Delta and, by extension, all Greek-letter
organizations with a positive image, but it also would represent the
highest form of the sorority’s thrust toward Black economic develop-
ment and telecommunications. On the surface at least, the sorority
seemed to have all the resources necessary. In addition to those who
had experience in films and media, there was certainly the capability
to raise a substantial amount of funds from its hundreds of chapters
and some sixty thousand members. The organization had additional
financial leverage: Its assets were now more than a half-million dollars.
Scripts were submitted and the Commission on Arts and Letters selected
one that reflected important political issues. Called Countdown at Kusini,
its plot revolved around the attempt to assassinate the leader of an Af-
rican revolutionary movement, who is struggling against colonialism
and multinational corporations. An Afro-American musician, who be-
comes politicized by the events unfolding around him in Africa, also
becomes involved with the revolutionary’s efforts. The script attracted
well-known actors and actresses, who enthusiastically accepted the
roles. The musician would be Al Freeman, Jr.; Ruby Dee would be the
principal and politically aware female character, and her husband, Ossie
Davis, not only would star, but would direct and write the screenplay.
The film would be shot on location in Nigeria and, taken with the idea,
Columbia Pictures agreed to distribute the film.
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“You’ve turned on the imagination of a film company which, by the
way, only seems to deal with the imaginary but whose hard experience
is rooted in the bedrock rules and regulations of business reality,” a
letter to Lillian Benbow from David Begelman, president of Columbia
Pictures read.38

Now the project would have to be “sold” to the membership. It would
not necessarily be an easy task. There was a great deal of money in-
volved, there was risk, and this kind of project was untried and very
different from the traditional ones that the organization had implemen-
ted before. There was also some resentment about the Arts and Letters
Commission in general. To many, their beloved Lillian seemed to be
so caught up in the film that she was neglecting other Delta business.
There was tremendous attention, both within the sorority and in the
press, focused on the “stars”—many of whom had not been active in
the sorority, and had certainly not participated in any of the nuts and
bolts work that kept it going. And here they were, being flown in from
all over the country, being catered to, getting their pictures in the
newspapers and on television. Nevertheless, Benbow’s leadership style
and charisma was difficult to resist—and so was the excitement of the
press when it got hold of the story. Benbow “stumped” the country like
a candidate. Often people like Lena Home would accompany her for
fund-raising events for the film. And always, always, there was the in-
fectious enthusiasm and sense of challenge that she was so capable of
expressing. “My sisters,” began her editorial in The Delta in 1975, “there
can be no Delta woman who does not see that ‘Countdown to Kusini’
is more than another movie; it is a new feeling—a new lift of the head—yes,
the planting of a new flag on a new summit for Black people.” She could
create a vision. “We shall have great moments with its World Premiere:
the name of Delta Sigma Theta looming big in the credits.” But the
greatest moment, she intoned, was when “that collective voice of the
sisterhood said, ‘Yes, Delta women must dare to venture! Must dare to
break new ground!’”39

Though, there may have been some hyperbole in the cheerleading,
Lillian Benbow believed deeply in the meaning of Delta’s support for
the film. “Delta’s move to the competitive enterprise of image-building
through “‘Countdown to Kusini,’” she soberly wrote, “was again using
the gift of possibility—the possibility to transform rather than merely
to conform.”40

The press knew a story when it saw one. As early as 1973, The New
York Times carried an article about the Arts and Letters Com-
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mission, and when the plans for the film had been formulated, The
Washington Post announced: “The country’s largest Black woman’s
service organization…has entered the expanding Black filmmaking
field.”41 In the Post as well as other papers throughout the country,
much was made about the fact that most of the projected budget of
$800,000 would come from the chapters and individual investors of the
sorority; that other investors, including George Johnson, the Black
millionaire cosmetics king would also be involved; that the film would
be written, produced, and directed by Blacks. Benbow and others were
quoted concerning their efforts to change the negative Black image, “to
alter past injustices”—especially those regarding Black women. Perhaps
the one most thrilled about it all was Osceola Adams, who, upon receiv-
ing an award from Detroit mayor Coleman Young at a Delta-sponsored
event, spoke about the prospective film and then told the audience,
“Now I know why I’m still living.” These were heady times in the his-
tory of the sorority. And the membership responded, financially and
personally. The actors, directors, distributors, and investors were in
place; production began.

Although the film was the dominant event of Benbow’s second ad-
ministration, from 1973 to 1975, it wasn’t the only one. Delta business
carried on with its plans to march for the ERA; articulate and develop
programs concerning health and jobs; discuss and explain to the mem-
bership the implications of Nixon’s resignation in 1974; take a position
for freedom of choice concerning abortion; and maintain its strong stand
against harassment of pledgees. A new national headquarters was
purchased; and aid to Black colleges was instituted. Delta gave $10,000
to Tougaloo College in Mississippi for its Civil Rights Library.

There were also additional indications that the sorority was redefining
its image. “Sorority” was dropped from official usage—heretofore the
organization would be known as Delta Sigma Theta, Inc. The change
had legal significance related to its nonprofit corporate status, but also,
as Benbow noted, it was another move away from the “social image”
that the word “sorority” implied. This was not accepted without some
discomfort by the membership. It symbolized another large psycholo-
gical step away from tradition. Though Lillian Benbow was not confron-
ted directly, the issue was raised from the convention floor with ques-
tions such as why she so frequently used “sister”—a term associated
with cultural nationalist types—instead of the more traditional “soror.”
It was only a question of semantics, Benbow impatiently answered, but
combined with
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the huge step the sorority was taking with the film; the new styles of
dress and the increasing numbers of Afros seen at the conclaves; the
increasing presence of iconoclastic writers and artists; the nontraditional
living styles being touted; the changes in many of the women’s own
lives into new occupations and the demands for more feminist ways of
thinking; and the redefining of the pledge process—things were hap-
pening very quickly and the pace was out of the control of the member-
ship. And it wasn’t in the mood for another dramatic break from tradi-
tion. Nevertheless, Benbow tried to introduce one.

Because of production delays, the film was not due to premiere until
the spring of 1976 and because she was limited to two terms in office,
it would not be released while Benbow was president. That prospect
might not have been so critical to her if everything had been running
smoothly. But things weren’t. The film was running into trouble. There
were cost overruns. It was encountering logistical problems in Nigeria.
One of the actors who was first cast for the film, Al Freeman, Jr.,
dropped out, and was replaced by Greg Morris. The distributor had
replaced its “turned-on imagination” with “bedrock business reality.”
The board of DST Telecommunications, none of whom had had any
hard experience with the business of filmmaking (in fact no one in the
sorority did) began to balk. After all, they, were faced with the very
real prospect of all kinds of indemnity. And hundreds of thousands of
dollars of the sorority’s money was on the line.

At an Executive Board meeting in 1974, Benbow proposed that the
sorority’s national convention scheduled for 1975 in Seattle—which
would mark the end of her administration—be postponed for a year.
Although she cited as the main reasons the terrible recession that was
taking hold in the country, the fact that Seattle was not easily accessible,
and the need to prepare for Bicentennial celebrations scheduled for
1976, many suspected that her real motive was to remain in office an
additional year to see the film and the new corporation through. At
first the committee appointed to investigate the possibility of postponing
the convention suggested that it go on as scheduled. Conventions were
planned and looked forward to long before they actually happened,
they said. Hotels in Seattle had already been booked, and cancellation
would be disastrous for the image of the sorority, not to mention the
money that would be lost. And though unspoken, there were, un-
doubtedly, still memories of the divisions created when Dorothy Height
maneuvered to stay in office beyond the two terms, with much the same
rationale. Like
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Height, Benbow was a very forceful president: Through a long, tedious,
and emotional executive session, she convinced the committee to recom-
mend that the next convention be postponed. But unlike Height, Lillian
Benbow did not have the organizational skills—and at this point, per-
haps, the patience—to pull it off. The membership had to vote on the
proposed postponement, and they voted it down. “She didn’t follow
up on it,” recalled Jeanne Noble, “while those who wanted the conven-
tion were proselytizing for it. Lillian was kind of ethereal about things
like that.”42 But her real miscalculation was, perhaps, failng to under-
stand that Delta had undergone fundamental change and painstaking
efforts had to be made to help the membership understand or feel an
integral part of that change. Though Lillian Benbow’s popularity re-
mained intact, there were mounting suspicions that she was becoming
dictatorial and egomaniacal. What did appear to be true was that she
began to take criticisms so personally that she lost sight of the organiz-
ational dynamics that had created them.

Then came the previews of the movie. The reviews were disastrous.
Headlines such as “KUSINI”: INEPT, SHODDY and A LIMP TALE OF AFRICAN
UNREST were common. They talked about the film’s bad technical
quality, the wooden acting, the poor script and direction. The most
sympathetic review was perhaps from The Washington Post, which said
it wasn’t a “bad film. While its intentions were good, its results are
primarily boring and pointless.” And although the numerous chapters
who held premieres did not lose money, many of the personal investors,
of course, did.

In retrospect, the view of Lynnette Taylor seems to be the predomin-
ant one. “The problem was that we were all novices. We didn’t have
the margin of funds needed when problems arose. We really didn’t
understand distribution. Those involved had to learn about technical
aspects of filming. But there are lots of films that aren’t successful, and
I think that it should be accepted as a historical fact that we made the
effort. We were the only group that I know of who attempted to deal
with a film that talked about issues such as the effect of multinational
corporations and cartels in Africa. It was a courageous thing to do.”43

The problems with the film did not diminish the popularity of Lillian
Benbow, as evidenced by the unprecedented outpouring of affection
at the end of her last term. The parting words of the editor of The Delta
Newsletter, Norlishia Jackson, represented the feelings of many. She
wanted to thank her “idol,” she wrote, “who among many things helped
me see and therefore interpret, the significant and exciting force Delta
has the capacity and responsibility to be.”44
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CHAPTER 14

DELTA SIGMA THETA, INC.: THE

CONTEMPORARY YEARS

In the seventies, Delta Sigma Theta mar-
shaled its formidable resources to meet the new challenge of social
concerns through the instruments of a technological age. It had dared
to venture and though the venture itself fell short, Deltas in sixteen
cities continued to premiere the film. In most instances it became a
successful fund-raiser. St. Louis, for example, raised $10,000. The Arts
and Letters Commission may not have turned out the way Lillian Ben-
bow had envisioned it, but through her urging, it remained intact and
its various activities diffused through its chapters.

The commission’s evolution was emblematic of how the organization
not only managed to survive crises, but continued to thrive.

*Presidents: Thelma T. Daley (1975–1979), Mona H. Bailey (1979–1983), Hortense G.
Canaday (1983–1988); first vice-presidents: Mona H. Bailey (1975–1979), Hortense G.
Canady (1979–1983), Yvonne Kennedy (1983–1988); second vice-presidents: Michelle
McRae McNeill (1975–1977), Elsie Cook (1977–1979), Barbara Bagneris (1979–1981),
Linda C. Redd (1981–1983), Octavia Matthews (1983–1985), Karla Bailey (1985–1988);
secretaries: Ruth Taylor (1975–1979), Shirle M. Childs (1979–1983), Nancy Randolph
(1983–1988); treasurers: Inez Kaiser (1975–1979), Lorine S. Samuels (1979–1983), Dolores
Sennette (1983–1988).



The ultimate success of Delta has been its ability to maintain tradition
and continuity, while meeting the changing needs of the times and the
membership. There were periods dictating that attention be focused on
the quickened pace of societal change. This was true in the Depression
years, and in the sixties. In other eras, the internal organization took
priority. That was true of the fifties, late seventies, and most of the
eighties. Always, however, there has had to be an alert balancing act
between the two which ultimately resulted in expansion of program
and membership. And indeed, between 1977 and 1981, the number of
chapters grew from 584 to 685; by 1983 there were 712, and at last count,
in 1985, there are 730 chapters, including 350 undergraduate and 380
alumnae chapters.

The key to that growth has been the sorority’s uncanny ability to
sense its own exigencies in each period. Certainly, Thelma Daley, whose
administration lasted from 1975 to 1979, had the experience to under-
stand those needs. She had served as Delta’s treasurer, first vice-presid-
ent, and chair of the National Projects Committee. “I went through
twenty years of serving on the Board…practically all my life, do you
realize that?” she asked as if she had just realized it herself. In the mid-
seventies, there had been a brief decline in membership. Like the admin-
istration of Dorothy Height, Benbow’s innovative leadership had also
produced division, alienation, and the sense that power was too concen-
trated in the presidency. In the mid-seventies, after the experience with
the Arts and Letters Commission there was a need, Daley believed, to
“design programs so that people of the grassroots level can play a major
role and feel a part of it…. I felt it was important to cement the organiz-
ation. Mine was a kind of bridging period to build up the base, to bring
back the membership, bring back the projects.”1 Especially during her
first administration, she would bring the organization back to basics:
refocus on the tradition and continuity of the sorority; create programs
that all could comfortably take part in; and reestablish the administrative
boundaries of the powers of the president and the Executive Board,
which had become blurred under the previous administration.

Though her theme for the 1977 convention was “An Agenda for
Change,” it was an agenda that reaffirmed many of the organization’s
traditional values. There was, for example, renewed focus on the past
national presidents and the founders—three of whom, Osceola Adams,
Winona Alexander, and Bertha Campbell, spoke. There were tributes
to Zephyr Carter, who had died the year before. The more than four
thousand sorors who attended the convention in Denver that year
witnessed a rededication ceremony emphasizing sis-
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terhood, the meaning of the Delta ritual, the time-honored concerns for
public service and social justice. During her administration a twelve-
and-a-half-foot steel sculpture called “Fortitude” was commissioned
to symbolize the “strength, courage, hope and wisdom” of the twenty-
two founders. “Heritage reclaimed is invigorating,” Daley noted in her
report at the 1977 convention. “We look to the past for a renewal of our
faith, for renewal of the bond that binds and for strengthening of a
heritage that took us on to forceful movement.”2

Daley’s orientation toward building upon tradition was also evident
in the innovation of Life Development Centers. Conceived by the Na-
tional Projects and Social Action committees, chaired by Dorothy
Stanley and Constance Clayton, respectively, the idea was to transform
sorority houses into community centers that would become the focus
of Delta’s public service programs in the area. So in places such as
Durham, North Carolina, and Houston, Texas, sites of the first model
LDCs, the sorority house now became a center, making it more accessible
to the community, and the focal point of services such as the Teen Lifts,
library services, and the other projects.

Most symbolic of the return to tradition was the reestablishment of
tighter academic criteria. At the 1977 convention grade point averages
of 2.5 out of 4.0 or 1.5 out of 3.0 were once more required. GPAs had
dropped significantly in the previous years. In fact, Daley’s administra-
tion pushed education in general to the forefront. She, herself, was an
educator in Baltimore and directed the Career Education Program for
that city’s school system. She also served as president of the American
Personnel and Guidance Association until 1976. And, as the Delta
president during the years when Black education was entering a new
phase in many areas, Daley was able to utilize her professional back-
ground as well as her long Delta experience to bring new initiatives
into the Delta program—and enhance traditional ones.

The years of Thelma Daley’s administration came in the wake of a
virtual explosion in the growth of the Black college population. Between
1967 and 1975, she informed the membership, it had increased from
370,000 to 948,000.3 And as in the past, when there were such dramatic
increases, there was also a backlash—though less overt than in eras like
the twenties. “In an era when education is so very important,” she wrote
in The Delta Newsletter, “the future of our undergraduates is of para-
mount concern. Tuition is up; financial aid is down. Word has come
that the ranks of Blacks are gradually dwindling on white campuses
and many Blacks are being discouraged
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from applying to professional schools. There seems to be an increasing
pattern of racism,” she concluded.4 She further talked about the import-
ance of the case of Allan Bakke against the Regents of the University
of California, which challenged affirmative action and had great implic-
ations on “the whole question of educational access.” At the same time,
historically Black educational institutions were also suffering from fin-
ancial problems and lower levels of financial aid. Daley developed a
two-pronged attack on the problems.

Assets of the sorority, which were in excess of a million dollars
between 1975 and 1979 (representing an increase of about 95 percent),
allowed greater financial aid to students. In those same years about
$73,000 was given to undergraduates, exclusive of contributions to the
United Negro College Fund and other similar programs. In addition to
grants to seven Black colleges, Daley created the Distinguished Professor
Endowed Chair, which provided funds to Black institutions to employ
professors whom they could not otherwise not afford. The first recipient
was Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, followed by Benedict College in
Columbia, South Carolina. By 1979, the trust fund for the chair, provided
by national and local chapter investment, totaled $202,734.5

In addition to the heightened educational concerns during the years
of Thelma Daley’s administration, the election of President Jimmy Carter
in 1976 brought new intensity to Black political aspirations. Though
Delta had remained an active political “player” throughout—as evid-
enced by the president’s participation with other leaders in a meeting
held by Secretary of State Henry Kissinger concerning South Africa—the
election of Carter promised even greater involvement for the sorority,
about 90 percent of whom were Democrats. At the end of her adminis-
tration, firmer ties were being made with the Congressional Black
Caucus and the major voting registration campaigns, such as Operation
Big Vote, that were being implemented in the period. Daley’s successor,
Mona Bailey, who was elected at the 1979 convention in New Orleans,
would further carry that political impetus, as well as other initiatives,
during her administration from 1979 to 1983.

In 1981, in fact, Walter Fauntroy, a veteran
civil rights activist and then chair of the Congressional Black Caucus,
said at Delta’s convention in Washington, D.C., that “there is no national
organization in this country today that is better organized and worked
more effectively on the national political scene…and on questions of
serious concern to the nation, than Delta Sigma
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Theta.”6 It was such a reputation that drew many major political leaders
to a historic panel discussion at its 1983 convention in Detroit. The issue
on everyone’s mind was the candidacy of Jesse Jackson, a former Martin
Luther King, Jr., lieutenant and director of the Chicago-based Operation
Push. It was the main topic discussed by an unprecedented coming to-
gether of major Black officials on one stage: Mayors Andrew Young of
Atlanta—on whose behalf the Deltas had sent three thousand letters of
protest when his resignation from the United Nations was an-
nounced—Coleman Young of Detroit; Harold Washington of Chicago;
Johnny Ford of Tuskegee, Alabama; and Richard Hatcher of Gary, Indi-
ana. Journalist Ethel Payne served as moderator, and one of the com-
mentators was Chuck Stone of the Philadelphia Daily News. The mayors
also addressed the convention, as did Congresswoman Shirley
Chisholm, Walter Mondale, and Jesse Jackson. Other political issues
were broached when Randall Robinson, head of TransAfrica, the lobby-
ing organization, talked about the exigencies of support for legislation
that would benefit African and Third World countries. And panels on
Black education, closer cooperation among Black women here and in
the Third World, among other panels, were emblematic of the overarch-
ing theme of Mona Bailey’s administration: self-determination and the
best means to achieve it.

Of course self-determination was not a new concern in the history of
Afro-Americans, but it had a new resonance in an era of access that
now was concurrent with the Reagan administration’s philosophy of
decreasing federal aid. Harsh lessons of the Kusini film, the realization
that access into the system did not readily affect the negative impact of
institutions on Blacks—a fact brought home by Ronald Reagan’s election
in 1980—and the reluctance to break away from dependence on others
made it evident that new skills, knowledge, and even ways of thinking
were needed. Instead of the litany of complaint about Reaganom-
ics—which Mona Bailey noted was well known—she emphasized an-
other theme. “I must confess that I find it ironic,” she said before the
almost seven thousand in attendance at the 1981 convention, “that some
of President Reagan’s loudest critics retain their positions of leadership
because their organizations are almost totally subsidized by federal
funds. That is not self-determination, that is community supplication,”
she concluded.7 Bailey urged that energy shouldn’t be spent only in
opposing the administration, but in developing one’s own initiatives
toward independence. Instead, for example, of fighting the dimunition
of federal support for projects—including the sorority’s own—one
should look
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toward supporting entities such as the Black United Fund and Black
banks.

Bailey also articulated a greater emphasis on the distinct role of Black
women. “Only when Black women become full partners will Black
communities realize the grandeur of dignity that has always been ours
to command,” she opined.8 The concept, of course, was reflective of
Black women activists of the late nineteenth century who emerged
during another period when progress, political conservatism, and the
rise of racism were intertwined. And as in the past when Black women
activists came together to form, in 1896, the National Association of
Colored Women, the Deltas called a “Black Women’s Summit” in
Washington, D.C. Held in January of 1981, the summit was the idea of
the Social Action Commission, which recommended to the Executive
Board the need to bring together representatives from various groups
throughout the country to focus on Black women’s concerns. They were
concerns in keeping with the theme of the biennium: “Delta Impacts
on the 1980s: Black Youth and Women.” What needed to be confronted
was the fact that poverty was becoming more and more associated with
Black women, especially single mothers and their children. The cochairs
were Gloria Scott, who was past second vice-president and secretary
of Delta; and subsequently the first Black president of the Girl Scouts
U.S.A. and president of Bennett College in Durham, North Caro-
lina—and Social Action chair Constance Clayton, presently the super-
intendent of schools in Philadelphia. Over seven hundred attended to
hear issues discussed by community leaders; politicians; heads of
fraternal groups; education administrators; and representatives of civil
rights, labor and advocacy groups that included the full range of social,
political, and economic concerns.

What also became apparent to Mona Bailey, who is assistant superin-
tendent of schools in Seattle, was that a similar broad coalition of those
working in the field of education should come together to try to impact
on the system as it affected Black youth. The result was a two-day
conference entitled “Educating Black Youth for Survival and Advance-
ment in the 1980s” held in Detroit, April 24–26, involving participants
from twenty-six different cities—just four months after the Black Wo-
men’s Summit. It was an ambitious undertaking, but Mona Bailey was
well versed in running conferences. In fact it was her successful coordin-
ation of the contested 1975 national conference in Seattle that was largely
responsible for her being nominated from the floor for the first vice-
presidency in 1975. Tall, articulate, and forceful, and a former Far West
regional director, she
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was highly visible in that successful convention, allowing another
against-the-odds victory over the candidate nominated on the slate that
year.

Like a national convention, the educational conference had several
purposes. “I wanted to make the conference a demonstration project
on the national level,” observed Bailey. “And the idea of this educational
conference was not to invite individuals, but teams, from each of those
twenty-six communities. For example, a team might include the super-
intendent, the chair of the school board; we asked for parents to be on
the team; we asked that one or two students be on the team.” Another
group included major institutions that set policy that impacted on Black
youth: Colleges were represented, for example, the federal Department
of Education, and those who headed compensatory or other programs
where the majority of those affected were Black. “It was a time, you
remember, when people like Marian Wright Edelman [founder of the
Children’s Defense Fund and a Delta] were saying that ‘Our children
are falling through the cracks.’ She was one of our keynote speakers,”
Bailey continued. “Part of the conference was informational, for all the
participants. But then we also broke off into groups. We would get the
superintendents into a room together and talk about the need that they
take on leadership, that they must create positive programs for youth….
And we asked students about their needs, about what they weren’t
getting from the system.”9

The information was immediately processed, noted Bailey, so each
team could discuss how the situation in Miami, for example, related to
that in St. Louis or Detroit. Finally, there was the follow-up by Delta
chapters in the twenty-six cities, as monitors, and many of the young
people who participated also spoke at the convention in August of that
year. Though it is difficult to quantify the impact of the two conferences,
they both showed Delta’s stature and its ability to bring together pro-
fessionals to focus attention on issues of dire concern. They were also
experimental in that the decision to have them came out of Bailey’s tact
of asking the Executive Board and committee chairs their priorities
within the Five-Point Program and concentrating on them. The approach
was a recognition that, as Patricia Harris, who at the time of the 1981
convention was secretary of HEW and came to receive the Mary Church
Terrell Award that year, observed that “diffusion of concern and
activity is a luxury that Black people can no longer afford.”10 Of course
the sorority continued many of its other programs, some of which, like
the Search for Talent, expanded to new levels. In 1979, it was superseded
by the
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Maryland Educational Opportunity Center, funded by HEW, to encour-
age low-income persons and minorities to pursue postsecondary edu-
cation. But the leadership saw new value in, and the need to concentrate
its resources on, educational and social needs—particularly those that
affected Black women.

That beat would be continued under
Hortense G. Canady who was elected Delta’s eighteenth national
president in 1983 at the thirty-seventh national convention in Detroit.
The summit idea, for example, was continued as “Summit II: A Call to
Action in Support of Black Single Mothers,” announced in January of
1984. As Hortense Canady noted, it represented a follow-up to many
of the recommendations from the previous meeting. Summit II was a
response to the rise in the number of Black families headed by single
women, from 21 percent in 1960 to 47 percent by 1982. And as the Delta
president understood, the poverty of women was testimony that the
War on Poverty, though ameliorating the plight of male-headed families,
had not reached Black women.

But the philosophy behind the program went beyond that of the
poverty and welfare issues associated with the statistics (less than half
were dependent on welfare), and to the prejudices and perils Black
women had to face. Many were heard to talk about sexual harassment
from landlords, for example, when it was already difficult to find decent
housing. And there was the fact that they and their children were stig-
matized because there was no father in the home—regardless of the
circumstances that had caused the situation. “That was something I
hadn’t really thought about before the summit,” said Canady, “it was
one of the most devastating pieces of information that came to my at-
tention. Again and again we heard that not only the women, but the
children were treated differently, in the schools and elsewhere. And
the children were very aware of that fact. The victims very often were
being blamed for their predicament,” Canady continued, “and it is often
made to appear as if our morals were less and our standards were less,
when the truth may be the very opposite. We are less inclined to have
abortions, for example, because we value that life.” Where things may
go awry is when the value of having a child becomes the only one in
the lives of women who have little else to look forward to or contribute.
In that situation, Canady says, a baby becomes “probably the single,
best thing, that’s ever going to happen in their lives.”11

Canady’s programmatic emphasis came from both a political and a
personal concern. There was a need to look at the plight of Black
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single mothers from our own perspective because of the way they were
often inaccurately and negatively portrayed. As she observed in a U.S.A.
Today interview conducted by Barbara Reynolds (who was also an ed-
itor for The Delta), the stigma had a purpose. “If you want to discredit
a whole family or a whole people, discredit the mother,” Canady said.12

There was also a personal identification. As she recalled, “I grew up in
a single-headed household, where my mother was a widow and moved
back with her parents…because there was no support system in place
for help with care of her children. There are many dimensions to the
issue.”13

Those dimensions became so readily apparent because of the way
the summit was designed by Canady and the three committees respons-
ible for its implementation: Projects, Program Planning and Develop-
ment, chaired by Lynnette Taylor; the Social Action Commission, chaired
by Bernadine Denning; and Publications, Public Relations/Communic-
ations, chaired by Grace Hewell. Pilot projects were first conceived to
be instituted in two cities from each of the seven regions.

However, interest in the project was so great that 128 chapters would
take part. The idea was for the Delta chapters to host summits, which
included the mothers themselves talking about their particular needs.
The objective wasn’t just informational, but success would be measured
by linking the single mothers to appropriate agencies and services. The
structure of the summits reflected the recognition, as Canady would
observe, that “there is an abundance of empirical and hard data defining
the programs of single motherhood, but a dearth of support systems
designed to ameliorate the problems.”14

This was evident at the summit in Auburn-Opelika, Alabama, for
example, held at Auburn University, where participants included
chapter members of the Auburn Alumnae and Kappa Upsilon under-
graduates, single mothers and fathers, and the workshop leaders. The
agencies represented included Auburn Headstart, the Alabama State
Office of Pensions and Securities, Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority, and the
National Organization for Women (NOW) who heard, among others,
the testimony of a twenty-six-year-old single mother of three children
who reported frequent anxiety attacks. After the birth of her last child
four years before, the young mother developed a heart-valve condition,
stomach difficulties, and migraine headaches. She was also under fin-
ancial stress because of the lack of support from the father of her first
two children. Though she had gone to the courts, the judge had ordered
the father to pay just twenty-
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five dollars a week, and the mother rarely got that, she testified. “I have
a lot of anger inside,” the young woman confided to the group. In fact,
her physician recommended that she get counseling to relieve her stress.
She did attend one session that was helpful, but the forty-dollar-an-
hour cost of the sessions were prohibitive.

The young woman’s testimony brought out a number of issues. The
coordinator of the conference, Bernice Rutledge, commented that the
state’s public assistance office “almost discourages fathers” from sup-
porting their children. “The state takes the father’s support check and
gives the mother $124 monthly, no matter how much the father has
paid,” she observed. And it was revealed that if a woman works more
than ten hours a week, she becomes ineligible for rent subsidies and
very likely Medicaid and Medicare benefits. The participants in the
conference concluded that efforts had to be made to reform the welfare
system by forming a coalition for that purpose. Just as importantly, the
young woman was exposed to people and resources that became
available to her as a result of the meeting.

A different kind of testimony was heard at the Kansas City, Missouri,
summit, coordinated by Inez Kaiser and Renee Kerr of that city’s
Alumnae Chapter. The program included remarks from Myrlie Evers,
widow of the slain NAACP leader, Medgar Evers. She commented that
the issues of single motherhood, long hidden because of the stigma at-
tached to it by such studies as the 1965 Moynihan report, was now “out
of the closet.” Her theme was the commonality of experience among
single mothers, no matter their station in life or the circumstances that
created their situation. What drove them all was doing what they had,
and were able to do, to provide for the children. In her case, she left her
home in Jackson, Mississippi, found a job as a vice-president of an ad-
vertising agency and subsequently moved to California where she
earned a bachelor’s degree from Pomona College. “I really had no in-
terest in living after Medgar was killed,” she said, recalling how she
and the children watched in horror as his stricken body lay across the
doorway of their home. “He was my life. But I had these three children
depending on me so I had to make it for them.”15

Summit II follow-ups were also instituted, and the organization has
created a network of about one hundred lawyers who are focusing on
the issues of the summit. In the short term, a pamphlet called “Know
Your Rights” will be distributed for use by single mothers. In addition
to believing that the project had a discernible impact on the problem,
Canady, a former first vice-president, cochair of the Social Action
Commission, and Midwest regional director, saw the summit
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as meeting the organization’s internal needs—something recent presid-
ents were particularly aware of in this period. “We are such a diverse
group,” she noted, “as both individuals and in terms of the levels of
chapters. This was the kind of project, she said, “where everyone could
see something in it that they could address, regardless of their level of
expertise or sophistication.”16

There is also the need, as Canady knows, for independent scholarship
and research on these issues and others if they are going to ultimately
have a major impact on public policy. For these reasons, the president
resuscitated an earlier project idea that never reached fruition. It was
the Delta Education and Research Foundation, first conceived in 1967
under the administration of Geraldine Woods—who acts as president
of the foundation. The idea behind it is to provide a means for research
and education projects for Black women scholars. The goal set by
Canady is to endow the foundation with $5 million primarily raised
through chapters. “We often neglect the ideas of one administration,
even good ones like the foundation,” said the president, who has made
a point of appointing past presidents to administer the Delta proj-
ects—such as Woods (a Mary Church Terrell Award recipient in 1979)
for the foundation and Thelma Daley to the Distinguished Professor
Endowed Chair committee.

An initiative that also is related to the advancement of scholarship
on several levels, proposed in 1985, is the four-year international pro-
gram, the Black Diaspora, which focuses on study, international travel,
and awareness—highlighting the “debt owed to African culture,”
Canady said. The design of the Black Diaspora program is typical of
her multidisciplinary and multitiered approach, in which all levels of
the membership can find an interest and relate to. Thus far the program
has included a lecture series by recognized scholars, in which a number
of universities and community colleges have participated; programs
providing awareness of legislative and foreign policy issues related to
Africa, the Caribbean, and South America; and air and land tours
scheduled throughout the diaspora, which will be accompanied by
historians and scholars.

In fact, the late seventies and eighties is a
period in Delta’s history that can be characterized by a great deal of
internal reflection and search through the past—both externally and
internally. Especially in the eighties, that reflection has been made all
the more poignant by the illness and passing of many of the sorority’s
standard-bearers. The first national president, Sadie T. M.
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Alexander, who as recently as 1979 at an Executive Board meeting said
how blessed she was to be alive to see the growth of the organization,
lies in a coma. Eliza Shippen, who in 1980 was present for the ground
breaking of Delta Towers, a 150-unit apartment building for the elderly
and handicapped, realized through the efforts of her D.C. Alumnae
Chapter, passed away the following year. Osceola Adams, who lived
to see a Delta arts award, “the Osceola,” established in her name, died
in 1983. Winona Cargile Alexander, present at the 1981 conference
where sorors marched down Pennsylvania Avenue, died in 1984. Past
president Lillian Benbow succumbed to breast cancer in the same year,
and in 1985, Patricia Roberts Harris, who just four years before remin-
isced about her early Delta years, also was felled by the disease.

The two remaining founders, Bertha Campbell—who is expected at
the 1988 Diamond Jubilee celebration and national convention of the
sorority in San Francisco—and Naomi Richardson, who, until his death
this year, took care of an older brother in Washingtonville, New York;
as well as the past presidents, have surely seen phenomenal gains in
every aspect of the sorority’s activity. It has stretched, after all,
throughout the United States as well as Africa, the Caribbean, and more
recently, West Germany, to the tune of 125,000 members. And emblem-
atic of that evolution is the growth of aid to the higher education of
Black youth—its first national program. Between 1982 and 1983, 2,000
students were given some $800,000 in scholarship aid. And the Endowed
Chairs given in the last two years to Hampton Institute and Spelman
College, now represent $50,000-a-year stipends.

Of course, challenges remain. Hortense Canady’s theme for the 1985
convention that stressed equity through education, employment, and
empowerment is yet to be realized. And there are internal problems of
management and the need to increase the percentage of active sorors.
Too many chapters still carry on business as usual, and there is the need
to develop the pledging process so that it becomes a boon rather than
an impediment to maintaining grade-point averages. But one must
conclude that the organization’s struggle for sisterhood, for identity,
for the realization of their obligations as educated Black women, has
been extraordinary. Delta has made a difference in people’s lives. This
was never more evident than when President Canady met recently with
a number of the women who had lived at the Delta Home for Girls
founded more than forty years ago. Directly due to the efforts of the
organization many had gone on to college.
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Nevertheless, the organization is never satisfied with itself and has
never been afraid to engage in the continual “appraisal and reappraisal
of its purpose,” as Lillian Benbow once noted. “We must begin to do it
again,” stressed Hortense Canady, who will be leaving office in 1988.
“It is an agonizing process, but one which may result in us not only
coming closer together, but in redefining public service in such a way
that it not only has a major impact on our community but on the national
purpose, on the national commitment of Black people in this nation.”17

In its seventy-fifth year, Delta Sigma Theta, Inc., has much to celebrate
and much to do.
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APPENDIX

FOUNDERS OF DELTA

SIGMA THETA

Osceola Macarthy Adams
Marguerite Young Alexander
Winona Cargile Alexander
Ethel Cuff Black
Bertha Pitts Campbell
Zephyr Chisom Carter
Edna Brown Coleman
Jessie McGuire Dent
Frederica Chase Dodd
Myra Davis Hemmings
Olive C. Jones
Jimmie Bugg Middleton
Pauline Oberdorfer Minor
Vashti Turley Murphy
Naomi Sewell Richardson
Mamie Reddy Rose
Eliza P. Shippen
Florence Letcher Toms
Ethel Carr Watson
Wertie Blackwell Weaver
Madree Penn White
Edith Motte Young



NATIONAL

PRESIDENTS

Sadie T. M. Alexander 1919–1923
Dorothy Pelham Beckley 1923–1926
Ethel LaMay Calimese 1926–1929
Anna Johnson Julian 1929–1931
Gladys Byram Shepperd 1931–1933
Jeannette Triplett Jones 1933–1935
Vivian Osborne Marsh 1935–1939
Elsie Austin 1939–1944
Mae Wright Downs 1944–1947
Dorothy I. Height 1947–1956
Dorothy P. Harrison 1956–1958
Jeanne L. Noble 1958–1963
Geraldine P. Woods 1963–1967
Frankie M. Freeman 1967–1971
Lillian P. Benbow 1971–1975
Thelma P. Daley 1975–1979
Mona H. Bailey 1979–1983
Hortense G. Canady 1983–1988
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NATIONAL

CONVENTIONS

December 19191st Washington, D.C.
December 19202nd Wilberforce, Ohio
December 19213rd Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
December 19224th Chicago, Illinois
December 19235th Columbus, Ohio
December 19246th New York, New York
December 19257th Des Moines, Iowa
December 19268th Cincinnati, Ohio
December 19279th Washington, D.C.
December 192910th Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
December 193111th Nashville, Tennessee
August 193312th Chicago, Illinois
August 193513th Los Angeles, California
December 193714th Cleveland, Ohio
August 193915th New York, New York
December 194116th Detroit, Michigan
August 194417th Wilberforce, Ohio
December 194518th Richmond, Virginia
December 194719th San Antonio, Texas
August 194820th St. Louis, Missouri
August 195021st Berkeley, California
December 195222nd Cleveland, Ohio
August 195423rd New York, New York
December 195624th Detroit, Michigan
August 195825th Washington, D.C.
August 196026th Chicago, Illinois
August 196327th New York, New York
August 196528th Los Angeles, California
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August 196729th Cincinnati, Ohio
August 196930th Baltimore, Maryland
August 197131st Houston, Texas
August 197332nd Atlanta, Georgia
August 197533rd Seattle, Washington
August 197734th Denver, Colorado
August 197935th New Orleans, Louisiana
August 198136th Washington, D.C.
August 198337th Detroit, Michigan
August 198538th Dallas, Texas
July 198839th San Francisco, California
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THE DELTA OATH

BY MARY CHURCH TERRELL (1914)

I will strive to reach the highest educational,
moral, and spiritual efficiency which I can possibly attain.

I will never lower my aims for any temporary benefit which might
be gained.

I will endeavor to preserve my health, for however great one’s mental
and moral strength may be, physical weakness prevents the accomplish-
ment of much that otherwise might be done.

I will close my ears and seal my lips to slanderous gossip.
I will labor to ennoble the ideals and purify the atmosphere of the

home.
I will always protest against the double standard of morals.
I will take an active interest in the welfare of my country, using my

influence toward the enactment of laws for the protection of the unfor-
tunate and weak, and for the repeal of those depriving human beings
of their privileges and rights.

I will never belittle my race, but encourage all to hold it in honor and
esteem.

I will not shrink from undertaking what seems wise and good because
I labor under the double handicap of race and sex but, striving to pre-
serve a calm mind with a courageous spirit, barring bitterness from my
heart, I will strive all the more earnestly to reach the goal.
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