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From the Editors 

 

 

Dismissing the Delusion: Educating to 
Prevent War and Dewey’s Dream of 

Democracy’s Pacifist Promise 
 
 

 
Recently engrossed in Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas (1938), I have been 
attending to the concepts and practices of war and educating to prevent 
war, grappling with to whom waging or preventing war and educating 
for or to prevent war are of meaning and value. As a result, engaging 
with Woolf’s philosophy of educating to prevent war has contextualized 
and likely influenced my rereading Democracy and Education: An Introduction 
to the Philosophy of Education1 (1916) this year, for as often as I have turned 
to John Dewey’s philosophy, not until this rereading did numerous 
parallels with Woolf’s (1938) educational treatise, Three Guineas, leap 
from its pages casting into relief Dewey’s war rhetoric as elucidating his 
democratic and educational ideals. Because Dewey published Democracy 
and Education during WWI, approximately one year before the U.S. 
joined its allies on April 6, 1917 (History.com Editors, 2009/2019; 
Library of Congress), war rhetoric’s emerging within this WWI context 
may appear “natural” and logical because entering WWI loomed large 
for Dewey, well-known as a passivist, and many, if not most, other U.S. 
citizens.2 Recognizing this WWI context, 21st-century readers might 
dismiss Dewey’s war rhetoric, overlooking its significance by attributing 
this rhetoric to the historical moment rather than to Dewey’s 
philosophy, democratic ideal, and democratic means and ends for 
educating children toward that ideal.  

Convinced Dewey purposefully wove war rhetoric into Democracy 
and Education, I posit Dewey cleverly uses this war rhetoric throughout 
Democracy and Education to elucidate his democratic ideal of education; to 
illuminate educating to prevent war as integral to that ideal; and to give 
reasons why educating to prevent war is vitally necessary to evolving his 
democratic ideal. Specifically, Dewey highlights educating to prevent 
war’s centrality to his philosophy by defining democracy and education 
as: 1) social process and function; 2) a process of eliminating barriers 
that distance people while facilitating their binding together in 
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cooperative pursuits and results; and 3) facilitating, valuing, and 
educating using direct experience always connecting knowledge 
acquisition with activities and occupations “carried on in a medium of 
associated life” (p. 345). Constituting democracy and education, these 
three criteria become three necessary curricular components for 
educating to create, support, and continue to evolve a democratic society 
within schools, workplaces, and other places of social interaction. 

First, Dewey highlights educating to prevent war’s centrality to his 
philosophy and democratic ideal by asserting that conceiving education 
“as a social process and function” (p. 97) has no “definite meaning until 
[one] define[s] the kind of society [one has] in mind” (p. 97). Using war 
rhetoric to illustrate his contention, Dewey evidences society’s public 
education and use by depicting its members’ behaviors to reflect that 
society’s values. For example, in a warlike tribe where belligerent and 
warring behaviors “connected with fighting and victory” (p. 14) 
“become objects of high esteem” (p. 17) and kind, cooperative behaviors 
become objects of aversion, children “turn to things connected with 
war” (p. 14) to become fully recognized group members (p. 14). 

The presence of this [warring] medium incites bellicose 
exhibitions…first in games, then in fact when [the boy] is 
strong enough. As he fights he wins approval and 
advancement; as he refrains, he is disliked, ridiculed, shut out 
from favorable recognition. …his original belligerent 
tendencies and emotions are strengthened at [others’] 
expense…and…his ideas turn to things connected with war. (p. 
14) 

If one wants instead a kind society, then, “in accord with the interests 
and occupations of the group” (p. 17), kind, cooperative behaviors must 
“become objects of high esteem” (p. 17), belligerent, warring behaviors 
must become objects of aversion, and education must work as “a freeing 
of individual capacity in a progressive growth directed to social aims” (p. 
98) of kindness and cooperation: “The way our group or class does 
things tends to determine the proper objects of attention, and 
thus…prescribe…directions and limits of observation and memory” (p. 
17). That is, one educates for war or educates to prevent war in part by 
choosing to create a belligerent, warring society or a kind, cooperative 
society, respectively; each society’s members in turn transmit those war-
like or cooperative values behaviorally to their children.  

The formula Dewey repeats throughout his philosophy for the 
relation between means and ends emerges: one must project the means 
into the ends and the ends into the means. Applying this formula to 
public schooling’s transformational role, Dewey declares: 
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…we may produce in schools a projection in type of the 
society we should like to realize, and by forming minds in 
accord with it gradually modify the larger and more recalcitrant 
features of adult society. (p. 317) 
This creative effort is carried on by…educational activities of 
slow generations. Its acceleration depends upon men 
consciously striving to educate their successors not for the 
existing state of affairs but…to make possible a future better 
humanity. (p. 95)  

Thus, society as the end educates children in its values through its 
members’ interactions with the young; the behaviors its children 
observe; the approval, acceptance, and advancement it rewards those 
who emulate “the achievements upon which it sets store” (p. 14); and 
the public schools it creates to reflect the values it wants to perpetuate. 
One infuses public schools or the means with values and structures to 
support the achievements one desires for society. Dewey reiterates that 
the “public” in “public education” means more than state-funded 
schools for all children residing in the nation; public education occurs 
through the public’s social interactions and experiences within its 
community. Therefore, living in and learning from society constitute 
public education outside schooling, education in which children 
necessarily engage. 

Second, and building upon the first, Dewey highlights educating to 
prevent war’s centrality to his philosophy and democratic ideal by 
declaring that eliminating barriers, distance between peoples, classes, and 
nations “previously hemmed off from one another” (p. 86) and 
encouraging “whatever binds people together in cooperative human 
pursuits and results” (p. 98) mean not merely teaching “the horrors of 
war” (p. 98) but teaching national sovereignty to be secondary to the 
“more fruitful association and intercourse of all human beings with one 
another”; mean instilling “as a working disposition of mind” (p. 98) that 
this fruitful association and intercourse is “fuller, freer, and more 
fruitful” than “the secondary and provisional character of national 
sovereignty”; and mean teaching to avoid “everything which would 
stimulate international jealousy and animosity” (p. 98).  

The essential point is…isolation makes for rigidity and formal 
institutionalizing of life, for static and selfish ideals within the 
group. That savage3 tribes regard aliens and enemies as 
synonymous is not accidental. …they have identified their 
experience with rigid adherence to…past customs. (p. 86) 

Thus, to educate to prevent war, one not only teaches the truth about 
war, one teaches dispositions of mind congruent with “a democratic 
criterion of education” (p. 98) consistently applied. This criterion defines 
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educating for democracy as educating to prevent war because 
“democracy stands in principle for free interchange, for social 
continuity” (p. 344) and because democratic education frees “individual 
capacity in a progressive growth directed to social aims” (p. 98) of 
kindness and cooperation—an education to prevent war.  

Success or failure in its realization depends more 
upon…adoption of educational methods calculated to 
effect…change more than upon anything else. For…change is 
essentially…change in the quality of mental disposition—an 
educative change. … Such a conception contradicts our basic 
idea that character and mind are attitudes of participative 
response in social affairs. But it does mean…we may produce 
in schools a projection in type of the society we should like to 
realize, and by forming minds in accord with it gradually 
modify the larger and more recalcitrant features of adult 
society. (p. 316)   
Third, both necessary for and part of the first two, to educate to 

prevent war by creating a democratic society—a society standing “for 
free interchange, for social continuity” (p. 344), and for 
“freeing…individual capacity in a progressive growth directed to social 
aims” (p. 98) of kindness and cooperation—one must educate by 
facilitating “immediate, direct experience, something [in] which [one] 
take[s] part vitally and at first hand” (p. 232).  

Much of our experience is indirect; it is dependent upon signs 
which intervene between…things and ourselves, signs which 
stand for or represent the former. It is one thing to have been 
engaged in war, to have shared its dangers and hardships; it is 
another thing to hear or read about it. (p. 232) 

Educating to prevent war by facilitating direct experiences neither means 
providing nor facilitating war experience as education to prevent war, for 
such an education would perpetuate the war-peace cycle already in 
motion. After every war do not humans say, “Never again! We will 
preserve peace!” even as their nations continue politics, diplomacy, 
business, commerce, and education as usual? Dewey emphasizes peace 
not as a pickling, preservation process but as an educational outcome. 
When educating to prevent war, experience means providing children 
repeated exposure to and practice in social processes and functions: 
eliminating barriers; cooperating in “human pursuits and results” (p. 98); 
and developing the dispositions of mind congruent to preventing war 
and fostering participatory democracy. Educating to prevent war means 
this exposure and these practices extend beyond one’s local community, 
city, state, and nation, for although some claim war has many benefits, 
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Dewey insists these commonly claimed benefits are merely alleged while 
actually non-existent. Dewey insists the only benefits one can reasonably 
attribute to war are accidentally educational—the things one learns from 
intercourse with those outside one’s everyday geography: 

…conflict of peoples at least enforces intercourse between 
them and thus accidentally enables them to learn from one 
another, and thereby to expand their horizons. Travel, 
economic and commercial tendencies, have…gone far to break 
down external barriers; to bring peoples and classes into closer 
and more perceptible connection with one another. (p. 86)  
Finally, educating by facilitating direct experiences means 

developing “a theory of knowledge which sees in knowledge the method 
by which one experience is made available in giving direction and 
meaning to another” (pp. 344–345). In terms of the thinking process, 
piggy-backing experiences explains this epistemology highlighting its 
best representation in “the arts of peace and war” (p. 264). These artists  

…have undergone the discipline of experience to acquire the 
skill they have. This means that the bodily organs, particularly 
the senses, have had repeated contact with things and that the 
result of the contacts has been preserved and consolidated till 
ability in foresight and…practice had been secured. …a 
knowledge and an ability not based upon insight into principles, 
but expressing the result of a large number of separate trials. (p. 
264, emphasis in original)   

Dewey connects these trials to thinking and educational processes 
designed to transform society into one “in which every person shall be 
occupied in something which makes the lives of others better worth 
living, and which accordingly makes the ties which bind persons together 
more perceptible” (p. 316). Interestingly, these same processes also 
protect society should one be unable to prevent war. From within the 
“clang of contending armies” (pp. 146–147), Dewey illustrates how the 
commanding general’s, common soldier’s, neutral parties’, and 
historian’s actions and outcomes depend upon their characters and 
dispositions of mind as attitudes they learned while participating in and 
responding to social affairs (p. 316). Currently, many ever-anticipate or 
even expect violence to be perpetrated from inside or outside public 
schools (Cullen, 2019); global conflicts having “impact on U.S. interests” 
number 30 (Council on Foreign Relations, 2019); relations among the 
U.S., its allies, and its adversaries seem tenuous; and those educating 
narrowly by teaching and exposing children to only knowledge, 
information, and practice necessary for performing their future 
economic functions increase annually. Dewey identifies this narrow, 
educational goal and practice as “a standing danger” (p. 316). “Who, 
then, shall conduct education so that humanity may improve?” (p. 95).  
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As I have indicated, to answer the question he poses, Dewey offers 
three, defining criteria that become broad, curricular requirements when 
educating to prevent war. Always identifying the meaning and value this 
education would have for all nations and peoples, Dewey defines 
democracy and education: 1) as social process and function; 2) as a 
process of eliminating barriers that distance people while facilitating 
their binding together in cooperative pursuits and results; and 3) as 
facilitating, valuing, and educating using direct experience always 
connecting knowledge acquisition with activities and occupations 
“carried on in a medium of associated life” (p. 345). Changing society 
requires educational change. To orchestrate change, society must project 
and then produce in schools the “type of…society [it] should like to 
realize” (p. 316), and by “forming minds in accord with” the kind of 
society we desire, “we gradually modify the larger and more recalcitrant 
features of adult society” (p. 316). Never hedging, Dewey boldly asserts: 
“The ideal may seem remote of execution, but the democratic ideal of 
education is farcical yet tragic delusion except as the ideal more and more 
dominates our public system of education” (p. 98, emphasis added). If 
not learning from the father of U.S. philosophy of education how to 
educate to prevent war now, then when? 

Virginia Worley 
Oklahoma State University 

 

 

Endnotes 

 
1 All quotations come from John Dewey’s (1916) Democracy and 

Education: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Education. 
2 Both John Dewey and Virginia Woolf were well-known passivists. 

Please note, too, that similar to his use of war rhetoric in Democracy and 
Education (1916), Dewey uses war rhetoric and references to Italian 
and German government actions in Freedom and Culture (1939), 
published on the brink of WWII. 

3 In my reading, Dewey uses “savage” in an historical rather than 
derogatory or racist sense here. He refers to people in a time before 
groups agreed upon behavioral restraints designed to insure both 
individuals’ and the group’s protection, safety, survival, and 
flourishing. Over time, groups’ agreeing to curtail fierce, ferocious 
behaviors, in particular, has come to distinguish “civilization” from 
“savagery.” Contemporaries using the term savage communicate their 
underlying racism, xenophobia, and white supremacy. 
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On Authority in Society 
and Education 
David Snelgrove, Oklahoma State University  

 

 
The political power international, national, and local governments 
wield; the economic power of multinational corporations; the power 
and authority of local business leaders; and the impact of leaders of 
various social institutions, churches, schools, media, and 
nongovernmental organizations evidence themselves across societies 
and influence individuals’ social lives. Those elected or employed to 
create policies and enforce laws use authority and power against a 
backdrop of social, religious, political, and economic ideologies and 
conditions competing for society’s attention. Ancient civilizations 
developed the basic structures of authority and power legitimizing 
religious, political, military, and social institutions. They often 
differentiated levels of authority and developed bureaucracies 
hierarchically with those of lower rank answering to those of higher 
rank. From the ancient Chinese to Russian czars, the tables of ranks 
defined a person’s level in society. Nicholas I said, “I do not rule 
Russia; ten thousand clerks do.”1 Many societies applied laws and 
punishments differently depending on a person’s status. Even today, 
when law enforcement purportedly respects all citizens’ rights, those 
enforcers cannot escape treating individual citizens based on their 
perceptions. So often when one thinks and talks about such ideas as 
power, authority, and control, one is actually thinking about their 
misuse or abuse, the negative aspects. “Power,” as Lord Acton says, 
“corrupts.”2 Power certainly corrupts in the present political climate of 
get-what-you-can. To achieve that get-what-you-can goal, one may 
take credit where none is due and lay blame on such scapegoats as 
one’s predecessors, one’s opposition, or those expendables positioned 
to insulate the leader. Socrates warned, Plato writes, of rulers who 
place their own good and interests over the good and interests of the 
society.3 Although all seek personal power and recognition of one’s 
own authority, an ordered society requires leadership based not on 
personal gain but on what benefits the society, although individuals 
disagree on how best to do that benefitting.  

I posit that properly exercising authority benefits society by 
fostering the dispositions or attitudes of mind necessary for evolving a 
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healthy, democratic society of compassionate, open-minded, educated 
individuals. Because the meaning and value of “authority” has changed 
over time and because many conflate power and authority, using them 
interchangeably, I distinguish power from authority before outlining 
authority’s historical and philosophical foundations. I then summarize 
Max Weber’s three-pronged concept of authority, Hannah Arendt’s 
contention that authority has disappeared, T. T. Paterson’s four-
pronged concept, and R. Theobald and L. C. Spears’ extension of 
Weber’s and Paterson’s definitions to include authority in educational 
leaderhip, authority they named “servant leadership.” Although I make 
connections to education throughout, I conclude by focusing on John 
Dewey and R. S. Peters’ examinations of authority’s role within 
democracy and education.   
Power v. Authority 

Power and authority are used almost interchangeably, but power is 
sought and obtained while authority is bestowed. Individuals seek and 
use power to coerce obedience and submission. Richard Schmitt 
identifies personal power as “the power to get what one wants…the 
power to dominate…[and] the power to manipulate”4 and get others to 
do what they would not do otherwise. Personal “power can also shape 
situations and persons so that they will never think to resist.”5 Schmitt 
clarifies that power extends beyond the individual’s power to shape 
situations and other persons to “hegemonic power…inherent in 
existing institutions.”6 This institutional power both dominates and 
manipulates social structures.  

From the Latin, auctor, “authority” refers to the production, 
invention, or cause, one should acknowledge or obey7 and, like power, 
can take several forms. The “authorities” are those individuals and 
agencies formally entrusted with maintaining some code or enforcing 
particular behavioral standards. An “authority” is one with extensive 
knowledge or expertise in a specific discipline, subject, or field. Those 
who recognize the influence of one with authority willingly comply. 
This structure of authority moves from the formal, “the authorities,” to 
the general, “an authority,” to the informal, “authority.” The historian 
on Rome, Theodor Mommsen, saw auctoritas, informal authority, as not 
part of the recognized social structure but something ignored at one’s 
peril like the authority of the materfamilias (female head of household). 
Identifying auctoritas and potentia (power) as bases for Roman 
government and politics, Mommsen differentiated auctoritas accordingly 
into patrum auctoritas for the family and auctoritas senatus, for the 
assembly of clan leaders or governmental authority.8 

Hannah Arendt points out that historically authority was not 
always present although Plato and Aristotle sought to create something 
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like authority that existed neither in the Greek language nor in political 
practice but in the Greek household and family life.9 The tyrant who 
“ruled by violence, had to be protected from the people…and insisted 
that his subjects mind their own business and leave to him the care of 
the public realm.”10 The family leader or “despot” was not a good 
model for such authority and was unsuitable for political purposes since 
the despot’s power of coercion was left unfettered due to the rights and 
responsibilities of the paterfamilias. For Plato, authority (or something at 
least akin) “implied an obedience in which men retained their 
freedom.”11 

Max Weber’s Concept of Authority 

The German sociologist, Max Weber, posits three types of 
legitimate domination: legal authority, traditional authority, and 
charismatic authority. The first, legal authority, is based on “a belief in 
the legality of enacted rules and the right of those elevated to authority 
under such rules to issue commands.”12 Traditional authority, Weber’s 
second type, is based “on an established belief in the sanctity of 
immemorial traditions and the legitimacy of status of those exercising 
authority under them.”13 The third type, charismatic authority, derives 
from devotion to the exceptional attributes of an individual and “of the 
normative patterns or order revealed or ordained.”14 Weber realized that 
the three “ideal” types are not found in pure form but provide a starting 
point for the study of human organizations. Each type of authority has 
its own subtypes and variations, each with its own rules, jurisdictions, 
organizational hierarchy, training, differentiation, job description, and 
documentation. These can be formal like governments and their 
departments and agencies, large industries and businesses, and social 
institutions for educational and religious practices.15 

When explaining the first type of legitimate domination, legal 
authority, Weber contends one could base that authority on “agreement 
or by imposition…with a claim to obedience of the members’ 
organization.”16 Individuals may hold multiple memberships; each 
organization’s laws circumscribe the boundaries within which members 
function and adhere to its laws. Legal authority is most prevalent in 
bureaucratic organizations employing a hierarchical administrative 
structure. The leader “occupies his position by virtue of approved 
appropriation, of election, or by having been designated for 
succession.”17 The leader appoints or selects other members of the 
bureaucracy to perform specific duties, receive compensation, be eligible 
for promotion, and be “subject to strict and systematic discipline and 
control.”18 Weber recognizes the technical abilities of an organization’s 
members continually increase as the members’ experience and training 
become more important to the organization. 
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For Weber, the second type of legitimate domination, traditional 
authority, means obedience based on “the sanctity of the order and the 
attendant powers of control as they have been handed down from the 
past.”19 Obedience accrues for traditional leaders whose rules are based 
on historical validity and who require loyalty to themselves. In a 
traditional organization, the “most important posts [are] filled with 
members of the ruling family or clan.”20 Those members have an often-
conflicting set of tasks and powers; the individual deciding “a matter or 
deal[ing] with appeals…[is] treated either traditionally…or on the basis 
of the master’s discretion in such manner that all agents have to yield to 
his personal intervention.”21 Subsets of traditional authority are 
“gerontocracy, patriarchalism, and patrimonialism.”22 

Explaining the third type of legitimate domination, charismatic 
authority, Weber asserts “charisma is the great revolutionary 
force…[that] may affect a subjective or internal reorientation born out 
of suffering, conflicts, or enthusiasm.”23 Charismatic authority is based 
on “how the individual is actually regarded by those subject to 
charismatic authority, by his ‘followers’ or ‘disciples.’”24 These followers 
and disciples freely recognize the charismatic leader with “complete 
personal devotion, arising out of enthusiasm, or of despair and hope.”25 
As a contemporary example, some say the last U.S. presidential election 
saw the defeat of both political parties and a shift to Weber’s charismatic 
leadership model. The rise and fall of charismatic organizations and 
institutions depend upon the charismatic leader. Such institutions and 
organizations often do not long survive the leader unless the charismatic 
community can transition to either the traditional or legal-bureaucratic 
structure through the process Weber called “routinization…through 
traditionalization or legalization.”26 The success or failure of a 
charismatic group seems to depend upon its ability to institutionalize, 
but the process of routinization faces the problem of succession—
transition from charismatic to a more traditional or more hierarchical 
administrative scheme—and the economic issues arising from that 
transition.27 For Weber, although authority arising from the charismatic 
is routinized through the tradition-based transition and established as a 
legal-hierarchical institution and although some charismatic groups fail 
to survive routinization or institutional evolution, this social process is 
still in constant use.  
Arendt on Vanished Authority and Machiavellian Theory 

Unlike Weber, Hannah Arendt maintains “authority has vanished 
from the modern world.”28 A lack of common experience, tradition, and 
religion facilitated its disappearance. As social institutions and political 
party systems lose prestige, influence, and the power to inspire 
constituents to action, shifts toward more authoritarian and more 
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totalitarian movements increase. Arendt tied tradition, religion, and 
authority together as binding society. Tradition and religion have 
become less and less important as consumer societies and popular 
culture remove and replace Arendt’s social bindings. Historical events do 
not support the liberal assumption that modern societies consistently 
progress toward freedom rather than toward authoritarianism ultimately 
becoming totalitarian. On the other hand, Arendt contends the 
conservative assumption that modern societies are losing authority 
founded in tradition, religion, and faith in social institutions and a stable 
economy to be equally questionable. Weber’s evolutionary scheme of 
authority is lost in this era of mass communication and social 
networking that replace tradition, religion, and society’s traditional 
authority. Authority becomes power through the media’s coercive 
control while only media-based tradition and religion serving an 
increasingly authoritarian power base survives. The church, a dominant 
political force beginning in the middle ages, gave over to the secular 
state. Arendt suggests this change coincides with the thought of 
“Machiavelli, who stood at the threshold of [the modern] age and, 
though he never used the word, was the first to conceive of 
revolution.”29 Machiavelli’s acceptance of violence over authority set the 
stage for subsequent revolutionary thought, for he was 

…well-acquainted with...outstanding elements of modern 
revolutions—with conspiracy and factional strife, with the 
stirring up of the people to violence, with the turmoil and 
lawlessness that eventually will throw the whole body politic 
out of gear, and, last, not least, with the chances which 
revolutions open to newcomers.30 

Machiavelli advises a ruler, a person in legal or traditional authority. 
Revolutions or mass movements, however, require charismatic leaders 
who can attract followers by the force of their personalities, ideas, or 
rhetoric. From the time of Spartacus to the present, the role of the 
charismatic revolutionary brought significant social, cultural, political, 
economic, and ideological change to societies. Charismatic leaders 
singularly or in concert are the source of revolutionary forces, sometimes 
violent, sometimes peaceful or, at least, nonviolent. 

Isaiah Berlin also notes Machiavelli’s contribution to the question of 
authority, political science, and empirical application of governmental 
techniques.31 For Machiavelli, the prince (leader) should use authority to 
obtain power and, once gained, use power to create “a good society that 
enjoys stability, internal harmony, security, justice, a sense of power, and 
splendor…[b]y developing certain faculties of men, inner moral strength, 
magnanimity, vigour, vitality, generosity, loyalty, above all public spirit, 
civic sense, dedication to the security, power, glory, expansion of the 
patria.”32 Condemning behavior that leads to political weakness, 
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Machiavelli values political skill as the means to improving society’s 
welfare. Berlin says: 

Machiavelli is possessed by a clear, intense, narrow vision of a 
society in which human talents can be made to contribute to a 
powerful and splendid whole. He prefers the republican rule in 
which the interests of the rulers do not conflict with those of 
the ruled.33 

Berlin summarizes Machiavelli’s “wicked pieces of advice” to princes as 
they relate to authority. Machiavelli suggests, among other things, that 
the prince or leader: 1) employ terror or kindness as the case dictates; 2) 
excite fear but not hatred; 3) promote religion though it may be false; 4) 
confer benefits but let others do the dirty work; 5) do what he or she 
must but represent it as a favor; and 6) caress or annihilate—
appeasement and neutralism are fatal.34 Conversely, although 
Machiavelli’s advice to the prince seems to differ greatly from Weber’s 
authority model, one need not investigate deeply to realize the prince’s 
or political leaders’ and the manager’s or business leaders’ behaviors can 
be similar. Given recent events, one might add a contemporary, Trump 
corollary: always maintain expendable subordinates whose removal may 
be considered punishment for one’s own actions. 
T. T. Paterson’s Concept of Authority  

T. T. Paterson subjects management and administrative behaviors 
to scientific investigation to develop “a general theory of systems 
which…[leaders] could apply to management as the subject of the 
systematic organizing of jobs and [those] who fill them.”35 He constructs 
his management theory by creating a new method based on creating 
“simple premises and building up a series of propositions or hypotheses 
which could be tested against observations.”36 Paterson focuses his 
application of the scientific method on structural authority while still 
considering the traditional and charismatic authority Weber 
conceptualized. Trained in chemistry, biology, and anthropology, and a 
world-authority on administration, Paterson develops what he calls 
“methectic theory” including organizational, administrative, general 
systems, and authority theories. “Methectics,” now called, Methexis, “is 
the study of organization in terms of bestowed and adopted roles.”37 An 
individual’s relative position within the organization and that individual’s 
knowledge and capabilities ultimately determine these roles. For 
Paterson, “organization can be studied as a problem of role 
participation….”38 His concept of authority, the “right to do 
something,” consists of four types: 1) one’s position in the 
organization’s, institution’s, or enterprise’s hierarchy determines one’s 
structural authority; 2) the individual’s knowledge, experience, and 
training gives one sapiential authority; 3) an individual’s personality and 

6 D. Snelgrove 



7

personal attributes earn him or her personal authority; and 4) the 
individual’s perception that “his actions are proper, just, fair, and 
good”39 constitute his or her moral authority. 

Paterson’s first type of authority, structural authority, gives the right 
to command “vested in a position in the enterprise”:40 control over 
others in their tasks and the right to punish those who fail in their 
functions. Responsibility to subordinates and accountability to superiors 
keep those in authority in check. Defined as “the entitlement to be heard 
by reason of knowledge and experience,” Paterson’s second type, 
sapiential authority, is his most important contribution to the 
investigation of authority.41 Unlike structural authority, sapiential 
authority neither originates in organizational structure nor does 
structural, bureaucratic position limit its influence.42 Finally, Paterson 
views his third and fourth types, personal and moral authority, 
determined less by the hierarchic structure than by the individual’s 
personal qualities. Referring to the Roman, partum auctoritas, the 
individual’s personal authority resides in his or her expertise rather than 
position and is an authority necessary for “the community’s survival.”43 

Specifically, an individual with personal authority influences not because 
he or she dominates others but because he or she relates personally and 
interdependently with others. Personal authority relates to the 
“compatibility of the personality of the person exercising structural and 
sapiential authority.”44 The individual whose “personality 
enhances…structural or sapiential authority”45 exercises personal 
authority; the good, just, and fair individual who attempts “to do things 
which better the enterprise” exercises moral authority.46 

Paterson’s concept of sapiential authority relates closely to authority 
in education. Schools require educational leaders who exercise more 
than structural and traditional power but sapiential, personal, and moral 
authority. In their History of American Education, John Pulliam and Jim 
Van Patten recognize sapiential authority’s importance.47 Their source, 
India-born, British economist and futurist, Robert Theobald (1929–
1999), wrote about technology’s and consumerism’s impact and the 
internet’s and personal computers’ potential.48 Theobald wrote futurist 
books and articles from the 1950s to his death in 1999 contributing such 
ideas as a guaranteed annual income, technology’s increasingly important 
role in society, new conceptions for education, and sapiential authority’s 
importance to economics and sociological studies. Theobald notes the 
hierarchical, organizational model whose upper ranks dole out rewards 
and punishments to obtain the desired behavior and production not 
workable because “Power necessarily corrupts information. The more 
power people wield, the less their subordinates will tell them what ought 
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to be known” for fear of reprisal.49 For Theobald, “concentration of 
power is counterproductive,”50 for organizations need “servant 
leadership,” his term for the “sapiential authority” that “puts the right to 
make decisions in the hands of those who are most competent.”51 The 
idea of servant leadership was well-developed beginning in the 1970s by 
R. K. Greenleaf and became a management model. L. C. Spears assigns 
servant leadership ten characteristics: listening, empathy, healing, 
awareness, persuasion, conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, 
commitment to people’s growth, and building community.52 Theobald 
observes “servant leadership demands that we commit ourselves to our 
own growth and that of others. This can only take place when we accept 
ourselves and our fallibilities. Balancing these two perceptions leads us 
to the tensions between leadership and followership.”53 Theobalt also 
observes women typically to be more adept than men at servant 
leadership. 
J. Dewey and R. S. Peters: Authority, Democracy, and Education 

For John Dewey, authority, specifically authority’s source, is 
problematic. Beginning first in religion then in philosophy, traditional 
authority “arrogated to itself the office of demonstrating the existence of 
a transcendent, absolute, or inner reality and of revealing to man the 
nature and features of this ultimate and higher reality.”54 Dewey deems 
such reasoning for traditional authority insufficient, for he views 
philosophy to originate in the “ordinary empirical, relatively real, 
phenomenal world of everyday experience”55 and “to clarify men’s ideas 
as to the social and moral strifes of their own day.”56 In education, 
external aims “limit intelligence as intelligence; they are not the 
expression of mind in foresight, observation, and the choice of the 
better among alternative possibilities. They limit intelligence because, 
given ready-made, they must be imposed by some authority external to 
intelligence.”57 These external authorities are many. Along with funding 
education, the state dictates such school particulars as the required 
number of days in the school year, teachers’ qualifications, curricular 
requirements, and even specific standards to which teachers teach and 
on which they test students. This dogmatic control of education divorces 
learning from the application of intelligence and “throws us back, once 
more, upon teaching and learning as a mere means of getting ready for 
an end disconnected from the means.”58 The means of education for 
Dewey are experiences, the normal experiences external to the 
structured instruction and discipline of the routinized process of a fixed 
curriculum with fixed methods. For Dewey, “Appeal to experience 
marked the breach with authority. It meant openness to new 
impressions; eagerness in discovery and invention instead of absorption 
in tabulating and systematizing received ideas.”59 Tabulating and 
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systematizing received ideas establishes such false dichotomies as “work 
and leisure, knowing and doing, man and nature,” such dualisms as 
“body and mind, theoretical knowledge and practice, physical 
mechanism and ideal purpose,”60 and the “erroneous conception of the 
relationship between knowledge and social interest, and between 
individuality or freedom, and social control or authority.”61  

Authority’s tendency to encroach on freedom “enstating 
oppression, tyranny, and…regimentation”62 concerns Dewey. Because 
authority in the extreme is too restrictive and freedom in its extreme 
becomes license, Dewey opposes separating authority from freedom. 
“We need an authority,” he says, “…capable of directing and utilizing 
change[,] and we need…a kind of individual freedom…that is general 
and shared and has the backing and guidance of socially organized 
intelligent control.”63 Against his conception of authority’s and 
freedom’s interpenetration is economic forces’ power, especially its 
movement toward a collective, planned economy—fascist, socialist, or 
Bolshevik—that gained power even while Dewey was writing against 
such power in 1936. To combat this movement toward the authoritarian, 
the totalitarian is the growth of authorized intelligence “exemplified 
by…scientific advance…releasing not by suppressing the elements of 
variation, of invention, and innovation, of novel creation.”64 

Authority is exercised in society’s interests or exercised in any 
group’s interest within that society; the primary source of control is the 
control included in the task at-hand.65 Education includes the formation 
of respect and manners and of “attitudes and habits” that enhance 
“future learning that springs from easy, ready contact and 
communication with others,”66 contact and communication based on a 
free environment.67 Such an education requires the view of “teaching 
and learning as a continuous process of reconstruction of experience.”68 

Dewey recognizes the necessity for authority but requires experience to 
be its source, science its means, and community or social, not personal, 
interests its instructor.69  

The English philosopher of education R. S. Peters was also 
interested in authority’s role in schooling. Authority, he says, is “one way 
of bringing about conformity.”70 For Peters, “modern science has put 
into our hands instruments for the exercise of power…[that] can be 
used to reinforce authority over a centralized sort, or they can be used to 
disrupt it.”71 Authority regulates behavior without recourse to force, 
propaganda, and threats.  

Authority thus presupposes some sort of normative 
order…properly used in those situations in which decisions 
about what is correct or incorrect are reached by appealing to 
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some source or ‘auctor,’ or where certain people are thought to 
have peculiar insight into what is correct or true.72 

An auctor might be a person in a position of authority (structural) and/or 
be a person with expertise (sapiential). The teacher is positioned as auctor. 
He or she serves “to initiate others into what is regarded as worthwhile 
in itself. On the other hand [he or she] is also appointed to train people 
for some occupation and to act as an agent of selection in the 
competition for jobs and for higher education.”73 Peters found himself 
agreeing with Dewey about the “need for first-hand experience to 
supplement precept and instruction”74 and with Dewey’s emphasis on 
“passing on the inquisitive, skeptical, pragmatic attitude of mind.”75 The 
ultimate source of authority is being continually reconstructed. The 
“fundamental task lies in training in the more general attitudes of mind of 
which the democratic way of life is a particular application.”76 The basis 
of such training originates with the experiences of individuals in society 
and within the social institution, the school. 
Concluding Summary 

I have focused on the historical and philosophical foundations of 
authority and authority in education to demonstrate their proper use: 
facilitating a compassionate, open-minded society. Ancient civilizations 
used authority in their social and governmental structures; early religious 
groups recognized authority’s role in their organizations; and Machiavelli 
suggests ways rulers and leaders might use authority to gain power, 
efficiency, and success if not necessarily to achieve good. Max Weber’s 
research into types of authority establish the framework for investigating 
authority and education. Paterson uses Weber’s work as a jumping-off 
point to suggest studying sapiential authority within educational 
leadership, and Robert Theobald develops that idea into the concept of 
servant leadership. In leadership, authority does not coerce, does not 
force, and does not hector or bully, for these are activities of corruptible 
and corrupting power. Hannah Arendt contends losing authority results 
in losing home, religion, and school as important, traditional authorities 
while more and more authoritarian and totalitarian political movements 
replace them to assume political, economic, social, educational, and 
sometimes religious control. For Dewey, educational authority means 
developing society’s young and should relate to everyday experiences in 
the community, schools, and society. Peters focuses on authority’s role 
and use in a democratic society because, for him, authority founds the 
attitudes of mind necessary to democratic life based on respect and 
tolerance.  
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The Ville: Jim Crow Schools 
as Defined by an African-American, 
Middle-Class Neighborhood 
Vanessa Garry, University of Missouri–St. Louis 
 

 
Introduction 

Located in the northwest quadrant of St. Louis, Missouri, the now-
blighted “Ville” neighborhood was long home to a flourishing African-
American, elite middle class during the Jim Crow era. Many once-well-
cared-for cottages surrounded by manicured lawns are in disrepair, 
boarded up, shrouded by weeds growing up around vacant buildings, or 
completely levelled. On Dr. Martin Luther King Drive, formerly Easton 
Street, the business district south of The Ville which, during the early 
1900s, supported many burgeoning African-American establishments, 
fared less well even than its residential homes. In its current dilapidated 
state, the observer will find the area hard to envision as a strip of 
prosperous stores many African Americans patronized. Dr. Herman 
Dreer, an English teacher at the segregated Sumner High School, was 
one of five African Americans who pooled fifteen thousand dollars 
(Wright, 2001) to open one such business: lending institution 
Elleardsville Financial Corporation (EFC). Located at 4200 Easton 
Avenue, a few doors away from Dr. Aldrich M. Brooks’ dental practice, 
EFC financed home development and remodeling (Wright, 2001). 
Today, there remains no evidence either EFC or Dr. Brooks’ dental 
practice ever existed. Indeed, many buildings along Dr. Martin Luther 
King Drive have been razed, made noticeable by numerous empty lots 
between vacant buildings.  

Regardless of socioeconomic status, living in The Ville during the 
Jim Crow era was likely a goal for many African Americans who were 
either native St. Louisans or former Southern sharecroppers escaping 
the South for a better life, moving north to fill manufacturing jobs 
created by the industrial revolution. After all, The Ville was known as a 
sort of mecca, well-equipped with schools—elementary through 
college—, a hospital, a prosperous hair-product manufacturing 
company, a business district, churches, and entertainment outlets. 
Community leaders worked strategically and diligently to secure services 
that would improve the lives of The Ville’s neighborhood families. 
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Therefore, it is not surprising to uncover a guidance program initiated by 
the segregated St. Louis Public Schools’ (SLPS) Simmons Elementary 
School and Charles H. Sumner High School: the first African-American 
high school west of the Mississippi (Sumner High School, 1960). 
Though Simmons, located two blocks north of Sumner, initiated the 
high school guidance program when students attended Simmons, in this 
paper I focus on the program’s implementation at Sumner, the high 
school attendance center for Simmons students. The narrative I recount 
examines Sumner faculty’s implementation of the program which helped 
prepare students for occupations other than those supported by manual 
training. 

Racial uplift, the advancement of African Americans through 
education, frames my narrative of Sumner faculty’s expansion of 
students’ lives through career exploration. Educational advancement is 
just one of many aspects of racial uplift described by African-American 
elites who fought for respect during the Jim Crow era and thereafter. 
According to Gaines (1996), although African-American elites advocated 
for education as a way to assimilate with whites for acceptance, the 
majority’s perception was “education of the freed people was…tied to 
moral evolution and industrial training rather than citizenship” (p. 35). 
Conversely, the purpose of Sumner’s guidance program was to expand 
students’ awareness of careers beyond those occupations aligned with 
manual training so future generations of African-American students 
would have an array of interest areas open to them.  

Sumner had the unfailing community support of The Ville’s 
residents similar to that support given North Carolina’s segregated 
Caswell County School, notably chronicled by Vanessa Siddle Walker 
(1996). For example, Julia Davis, a Ville resident and Simmons teacher 
intimately involved in the guidance program, was the mother of John 
Buckner, the first male graduate of Stowe, Sumner’s principal, and a 
Ville resident; and Herman Dreer, well-known community leader and 
Sumner English teacher. Other Sumner teachers living in The Ville 
included Bernice Young Mitchell (4512 Aldine), Patrobas Robison (4573 
Garfield), Rughes R. Freeman, Jr. (4582a Aldine), and Georgia Williams 
(4590 Garfield) (Bivens, 2011). Teachers with residences in The Ville 
who were also parents, like Davis and Dreer, affirmed it was not 
uncommon for African-American parents and guardians to move to 
where their children could receive a public education (Shaw, 1996). 
Furthermore, until 1927 Sumner was the only St. Louis Public Schools 
high school for African Americans; many African Americans either 
moved to St. Louis or used addresses of relatives living in the city to 
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ensure their children attended public school (Dowden-White, 2011), 
especially true of African Americans living in rural Missouri towns since 
the state did not require school boards to provide educational resources 
for populations below a specific threshold.  

During segregation, neighborhood children saw the rise of African-
American dry goods merchants and service providers in the business 
district south of The Ville, such as realtors and insurance agents. 
Merchants not only conducted business with neighbors, they also 
supported the high school by purchasing advertising in programs for the 
school’s musical productions, concerts, sporting events, and other 
activities. Additionally, the schools’ close proximity to neighborhood 
institutions like Homer G. Phillips Hospital, Stowe Teachers College, 
and the Tandy Recreation Center, made Sumner accessible so 
professionals and community members could visit the school and make 
presentations. Proximity also made it easy for teachers to walk with 
children to visit nearby institutions. Having access to professionals 
working in these institutions was no doubt important to African-
American students living in overcrowded tenement housing because 
students were aquainted with doctors, nurses, and college professors 
who looked like them. In addition, students saw evidence that 
professional occupations unobtainable for their parents were now 
accessible to them.  

Many of The Ville’s citizens relentlessly worked to improve the lives 
of African-American children during the Jim Crow era, lending the 
school’s guidance program an even larger reach. Moreover, the program 
gave children the opportunity to reflect on their interests, align those 
interests with various occupations, and consider the skills and education 
required to pursue their chosen field. Manual school’s training, popular 
during the Jim Crow era, was diametrically different from the 
comprehensive guidance program championing students’ self-interest 
and occupations. While manual training kept African Americans in roles 
as laborers, Sumner’s guidance program did the opposite. The program’s 
goal was to prepare students to pursue higher education (Wright, 2001) 
and then careers requiring a college degree. Consequently, the program 
aimed to increase the percentage of St. Louisan African Americans with 
white-color jobs from the time’s low level of three percent (Lang, 2012).  

Archival data from The Ville’s residents, and Buckner’s and Davis’ 
personal papers supports the development of this historical narrative. 
For instance, Sumner’s guidance program was the subject of one of 
Buckner’s master’s theses completed at Northwestern University (Garry, 
2017). Buckner who, in addition to being Stowe’s first male graduate, 
Sumner’s math teacher and principal, and SLPS’ Curriculum Director, 
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was so familiar with the program because he helped implement it while 
at Sumner (Garry, 2017). Additionally, Davis, a local African-American 
historian and Simmons teacher, participated in the program’s 
development and implementation. A report authored for the Missouri 
Department of Education, entitled Four Years of Progress with Missouri 
Public Schools for the Negro (1939), supports vocational training for African 
Americans. I also draw from additional archival data on The Ville and 
SLPS at the State Historical Society of Missouri as well as various journal 
articles, textbooks, and newspaper articles. 
The Ville 

Once part of the Elleardsville farm owned by white horticulturist 
Charles Elleard who migrated to St. Louis from New York, The Ville 
was initially purchased from a German-American farmer. Eventually 
Elleard sold parcels to African Americans now able to purchase land 
unencumbered by restrictive covenants barring African Americans from 
home ownership in St. Louis neighborhoods inhabited by white St. 
Louisans. Although The Ville’s first generation of African Americans 
worked as live-in servants to German- and Italian-American farmers, 
after the 1920s African-American professionals and laborers became its 
primary inhabitants (Fulmer, Spence, & Harl, 1995). In 1948, the U.S. 
Supreme Court’s unanimous decision in Shelley v. Kraemer ruled racially 
restrictive covenants unenforceable, which allowed the Shelley family, 
who were unaware they were in violation of the covenant, to remain in 
their home (Gonda, 1914). Shelley v. Kraemer is considered a landmark 
case because the Court’s decision permitted African Americans, once 
relegated to specific neighborhoods by the segregationist 1916 Zoning 
Ordinance (Two segregation laws to be voted on tomorrow, 1916), to 
move outside previously designated boundaries. Two decades after 
Shelley, the 1968 Fair Housing Act finally ruled desegregated housing 
illegal. During the 1950s through the ’70s, The Ville’s middle-class 
population shrank considerably as migration to neighborhoods formerly 
beyond African Americans’ reach increased. 

During this same time, St. Louis city administrators’ push for civic 
progress forced African Americans to vacate the Mill Creek Valley and 
downtown ghettos to make way for development of highways 
connecting downtown St. Louis with the suburbs. Many of the poor 
migrated to The Ville where they rented from absentee landlords, 
crowding multi-families into single-family homes (Hewes Toft, 1975). 
Although The Ville neighborhood declined over the years, its historical 
legacy as an elite African-American neighborhood and vibrant business 
district lives on in St. Louis annals.  

During the early to mid-1900s, most Ville inhabitants were anything 
but middle class. Then only three percent of African Americans living in 
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St. Louis were middle class, which mainly consisted of teachers, lawyers, 
beauticians, physicians, dentists, and morticians (Lang, 2012). In the late 
1800s, SLPS’ demographic data documents Simmons’ families: 4 of 149 
African-American parents or guardians were professionals, and 132 of 
149 were laborers (e.g., laundresses) (Davis, n.d.–a). Furthermore, 
although teachers were included among the three percent, teaching was a 
relatively new profession for African Americans. The SLPS board 
approved the hiring of African American teachers in 1877 only upon the 
urging of an African-American community group. In 1878, 
Superintendent William Torrey Harris reports, 

During the past year an experiment has been in progress in our 
colored schools. Colored teachers were engaged at the 
beginning of the year for the majority of them. The result has 
been in every way favorable. The attendance has increased forty 
percent on the number enrolled in these schools. (Davis, n.d.–
b) 

In 1890, the SLPS district opened Stowe, a segregated teachers’ college. 
Following World War II, returning African-American soldiers received 
government assistance to attend college and SLPS approved the 
enrollment of men in teachers’ colleges after which time the number of 
African Americans who entered the profession grew exponentially 
(Harris, 1967).  

Among the African American middle-class, social class identifiers 
included not only college attendance but communal standards such as 
one’s skin color, employment stability, dress, character, behavior, and 
Christian morality (Lang, 2012). Furthermore, the African-American 
middle class identified as educated, self-employed, well-traveled, 
uniformed, and entrepreneurial, operating small businesses such as a 
chauffeur or laundress (Lang, 2012). Railroad porters were considered 
middle-class because of their pressed, smart uniforms and well-traveled 
worldliness. Even into the 1930s and ’40s, although there was a marked 
increase of businessmen, lawyers, doctors, and nurses, the majority of 
African Americans continued to work as laborers. Particular parameters 
signaled middle-class status for The Ville’s African Americans. 

Prior to 1865 it was illegal to educate African Americans living in St. 
Louis. In 1865, when the Missouri General Assembly reversed the state’s 
ban, many citizens voraciously advocated for educational equality. On 
two different occasions concerned African-American citizens petitioned 
the SLPS board, first to demand more African American teachers and, 
second, to relocate Sumner to The Ville. When Missouri lifted the ban 
on their education, African Americans demanded the district replace 
white teachers appointed to African-American schools. In 1877, SLPS 
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Superintendent and former U.S. Commissioner of Education William 
Torrey Harris initially responded to the citizens’ petition by hiring a few 
African-American teachers (Gersman, 1972) including Charles Newton, 
Richard Hill Cole, and Arthur D. Langston (Davis, n.d.–b). Cole and 
Langston enjoyed long SLPS careers, eventually memorialized by schools 
bearing their names. Cole worked 50 years for SLPS and was not only a 
teacher but served as Simmons’ principal. 

Later, African-American citizens petitioned SLPS’ board to build a 
new Sumner building, relocating it to The Ville (Gersman, 1972). 
Citizens overcame obstacles and prevailed even as the white community 
attempted to foil their plan by recommending the board build a white 
manual training school in The Ville instead of Sumner (Bivens, 2011); 
indeed the white community surrounded The Ville and Shelley house of 
the landmark case Shelley v. Kraemer was just a stone’s throw from 
Sumner. 

In 1878, prior to the reconstruction of Sumner in The Ville, SLPS 
built Simmons on St. Louis Avenue, two blocks north of the future 
home of Sumner. A two-room schoolhouse, it was named Elleardsville 
School for Colored Children No. 8, constructed  in response to The 
Ville’s growing African-American population. In 1910, SLPS moved 
Sumner to its newly constructed building on Cottage Street where it 
remains currently in operation today. In 1940, SLPS built Stowe 
perpendicular to Sumner. White teachers taught children attending 
Simmons until 1877 when the district experimented with African-
American teachers instructing Simmons’ children. Just as Sumner once 
housed Stowe, Simmons would house Stowe until the district moved it 
to its new facility in 1940. Simmons continued to serve as laboratory 
school for the college. In the 1940s the school’s student population was 
as high as fifteen hundred and the district renovated the school several 
times, expanding the initial two-room school to as many as 32 
classrooms.  
Guidance Program  

Designed to increase children’s awareness of occupations early in 
their education and prepare them for high school coursework needed in 
preparation for college and, ultimately, their desired career, the guidance 
program commenced at Simmons and students participated throughout 
their high school years. Several underlying factors likely compelled 
teachers to implement the program. One obvious factor was African-
American educators’ desire to uplift the race by giving new generations 
of children the capability to guide personal educational and career 
interests. Buckner (1944) writes, “The individual schools are left the 
responsibility of preparing their pupils to adjust themselves to the high 
school program. This responsibility belongs as much to the high school 
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as to the elementary school” (p. 2). This vein of thinking proved fruitful 
because, although children in the 1920s through the ’40s graduated from 
high school intent upon entering the workforce, industries were 
beginning to require higher-level cognitive skills (Goldin, 1998) when, at 
the time, existing barriers largely relegated African Americans to low-
level jobs. 

Plaintiff in the landmark Supreme Court of Missouri case Gaines v. 
Canada, Lloyd Gaines, attempted to enroll in the then-segregated 
University of Missouri’s law school since neither Stowe nor Lincoln 
offered law degrees. However, the University of Missouri opted to 
develop a law program at Lincoln rather than admit Gaines. Since 
persistent educational barriers for African-American children continued, 
children needed an education in occupational requirements before and 
during high school as well as in life obstacles awaiting them. The 
program helped students distinguish between occupational interest and 
an infatuation with their local hero’s work. Buckner (1944) argues 
teachers are obliged to “afford each pupil the opportunity to examine 
data pertaining to occupations and to counsel the pupil into the 
cooperative planning of his [sic] high school program of studies in 
keeping with his [sic] needs, interests, and abilities” (p. 4). A final, likely 
factor in the program’s founding was the growing number of new 
professionals—teachers and doctors, for example—who knew the 
challenges of becoming a professional and wanted to support children 
early in the educational process. Buckner himself provides a strong 
example of the guidance program’s utility since the teaching profession 
was out of his reach until SLPS made the normal school accessible to 
men.  

Buckner (1944) argued the goal of the guidance program was “to 
equip the pupil so that he [sic] can adjust himself [sic] to any life 
situation” (p. 18). Here Buckner reinforces the impetus behind racial 
uplift; however, his nuanced comment suggests teachers working as 
counselors have greater responsibility than merely exposing students to 
various occupations. Counselors additionally were expected to share 
pitfalls students might expect along the way, giving students a realistic 
picture of the path ahead of them.  

According to Buckner (1944), three tenets guided the central 
committee in establishing its guidance program policy: a) every teacher is 
a counselor, b) every child is studied and understood, and c) every 
counselor shares occupational opportunities to children according to 
their needs. These parameters likely helped students whose goals, 
interests, and abilities were misaligned, for teachers and students were 
made to navigate the process collectively so, in this way, high school 
teachers got to know their students.  
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As for the guidance program’s structure, leadership was provided by 
the principal and each teacher would maintain membership on one of six 
committees: a) cumulative record, b) behavior problems, c) directed 
study, d) special education, e) student activities, and f) parent-teacher 
association (Buckner, 1944). The program required kindergarten- 
through seventh grade-teachers focus on students’ continual adjustment 
to school, home life, community, and relationships with program 
counselors. The elementary school guidance program provided students 
a transitional bridge to high school because teachers prepared young 
children by focusing upon future occupation information, presented via 
classroom discussion, interviews, talks by visitors, films about careers, 
trips, and specially chosen books (Buckner, 1944). That is, teachers 
provided background information to students in class sessions and then 
professionals visited schools and shared their experiences. Program 
counselors held conferences with children to learn their vocational 
interest inventory and the progress of their work. Additionally, 
elementary teachers worked with students to complete high school 
schedules aligned with their interests and capabilities and parents 
reviewed completed schedules. Given their advocacy in petitioning SLPS 
to hire African-American teachers and move Sumner to The Ville, 
parents’ role in reviewing children’s high school schedules seems a 
natural extension of Sumner’s parents’ involvement in their children’s 
education. Had there been no guidance program, it is likely many 
students would have pursued manual and vocational training. 

When the Missouri Department of Education published a report in 
1939 on the progress of African Americans’ education, Lloyd W. King, 
State Superintendent of Public Schools, advocated for manual training 
for African Americans (Davis, 1939) even though the Smith-Hughes Act 
of 1917 authorized federal funding for public schools to implement 
vocational education with the purpose of preparing students for 
occupations not requiring a college degree. Support for vocational 
education eventually surpassed manual training because students learned 
applicable job skills, for, like many peers across the nation, African-
American St. Louisans refused to allow whites to keep them shackled to 
manual, low-wage jobs. The guidance program acted as a vehicle to help 
students determine whether their career path was vocational or college 
preparatory. 

Although external forces supported manual and vocational training 
for Sumner students, educational leadership played an integral role in 
supporting the guidance program as an entry point for students seeking 
professional jobs. For instance, the first three African-American 
principals, all immigrants to St. Louis with rich experiences prior to 
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becoming principals, acted to create an environment supportive of 
improving students’ lives through education. Furthermore, Principal 
Oscar Minor Waring, the first African-American principal of Sumner 
from 1879 to 1908 and a linguistic scholar, implemented a college 
preparatory curriculum (Buckner, 1975). Principal Frank Williams, the 
third principal and second African American to hold the job from 1908 
to 1929 added to Waring’s curriculum “subjects of cultural and practical 
value,” most likely vocational courses (Buckner, 1975). During Williams’ 
term about a third of the faculty taught vocational and cultural courses 
even though many had earned degrees from Ivy League or Big Ten 
schools (Davis, n.d.–c). The high number of vocational courses taught at 
the time, such as typewriting, stenography, or household arts, is hardly 
surprising since the board implemented manual training prior to 
Williams’ appointment. Sumner’s longest-serving principal from 1929 to 
1968, when George Brantley assumed leadership he created a family-like 
environment known as The Sumner Family (Buckner, 1975).  

Along with six other elementary schools, Simmons transferred 
students to Sumner at the school year’s end; students bound for Sumner 
attended freshman orientation introducing them to high school routines. 
Orientation not only demystified high school for students, it likely 
facilitated the enrollment of students who formerly may have ended 
schooling at the eighth grade. Orientation also supported the culture for 
which Brantley advocated during his tenure: faculty, parents, and 
students collaborating on behalf of children’s advancement.  

Freshmen enrolled in Problems of Living, a course which 
introduced program opportunities within and outside Sumner. One 
example of an outside program was the African-American history 
program taught by elementary and high school teachers Julia Davis and 
Herman Dreer. Dreer, known by his students for his catchall phrase, 
“yes, I am a race man,” was a local historian and English teacher (Davis, 
n.d.–d). He and Davis routinely presented African-American history 
workshops for anyone interested. For example, Dreer and Davis taught 
history on weekends at Poro College, founded by millionaire Annie 
Malone and financed by her Ville-based hair product empire (Annie 
Malone Historical Society, 2014). Poro College became a regular meeting 
place and entertainment center for African Americans. 

Additionally, Problems of Living covered topics on school 
environment, home, family and church, recreation, and on St. Louis at 
which time students spent three weeks studying the city. In the course’s 
first quarter, students conducted school business, discussed school 
problems and high school programs of study, and sponsored organized 
recreational activities. In the second quarter, students discussed school 
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environment and topics related to young adults, while in the third 
quarter students’ focus was on recreation, such as fall and spring school 
sports. Lastly, students learned about St. Louis by studying their 
hometown and visiting local sites. The course’s format gave teachers 
ample opportunity to learn about students. 
Conclusion 

To this point I have revealed how Sumner’s guidance program likely 
grew out of challenges African American educators and The Ville’s 
community members faced during the Jim Crow era. At the time, 
African Americans could attend only segregated colleges in segregated 
states or apply to colleges in Northern states. African-American 
educators and community members responded to racialized injustices 
with a guidance plan designed to uplift future generations by providing 
college preparatory and life skills training, no easy task since educators 
were SLPS employees responsible to district policies. Although the 
guidance program was a collective effort, it worked because of the 
willingness and determination of visionary leaders, compassionate 
teachers, concerned parents, and many hard-working students. When 
Sumner’s centennial committee prepared for the celebration, it 
canvassed alumni to write about Sumner faculty. Alumni offered pithy 
statements like, “…greatest influence on my life,” “adapted the situation 
to the individual,” “extended his work with youth beyond the classroom 
walls,” and “her conditioning provided a discipline which I internalized” 
(Buckner, 1975, p. 28).  

While the guidance program was unlikely to prevent The Ville’s 
African-American children from experiencing barriers, it nevertheless 
systematically provided students with problem-solving skills they may 
not otherwise have received. Program activities also provided students 
with experiences that likely helped them enter and navigate college and 
helped with general life challenges, but Sumner students’ success in 
acquiring professional jobs were the real payoff for The Ville’s African-
American teachers. In fact, Buckner (1975) alludes to professional jobs 
secured by his students when speaking at a national convention to his 
fraternity brothers. He celebrates his former math students who, against 
all odds, graduated during Jim Crow with degrees in engineering and 
assumed positions such as design or aeronautical engineers. Literature 
and archival data on Sumner reveals many of its graduates were 
successful professionals locally, regionally, and nationally in occupations 
requiring much more training than a manual or vocational training 
program could ever provide. More importantly, Sumner students chose 
their profession because of Ville community members’ unwavering 
advocacy, commitment to educational values, and their moral and ethical 
imperative to uplift the race. 
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Black, Female, and Controlled: An 
Historical Overview of Policing Black 
Women’s Bodies 
Autumn Brown, Oklahoma State University 
 

 
The intense policing of the Black female body has given way to a list of 
terms defining the aesthetic of the Black body as “grotesque,” “strange,” 
“unfeminine,” “lascivious,” and “obscene” (Hobson, 2003, p. 92), yet 
the same features are hailed as beautiful and exotic when they do not 
belong to a Black body (Hobson, 2003). In this paper I provide a 
historical overview, beginning with the Middle Passage, of the ways 
intense policing imposed upon the Black female body transcends the 
centuries in order to evidence how, as it pertains to the Black female 
body, our captive bodies—irresistible to our captors—become the 
other, a thing, upon our capture. 

Black women have always been “doubly” oppressed, with 
overlapping race and gender resulting in intersectional oppression 
(Crenshaw, 1989). Uncovering these experiences taking into account 
aspects of social positioning is a worthy pursuit in order to shed even 
light on highly racialized, discriminatory, hate-based discourses so 
pervasive in this sociopolitical moment. In the paper’s first section I 
draw from Hortense Spillers’ (1987) Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe, who 
recounts ways 18th-century slave captors not only policed Black female 
bodies, but stripped Black women of their gender identity as they 
traveled through the Middle Passage. Additionally, I celebrate Harriet 
Jacobs’ (1861) Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself, an 
unparalleled memoir of the experiences of a Black female slave and 
fugitive. Through Harriet’s account (she wrote under the pseudonym 
Linda Brent), her audience learns just how the Black slave body is 
policed by the white slave owner and becomes a “being for” the captor 
and mistress. Next, I move into the 19th century to introduce Sara 
Baartman, known by the pseudonym Hottentot Venus (Crais & Scully, 
2010). Her story highlights how the Black female body is degraded, 
objectified, and put on display as “other,” analogously shaping how 
Black female bodies are policed. Lastly, I move to the postbellum era to 
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illustrate how the institution and social order of slavery introduced 
during the middle passage remain woven into the fabric of U.S. culture 
for Black women, our bodies, and Black women’s ongoing struggle for 
corporeal justice. I recount Black female exemplars—the Relf sisters, 
Beyoncé, and Serena Williams—to illustrate my argument. Throughout I 
show Black women as essential to maintaining the U.S. social order—in 
spite of how our autonomy is systematically stripped from us. 
Black Feminist Theory 

The initial purpose of the modern feminist movement was to 
promote gender equality and to bring forward and celebrate women’s 
experiences and perspectives. The “third wave” of feminism centered 
the voices and experiences of white women of European descent (the 
theory of which was penned largely by female, French Post-
Structuralists, many of whom concentrated on challenging the claims of 
white, male psychoanalytic theorists), so although the era’s feminists 
fought generally for women’s rights, many women and their experiences 
were left out; thus, the Black feminist movement came along to address 
this deficit and focus upon Black women’s fight for equality. Coined by 
Black legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), “intersectionality” 
encompasses an individual’s multiple, layered identities which create 
complexity in the way a person experiences oppression. Crenshaw posits 
the ways Black women are discriminated against fit neatly neither into 
the box of racism nor that of sexism; rather, Black women encounter 
discrimination on the basis of both racism and sexism. Ahmed (2017) 
puts it plainly, claiming “Feminism will be intersectional or it will be 
bullshit” (p. 5). 

Legally sexism is defined as prejudice or discrimination against 
women. And racism, from a legal standpoint, is defined as discrimination 
faced by Black people and people of color. Based on these basic 
definitions, Black women are considered invisible within the law and 
thus without legal recourse. Due to the intersectionality of Black 
women’s experiences, white feminist theory does a very poor job of 
representing or advocating authentically for Black women. As I report 
the ways Black women historically have been policed, I self-consciously 
frame my essay in order to engage in countering dominant, patriarchal 
discourses by placing Black women at the center of the dialogue.  

Although Black feminist theory emerged in the 1970s, the 
underlying politics of Black feminist thought date to the 19th century. In 
her 1833 speech, women’s rights activist and free-born Black woman 
Maria W. Stewart proclaims, “It is useless for us any longer to sit with 
our hands folded, reproaching the whites; for that will never elevate us. 
Possess the spirit of men, bold and enterprising, fearless and undaunted” 
(quoted in Hill Collins, 1990, p. 4). Stewart raises the call for Black 
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women to develop the confidence of men as a path to free Black women 
from oppressive bondage. Stewart foreshadows Black feminist 
successors when she suggests a variety of themes be taken up toward the 
betterment of the Black woman. Black feminist thought has been a 
powerful tool working for the destruction of a dominant white, male 
social order that steals Black women’s agency and autonomy.  

Black women were denied support by white feminists who wanted 
to paint all women’s experiences as monolithic. In the 1970s activist 
Angela Davis faced tremendous aggression and political persecution; 
white feminists only reluctantly came to her defense and that reluctance 
further alienated Black women from the cause (Simons, 1979). Critical 
theorist Patricia Hill Collins (1990) identifies four tenets of Black 
feminism: 1) Black women empower themselves by doing away with the 
negative representations of Black women by creating their own self-
definition and establishing multiple, positive images of the Black 
woman; 2) Black women dismantle the overarching dominant structure 
in terms of race, class, and gender oppression; 3) Black women 
intertwine political activism and intellectual thought; and, 4) Black 
women are cognizant of the distinct cultural heritage that has equipped 
them with the tools to navigate through and transform daily 
discrimination. Hill Collins summarizes these tenets, saying, “[Black 
feminism] is a process of self-conscious struggle that empowers women 
and men to actualize a humanist vision of community” (p. 39). Black 
feminist theory provides a way and mean for Black women to 
revolutionize conditions for empowerment on our own terms. 
Middle Passage to Slavery (15th–19th Centuries) 

The Middle Passage most notably refers to a period of time during 
which Africans were packed onto ships and transported as goods to the 
U.S. across the Atlantic. Stolen Africans were densely packed together, 
chained to the floor for the voyage’s duration, spanning anywhere from 
three to four months. The Middle Passage introduces Black Africans to 
an early form of policing Black bodies, as Africans were chained so 
closely and so densely they were completely denied their ability to 
mobilize—were unable to walk or stand up. Spillers (1987) argues 
Middle Passage rendered Black women at least “pre” human and 
without agency, recounting how, “removed from the indigenous land 
and culture, and not-yet ‘American’ either, these captive persons, 
without names that their captors would recognize, were in movement 
across the Atlantic, but they were also nowhere at all” (p. 72). Stripped of 
their name, identity, place, and culture, Black women were not 
acknowledged as human. And, stripped of her clothes, the Black woman 
stands as a “constant reminder of her sexual vulnerability” (hooks, 1981, 
p. 18). 
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Another method of policing Black women’s bodies employed by 
slave captors comes in the form of segregated bunkers for African men 
and women. Although there are no accounts proving the participation of 
women as part of insurrection uprisings aboard ships, based on recorded 
accounts of Black women and their resistance toward the oppressor 
during their time in slavery, it is a fair assumption Black women aboard 
slave ships battled beside Black men; thus, creating additional need to 
police the Black female body (Morgan, 2004). As Black women were 
captured and deprived of freedom and agency, they effectively were 
rendered objects. The captive body “brings into focus a gathering of 
social realities as well as a metaphor for value so thoroughly interwoven 
in their literal and figurative emphases that distinctions between them 
are virtually useless” (Spillers, 1987, p. 68). Slave captors introduced an 
ideology reducing Black women to a slew of metaphors—a “being for,” 
a [dangerous] object of desire, the “other” (Spillers, 1987)—repeated and 
enforced through dominance and social order. As Spillers puts it, 

The captivating party does not only “earn” the right to dispose 
of the captive body as it sees fit, but gains, consequently, the 
right to name and “name” it. The nicknames by which African-
American women have been called, or regarded, or imagined 
on the New World scene demonstrate the powers of distortion 
that the dominant community seizes as its unlawful prerogative. 
(p. 72) 

The capture and enslavement of Black women transformed them from 
personhood to property. In addition to policing their physical bodies, 
their essence was policed as well. Black women lost the autonomy to 
self-define, and instead became marked bodies defined by their 
enslavers. Black women were concealed under layers and layers of 
discourse naming them property meant only to serve the physical and 
economic needs of masters and mistresses. The effects Black women 
faced from policing during the Middle Passage and into slavery were 
physical as well as psychological.  

As slave ships reached land, African women’s torturous fates 
became clear. Many enslaved women were sexually violated while 
chained and shackled to the boat’s floor leaving them with child—
producing “property” for their holders. Three important “humanly” 
rights were stricken from the African female as a result of capture: 1) the 
right freely to choose an intimate partner; 2) the right to a healthy, 
functional pregnancy; and, 3) the right to parent her child. Harriet 
Jacobs’ experience as a young slave girl reveals the perverted obsession 
of both her master and mistress. Because of Jacobs’ status as property, 
her sexual expression was policed, her psyche—conscious and 
subconscious—was policed, as was her right to parent her children.  
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Oftentimes Black slaves were brutally raped and sexually exploited 
by their masters. Furthermore, Black women were stripped of agency to 
choose a mate. “Something akin to freedom” (Jacobs, 1861, p. 85) came 
in the form of exercising some autonomy over their sexual and 
reproductive lives. For Jacobs, she writes: 

The influences of slavery had had the same effect on me that 
they had on other young girls; they had made me prematurely 
knowing, concerning the evil ways of the world. I knew what I 
did, and I did it with deliberate calculation. (p. 83) 
Here Jacobs alludes to a time when she exercised free will in her 

choice of a sexual partner. Although not her first choice as a mate or 
father for her children, a deliberate sexual encounter with Mr. Sands was 
a way for her not only to exercise free will over her body and the acts of 
sex and procreation, but also a way for her to thwart her master’s 
attention away from his sexual obsession with her. Jacobs also speaks to 
how the institution of slavery policed her choices in ways of which white 
women often take advantage. 

But, O, ye happy women, whose purity has been sheltered from 
childhood, who have been free to choose the objects of your 
affection, whose homes are protected by law, do not judge the 
poor desolate slave girl too severely! If slavery had been 
abolished, I, also, could have married the man of my choice; I 
could have had a home shielded by laws. (p. 83) 

The Black female body was policed in ways unknown to white women. 
Jacobs recounts the experience of many enslaved Black women—losing 
agency in one’s choice of a partner, engagement in consensual sexual 
intercourse, and parenting one’s children, a profound lack of intimate 
justice for Black women.  

Other ways the Black female body was policed during this time 
came in the form of jealousy and resentment often expressed by white 
mistresses who “were subject to the same fabric of dread and 
humiliation” (Spillers, 1987, p. 77). In Harriet Jacobs’ case, her 
tormentors were both the master, Mr. Flint, and his wife, Mrs. Flint. 
Through the systematic degradation perpetrated by the latter, one learns 
of the ways white feminist theory’s focus on gender alone does little to 
nothing to protect Black women’s interests or agency, for the Black 
female body was not safe in even the most vulnerable of states—while 
sleeping.  

Sometimes I woke up, and found her bending over me. At 
other times she whispered in my ear as though it were her 
husband who was speaking to me, and listened to hear what I 
would answer. If she startled me, on such occasion, she would 
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glide stealthily away; and the next morning she would tell me I 
had been talking in my sleep, and ask who I was talking to. At 
last, I began to be fearful for my life. (Jacobs, 1861, p. 54) 

In this memory, Mrs. Flint’s actions become metaphor for her husband’s 
madness, as her power over Jacobs grows unchecked, for even a slave’s 
dreams were policed by sick, twisted instances of unchecked power, 
petty jealousy, and ill will. As her words torment and penetrate Jacobs’ 
sleeping state, those who enslave her inculcate jealousy, fury, and 
ownership upon the Black body in its state of increased vulnerability. 
The enslaved Black woman had no saving grace from either master or 
mistress. 
Hottentot Venus (19th Century) 

In mainstream media portrayals of beauty are heavily filtered 
through a racialized lens. Oftentimes, Black women and their aesthetic—
specifically their batty, or rear-end—are described uncomplimentary, 
directly opposing the phrase, “beauty is the perfect realization of a 
human being” (Kant, 1997, p. 3). In 2002, tennis world-champion 
Serena Williams was infamously berated due to her bold sartorial style, 
which media dubbed “ghetto” glamour: a tight-fitting catsuit outlining 
her posterior and, on her head, bleached-blonde box braids. Although 
she would triumph, winning the U.S. Open that year, the press’ attack 
reflects the wider historical attitudes toward the Black female body’s 
aesthetic. Deep-seated feelings on exhibiting the Black body date back to 
the South African woman known as “Hottentot Venus,” though her 
name was Saartje or Sarah Baartman (Crais & Scully, 2010). Much like 
the fascination with Williams’ buttocks, Venus was known for this same 
“strange” attraction. Criticisms garnered after Williams’ 2002 U.S. Open 
appearance and the uninvited attention to her backside seem to brand a 
Black woman’s sexiness as lewd and obscene rather than a vital, entitled 
part of a woman’s identity and agency—paradoxically sexiness that white 
folks were keen to gape at.  

Disability Studies and feminist theory scholar Rosemarie Garland-
Thomson coined the term “disabled bodies” which “flies in the face of 
[an] ideal…presenting the ultimate challenge to perfection and progress” 
(Garland-Thomson quoted in Hobson, 2003, p. 11). She situates 
disabled bodies within feminist disability theory, whose scholars resist 
the social construction of disabled bodies as deviant, pathological, and 
inferior. Disabled by oppression, white supremacy, and loss of agency, 
the Black body is rendered an “outsider” to dominant, white, European 
standards of beauty. Discourses that normalize white, European beauty 
leave little room to consider the Black female body as valued, therefore 
leaving Black women open to discriminatory practices aimed at 
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controlling Black women and the ways in which our bodies may appear 
and be used.  

The Black body is not necessarily a subversive representation; rather 
a representation that has been crazily distorted—much like images seen 
through a carnival funhouse mirror. Black feminist artist and critic 
Lorraine O’Grady (1992) writes, painfully, “To name ourselves rather 
than be named we must first see ourselves. For some of us, this will not 
be easy. So long unmirrored, we may have forgotten how we look” (p. 
14). Here she refers to stereotypical racist images representing Black 
female sexuality, such as the “Hottentot Venus,” “Jezebel,” “mammy,” 
“welfare queen,” and, most recently, “baby mama.” Patricia Hill Collins 
(1990) terms these “controlling images” which distort the ways Black 
women perceive themselves and one another.  

Dominant society’s views on beauty are made overtly clear by 
conducting a simple google image search of the terms “beautiful 
woman,” “white female model,” and “Black female model.” The search 
for “beautiful women” produces only images of white women, which 
echoes Kant’s definition of beauty and Garland-Thomson’s theory Black 
bodies are “disabled bodies.” When googling “white female model” or 
“Black female model,” those images returned evidence starkly different 
racialized discourses between images of white female models and Black 
female models. White models’ poses appear poised or offer tasteful 
headshots. Black models’ bodies are displayed in exploitive poses, only 
further perpetuating the hypersexualization so commonly associated 
with Black women’s bodies and souls.  
Post-Slavery (20th–21st Centuries) 

In 1973 a landmark decision handed down by the nation’s highest 
court, Roe v Wade, gave women everywhere in the U.S. the constitutional 
right to safe, legal abortion. For the mainstream, white feminist 
movement Roe v. Wade represented major victory and a positive step 
toward ensuring both women’s autonomy over their bodies and their 
right to choose termination. While white women fought tooth-and-nail 
for their right to safe, legal abortion, some Black women were 
unknowingly losing their right even to conceive through a practice 
grounded in Eugenics: sterilization abuse—corporeal policing that 
coercively stripped Black women of their reproductive rights. So, while 
white women rejoiced, 14-year-old Minne Relf and her 12-year-old 
sister, Mary, both of whom were considered mentally disabled, were 
subjected to compulsory sterilization under the guise of scientific study 
of an experimental contraceptive, Depo-Provera (Threadcraft, 2016). 
The Relf sisters were born to uneducated farmhands from Montgomery, 
Alabama. When approached by nurses from the federally funded 
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Montgomery Community Action Agency to ask permission for their 
daughters to take place in this experimental treatment, their mother 
consented by signing the form with an “X.” Eventually, studies revealed 
Depo-Provera injections were linked to cancer, and it was then the Relfs 
learned their daughters had been sterilized.  

Procedures mirroring those the Relf sisters endured were commonly 
performed at “maternity clinics” in Southern states, dating back to as 
early as the 1930s, although, Black people have been the subject of such 
vile medical experimentation dating back to slavery (Threadcraft, 2016, 
p. 3); indeed, such heinous, nonconsenting medical experimentation on 
Black bodies led to a revolution in human subjects protections and 
informed consent practices. Curtailing Black fertility was a form of 
reproductive policing enforced by white, Southern doctors who 
imagined the Black uterus useless or outright undesirable. The Relf 
sisters’ sterilization stands as a lasting symbol of a racially stratified 
system that works aggressively against the reproductive health of Black 
women. Threadcraft (2016) writes: 

At a time when women’s ability to control their fertility moved 
from the margins to the center of the struggle for women’s 
rights, the Relf sisters’ violation was a clear reminder that the 
very patriarchal control of reproduction that the period’s 
feminist activists decried had diverged sharply along racial lines 
historically. (p. 3) 

Furthermore, because Black women had a greater dependence on public 
assistance—welfare—they were made susceptible to being compulsorily 
sterilized at twice the rate of white women. Acts of Black, female 
sterilization not only served to police the reproductive rights of 
individual Black women, but also toward maintaining “the population 
and power imbalance” (Beal, 2008) that favored white bodies 
disproportionately over Black bodies.  

The sterilization abuse and coerced reproduction of Black women 
during this time were structured to uphold the same principles as when 
Black women were coerced to reproduce property during slavery. Once 
“liberated,” their reproductive functioning, or lack thereof, became 
linked to their overall health and well-being (Nelson, 2003, pp. 80–81). 
So, while Roe became a symbol of justice and agency for white women 
by allowing control over reproduction, Relf v. Weinberger is symbolic of 
how that control directly affects Black women. 

I contend we live in an era in which even the most “elite” Black 
women are steadily reminded of their place: as flesh which may entertain 
members of the dominant group so long as their Blackness remains 
masked. Frightening is the way in which our symbolic language regards 
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Black women as “person” not “property,” yet, dominant social order 
renders Black women, still, as “property” with no power—and therefore 
inhuman. These reminders of how Black women differ from the 
standards of “normal, American” society are not even covert, with elite 
Black women like Serena Williams and Beyoncé constantly reminded 
their Blackness represents nothing more than “flesh” to those who 
watch.  

According to Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci, within a social 
order dominance persists because agency is won over and over again by 
the dominant group (Gramsci paraphrased in Hebdige, 1979). On 10 
September 2018 Australian cartoonist Mark Knight of the Herald Sun 
published a cartoon of Serena Williams that boldly evidenced the 
racialized and sexist discourses at work defining and upholding 
stereotypically racist representations of the Black female and her body. 
Knight’s cartoon depicts yet another gross, dangerously inaccurate 
characterization of a Black woman in a passionate moment during the 
U.S. Open championship match—a woman whom many rightly call the 
greatest athlete ever. The same cartoon also depicts the whitening of 
Williams’ opponent, Naomi Osaka, who is half Japanese and half 
Haitian, overshadowing an elite Black woman athlete and her 
astonishing record. Knight’s cartoon reinforces the racialized fallacy that 
Black women cannot be passionate without anger and cannot show 
passion because white culture only ever reads a Black woman’s passion 
as anger. Language associated with Black women is deeply grounded in 
property relations, so to represent the Black woman as human 
introduces a false concept of power when Black woman are merely 
flesh—and marked in so many ways by beatings, rape, and controlled 
images. 

Beyoncé fell victim to a similar dose of reality when her child was 
ridiculed by the news media and the public because of her child’s 
“natural” hair. Backlash toward her young daughter who innocently 
sports her naturally kinky hair serves as a caution: the Black female body 
is policed in such a way that when daring to put on display an aspect of 
Blackness, one is admonished back into a physical manifestation only—a 
piece of property. I interpret such ridicule toward Beyoncé’s daughter as 
a subtle reminder that, in the U.S., Black women produce property for 
white social structures. As Beyoncé and Jay-Z say in the song Nice, 

Was too busy touring out all your arenas my passport is tatted, 
it look like it’s active. I play on these planes, y’all catch me in 
traffic, y’all drag me in court for that shit? Y’all backwards. 
After all these years of drug trafficking, huh? Time to remind 
me I’m Black again, huh? All this talking back, I’m too 
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arrogant, huh? (Williams, Knowles-Carter, Carter, Andrews, & 
Coney, 2018) 

As African Americans, we are reminded of our Blackness in almost 
every setting into which we walk. In myriad ways, we police ourselves 
from too openly expressing our Blackness from fear of being attacked, 
jailed, or killed. As we are policed on the intersectional basis of race and 
gender, this, in large part, accounts for why language associated with the 
Black woman must be seen as firmly grounded in property relations—
for patriarchy supplies the other. If woman equals human, yet Black 
equals unhuman, then Black and woman must equal neither human nor 
woman. Policing the Black female body across centuries proves a 
perverse way of maintaining a social structure in which there is a clear 
bottom or inferior status. For if the Black woman is to be considered 
human and stereotypical language describing Black women is no longer, 
this alone might signal the end of white dominance.  
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Analysis of a “Race Woman” 
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Introduction 

A “race woman” is not monolithic and cannot be defined in a singular 
sense. A race woman produces knowledge, disrupting dominant and 
normative rhetoric. She does the work of the Black intellectual thinker 
for her and by her. She is not a sum or a substance; rather she is the 
quintessence of spirit, vitality, brilliance, and capability. She is pristine 
and profound; she is a pioneer and a pathfinder; she is a possibility and a 
pilot. In Beyond Respectability: The Intellectual Thought of Race Women, Brittney 
C. Cooper places the race woman at the center of creating an 
“intellectual genealogy and geography” for and of the work of other race 
women “as a practice of resistance against intellectual erasure.”1 Race 
women are the vis insita, the innate force of matter—a force and power 
capable of resisting. They are thinkers, theorists, and creators. DeVerne 
Calloway (1916–1993) is a race woman, the first Black woman voted to 
the Missouri legislature in 1962 and co-publisher of “Citizen Crusader, 
later named New Citizen, a newspaper covering Black politics and civil 
rights in St. Louis.”2 

In this paper I establish the qualities and intersections of 
transhistoricity—race, gender, class, and sexuality—Calloway’s work 
embodies, additionally using intersectionality as an analytic tool to 
examine the organization of power in four domains: the interpersonal 
[who is dis/advantaged within social interactions]; the disciplinary [how 
one encounters and experiences society’s “rules,” biases, and privileges]; 
the cultural [the manufacturing of messages that social inequalities under 
laws of equality are fairly produced]; and the structural domain [how 
intersecting power relations cast and frame social institutions].3 The 
texts for my analysis are comprised of four speeches Calloway delivered, 
likely in the 1970s, although one speech is undated. 

Calloway functioned as an architect for Black and woman politics in 
the face of multi-faceted power, demonstrating her contemporary 
strategies as a critical knowledge producer, activist, and educator. 
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Throughout her life she fully inhabited and propagated race 
womanhood, while respectably, defiantly, and enjoyably leading 
resistance efforts. 
Background 

Born in Memphis in 1916, Calloway was raised in the Jim Crow 
South, attended segregated schools, and ultimately graduating with 
honors from Booker T. Washington High School in 1934.4 She attended 
LeMoyne-Owen College, an historically Black college in Memphis, an 
institution with roots in the education of freed and runaway slaves as 
early as 1862.5 She graduated cum laude with a Bachelor of Arts degree in 
English and Social Science,6 going on to do graduate work at both 
Atlanta University (during 1939–1940, also an historically Black college) 
and Northwestern University in Chicago (during 1948).7 In between 
graduate school stints Calloway taught school in Vicksburg, MS and 
Cedartown, GA, volunteered for the United Service Organization 
(U.S.O.) in 1942, and joined the American Red Cross in 1943.8 From 
1944–1947, she was stationed in the China-Burma-India (CBI) Theater, 
where she led a protest against the segregation of Negro soldiers in Red 
Cross facilities.9 

Upon her return to the U.S., she sought work that allowed her to 
continue to push for equitable treatment of those deemed minorities. 
She temporarily settled in Chicago, IL, working at the Fair Employment 
Practices Office, Jewish Welfare Fund, and the Chicago Health 
Department.10 In 1952 she came to St. Louis, where she did extensive 
volunteer work for the local NAACP branch, and where her roots in 
political activism began more firmly to take shape.11 She dedicated full-
time effort to organizing for the successful election of Blacks to public 
office, voter registration campaigns, and was instrumental in helping two 
Black men—Reverend John J. Hicks and Senator T. D. McNeal—
become the first Blacks elected to the St. Louis School Board and the 
Missouri Senate, respectfully.12 In 1962, Calloway made her first bid for 
the Missouri General Assembly and won, making her the first Black 
woman elected to any public office in Missouri.13 She was re-elected 
every two years through 1980, when she retired after her tenth term. She 
was also an active clubwoman in the Young Women’s Christian 
Association (YWCA), League of Women Voters (LWV), Missouri 
Association for Social Welfare (MASW), the National Council of Negro 
Women (NCNW), and the National Order of Women Legislators 
(NOWL), while still making time to serve in other civic, health, and 
community-service organizations.14 

In 1948, she married Ernest Calloway, a union leader/teamster and 
organizer, an active member the NAACP (later the St. Louis chapter 
president) who became professor of urban affairs at St. Louis 
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University.15 In 1961, they founded The New Citizen, a bi-monthly 
political newspaper where Mrs. Calloway served as co-editor and 
publisher.16 

In Beyond Respectability, Cooper explains the importance of looking in 
unexpected places for Black women’s thinking as a way of locating their 
intellectualism and knowledge production. Cooper dubs this process a 
way of generating an “‘eclectic archive’ to map and then apply Black 
women’s theory production to questions of gender and racial identity, 
racial leadership, and debates about racial advancement.”17 Throughout 
her decades of leadership and activism, Calloway was often asked and 
invited to give keynotes, testimony, and tributes—many of which she 
accepted, and others she declined when not fully aligned to her 
principles of raising and honoring voices of those underserved: namely 
women and people of color. In one instance, the Greater St. Louis 
Broadcasters Association invited her to speak on “Community Problem 
Ascertainment,” which she declined, taking issue with the title and 
underlying principle of victim-blaming. However, instead of just saying, 
“No,” she wrote a provocative five-page letter explaining the 
shortsightedness of such a title and, perhaps more importantly, spelling 
out her reasons for declining.18 I offer this as an example of her 
intellectualism and her readiness to engage, meddle, and provoke 
thought in an attempt to educate. Whereas she could have simply 
declined, Calloway instead took the invitation as an opportunity to 
educate, writing,  

I have oriented myself to think there are no problems—only 
people—people with needs; that when the needs are not met, 
they become the problems; that when I see the unmet needs 
and don’t try to help meet them—then I become the 
problem.19 

In other words, Calloway took direct aim at the association’s deficit 
thinking: victim blaming, in this case blaming the community. I situate 
this example as demonstration of her steadfast dedication to her deep 
political conviction and as artifact within Calloway’s “eclectic archive” of 
activism. 

Embodying true race womanhood, I now turn to Calloway’s 
speeches, which represent not only her voice and her words, but also her 
knowledge production and her conviction, calling attention to her 
penchant for dissecting power plays at multiple intersections that 
historically deeply affected her as well as members of her community.  
“Unspeakable, Ridiculous” and “Way-Out Actions” 

Eleven years before Calloway was born, another race woman, Mary 
Church Terrell published an essay entitled, “The Mission of the 
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Meddler,” in which she describes meddling as a necessary political act.20 
Capturing the essence of Terrell’s idea of meddling, Cooper writes, “The 
United States had an ‘imperative need’ for ‘active, insistent and fearless 
meddlers who will spend their time investigating institutions, customs, 
and laws whose effect on any color or class is depressing or bad.’”21 
Terrell later refined her idea of meddling into what Ida Barnett Wells 
calls “dignified agitation,” which both women see as “the only way to 
arouse the public against the evils and injustices of a certain kind.”22 In 
my work poring over Calloway’s writings, it is obvious she, like race 
women who came before her, believes in dignified agitation. In an 
undated speech entitled, “Women in Politics in Missouri,” Calloway 
draws upon the work of Virginia Minor who, in 1872, made a bold 
request to a county clerk, demanding to be registered to vote.23 Although 
at the local- and state-level Minor’s repeated requests were denied, her 
dignified agitation inspired women to organize despite being “jeered at, 
deriled, and joked about,” as Calloway puts it.24 

Eventually, Missouri would become the 11th state to ratify the 
Suffrage Amendment, and afterwards Calloway notes the League of 
Women Voters (LWV) “appears for a long stretch of years to abandon 
the feminist cause.”25 Seemingly turned off by what she saw as Missouri 
women’s political complacency, Calloway points out how even female 
politicians—most of whom typically land their positions out of male 
interest convergence—“are the ones who raise the most vociferous 
opposition to the Equal Rights Amendment,” quipping, “Ah, yes, they 
favor equal rights for women, but—!”26 Here Calloway makes a plea, as 
she so often did in her speeches, to educate and inspire political 
engagement and action, or, as she herself called it in a speech entitled 
“Agenda For Change” delivered in 1978 to the Delta Sigma Theta 
Sorority, “unspeakable, ridiculous and ‘way-out’ actions.”27 In her speech 
to her sorority sisters she names other women, including Bella Abzug, 
Gloria Steinem, Betty Friedan, and Shirley Chisolm, who, as she 
describes, dared challenge the status quo, referring to them as “way-out 
gals” who refused to settle.28 She points toward and praises the work of 
suffragettes, particularly how being a “way-out gal” meant embracing 
dignified agitation:  

In that period of time to identify one’s self as a suffragette—
was to lay one’s self open to all sorts of charges—that of being 
a revolutionary bent on destroying the country; that of being 
indecent and pushy; that of being part of a conspiracy to break-
up the traditional family structure, or that of being just plain 
nutty in the head.29 
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Nodding to her sorority’s founders, 22 Black women of Howard 
University whose mission it was to empower college-educated Black 
women and the Black community, Calloway insists they too “must be 
labelled as ‘way-out gals’ who didn’t give a hoot about the prevailing 
customs and taboos.”30 Calloway grades them “100,” and then asks her 
sisters how they might grade themselves and their actions toward “the 
single-most controversial issue affecting women of our time—
ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment.”31 Deeply invested in her 
beliefs on educating and inspiring women politically to engage, Calloway 
admonishes her listeners to move beyond simply saying they are 
concerned about challenges faced by women in the Black community, 
instead to get involved, as the sorority’s founders did, in bonding 
“themselves into a sisterhood dedicated to vital concern for social 
welfare, academic excellence, and cultural enrichment.”32   

Calloway’s admonishment demonstrates an important tenet of 
intersectionality: being critical as a form of critical inquiry. In describing 
intersectionality’s origins with critical inquiry, Hill Collins and Bilge 
(2016) write, “The term ‘critical’ means criticizing, rejecting, and/or 
trying to fix the social problems that emerge in situations of social 
injustice.”33 Calloway’s criticism incites coalitions of women who might 
tackle how interactions between social inequalities such as race, class, 
and gender lead to the systematic establishment and maintenance of 
disenfranchised populations. Prior to the Civil Rights Act ending racial 
segregation, discrimination had been the pressing concern, but Calloway 
recognizes how promoting equal opportunity for women is 
fundamentally intertwined because of the ways race and gender intersect 
in shaping ideas about Black women. For example, are Black women to 
be considered women, or African Americans? That Calloway, a Black 
state congresswoman in the 1970s, utilized her platform to speak to 
college-educated Black women demonstrates not only the 
intersectionality in her work and the lens through which she views social 
change, but also her critical praxis in taking a stand, rather than simply 
describing the problem. Calloway’s ERA call-to-action speeches also 
reveal what and how power relations are at play. The interpersonal 
domain of power is about how power relations relate to people’s lives, 
their interpersonal relationships, and the ordering of power therein.34 
For both advocates and critics, the volatile ERA era coalesced around 
everyday social interactions that shape relationships, particularly along 
and across racial and gender lines. While much of Calloway’s speech is a 
call-to-action to assist in ratifying the ERA, she also attempts to relate 
interpersonally to her Black female audience and to inspire their 
subsequent social interactions, a feat that demonstrates her strategy in 
using what power she has as a Black woman dedicated to creating social 
change. Calloway’s words plant the seed the ERA enables a world where 
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women play according to fair rules on a level playing field, for, without 
the ERA, power and money will surely continue to reside with men. This 
disciplining of women, especially Black women, is a task Calloway 
sought not only to highlight, but tackle. The cultural domain of power 
that Calloway’s ERA speeches demonstrate reiterates the message that, 
without the ERA, men remain winners and women losers, reinforcing 
messages and legitimizing social practices that marginalize women. 
When one peels back the layers of the ERA’s ebb and flow of support 
and opposition, a clearer picture of the structural barriers and 
intersecting power relations blocking the ERA from ratification emerges. 
That picture is what Calloway aimed to change.  
“Black Women Are About as Low as Low Can Go” 

In a 1973 speech entitled, “Opinions & Observations on the 
Problems & Issues Facing Minority Women in the St. Louis Area,” 
Calloway highlights three specific challenges facing Black women: law, 
employment, and political effectiveness.35 Calloway cites the historical 
founding of U.S. laws as “voiding and mocking” constitutional rights.36 
She traces the history of the 13th Amendment [to abolish slavery], the 
14th Amendment [to extend citizenship to all persons born or naturalized 
in the U.S.], the 15th Amendment [to give Black men the right to vote], 
and the 19th Amendment [to give women the right to vote].37 She notes 
how women, especially Black women, are treated as chattel, criticizing 
the U.S. preoccupation with maleness as deliberate phraseology.38 
Calloway cites the Civil Rights Act for finally making discriminatory 
actions a federal crime, abridging the rights granted by the 13th, 14th, and 
15th Amendments.39 And then, in whimsical prose emblematic of her 
persona, she chides women on the temptation of complacency, writing, 
“Very good. That’s that! I can almost hear someone saying—well, that 
should satisfy the women, Black women included.”40 

Through inference and anecdotes, Calloway illustrates why the 
intersection of race and gender matters. To illustrate her points on the 
marginalization of Black women, Calloway cites St. Louis census data 
documenting the median family income of a white, female-headed 
household as about $700 more than that of a Black, female-headed 
household.41 In summation of her point, Calloway retorts, “Black 
women are about as low as low can go.”42 She goes on to describe how 
even Black women of middle- and upper-income face economic 
inequity, stating, “A Black woman with a college degree is earning—less 
than the national average earning of a male High School Drop Out.”43 
She discloses how retirement checks barely amounting to $65.00 
monthly are all several hundred Black women retired from the St. Louis 
school system have to rely upon, and she notes Black women on welfare 
disproportionately face neglect from social workers, the result of which 
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has far-reaching and intersecting complications for a Black woman’s 
education, healthcare, housing, and employment.44 She even boldly 
brings up abortion as a form of reproductive justice for Black women, to 
protect not only themselves, but also the high rate of Black infant 
mortality, which she says stands at 45% for all Black babies born to 
mothers with four previous pregnancies, and at a rate four times higher 
for infants born within 15 months of the mothers’ most recent 
pregnancy.45 She goes on to present statistics that show “Black women 
with three or more children are the lowest paid in the workforce and the 
most likely to be trapped in poverty conditions—with no upward 
mobility avenues whatsoever.”46 

Her point is state laws can remedy glaring, oppressive inequities 
against Black women, but in order for change to happen, her audience 
of Black women would need to step up. She tells her audience, “We are 
not with it,” and, “I will now candidly—without biting my tongue—
conclude that my rating of St. Louis Black women’s effectiveness on the 
political scene is about minus zero.”47 Out of love for her fellow Black 
women, Calloway, known for calling things as she sees them, calls them 
in, not out. Although critics might read it another way, what Calloway 
does is what she does best: building a coalition for social welfare by 
educating and rallying the public—an embodiment of true race 
womanhood. Her words and anecdotes cut through to the very power 
constraining Black women. Calloway approaches the intersection of 
race, gender, and class collectively so as to point out that, at any one 
intersection—race and gender, gender and class, or race and class—, 
Black women are made the lowest of the low by society’s disciplinary 
and structural framing. Her plea for Black women to coalesce effectively 
is underscored by examples of social inequity, domains of power, 
relationality, social context, complexity, and social justice.48  
“It’s [Not Just] Because I’m Black” 

The most poignant example of Calloway’s intersectionality work 
may be a speech she delivered to the 1976 Bicentennial Conference on 
the Woman’s Pursuit of the American Dream. Her talk, entitled “The 
Differences in Challenges Facing Black and White Women,” drives right 
to the heart of intersectionality.49 She begins by posing the question, 
“Are there differences?” and continues by answering,  

Right off, the answer has to be definitely, yes. Let’s start by 
ticking off the areas of broadest concern to women and taking 
a look. Housing. Job Opportunities. Health. Education. Family 
Life. Legislative Law. Political Consciousness. And most 
importantly—the Female Role.”50 

With intersectional foresight, Calloway theorizes everyone yearns to be 
treated as an individual person rather than as a “conglomerate blob” 
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with a simple identity.51 In other words, within multiple intersections 
one can begin to see the forces of power exercised upon us, as well as 
why no one and no issue are monolithic. In describing how she aims to 
put liberation into proper focus for Black women, she acknowledges the 
far-reaching problems Black women face. She notes Black women’s 
experience teach that discrimination can be blamed solely on racial 
distinctions, making it difficult to see the intersection of race and 
gender.52  

A Black woman teaching in a college and failing year after year 
to be upgraded or to achieve tenure concludes, “It’s because 
I’m Black.” Or maybe her salary is rounded out lower than 
others in the profession—her blackness is faulted. … Accused 
of a crime and being convicted to receive a longer sentence 
than would a male for the same offense—the Black female 
offender gripes, “It’s because I’m Black they give me all this 
time.” On and on, I could flip up these kinds of examples—in 
athletics, in the medical and dental labs—in the media—in the 
factories and industry—wherever, the truth is that when Black 
women meet discrimination—instinct and experience operate 
to form a conclusion that discrimination perpetrated against 
them is solely and singly because of their skin coloring. The fact 
is that Black women have such an acute sensitivity about race 
discrimination that it is difficult for sex-sensitivity to surmount 
it.53 
Calloway argues the trouble for Black women is not only race, but is 

the intersectional and exponential oppressions of being Black and female 
that result in an unbalanced equation where race is not the sole culprit. 
The disciplining of Black women in employment, both in status and in 
income, as well as the cultural power that throws shade on Black women 
through the perpetuation of stereotypes in the media, to the 
interpersonal experiences that teach Black women the discrimination 
they face is due to race, Calloway jumps right to the heart by 
exemplifying why, despite being hard to see, intersections of race and 
gender matter.   

Calloway does not stop there, though. She explains why Black 
womanhood in this country is rooted in slave heritage and how Black 
women have been forced to adopt a dichotomous identity.54 She 
describes how, on one hand, Black women have had to exhibit physical 
and moral stamina while trying to hold a family together while, on the 
other hand, they have been forced into playing subservient, yielding roles 
in order to bolster their Black male counterparts.55 She then turns to 
white women’s political organizing, explaining it is much easier for white 
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women situated in white privilege to demand ERA because they do not 
suffer from the plight of having to fight for equal treatment by race. As 
Calloway puts it, “For [Black women], the cry most echoed is ‘get me 
out of the white folks’ kitchens.’”56 

Calloway highlights distinctions across family structures, arguing 
Black female identity is rooted in the inherent role of the female slave as 
a child-breeder with a tolerance of rape that has continued to build.57 
Her comparisons continue true to form in her early description of 
modern-day plantation politics: how Black family structure is violated by 
the federal government.58 Like slave masters who sold slaves’ children 
despite parents’ objections, the federal government robs the Black male 
of his parental right because Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) policy 
dictates money to raise children can only be provided when fathers are 
nowhere to be found.59 Calloway goes on to argue, “Today, the 
Government…desecrates the female personhood of those who opt to 
bear and raise children.”60  

Calloway illustrates differences previously mentioned in speeches 
regarding employment, political consciousness, legislative law, healthcare 
and reproductive justice, and education, in which she specifically points 
out disparities Black women face in “being put down, distorted and 
stereotyped according to the male’s determination of what she should 
be.”61 Ultimately, her point is that while white women can band together 
to increase female power, Black women push for increased power for 
Black people, not simply Black women.62 
Conclusion 

Calloway’s work meddling in the intersectionality of race, gender, 
and class occurs during a time when intersectionality was not yet even a 
coined term, but during the decades from the 1960s to the early 1980s, 
when social movements catalyzed intersectionality’s core ideas, though 
using different vocabularies.63 In 1940, Terrell used the phrase “double 
handicap”; in 1970, France Beale used the phrase “double jeopardy”; 
and in 1989, Kimberlé Crenshaw coined “intersectionality” in 
“Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex,” published in the 
University of Chicago Legal Forum.64 It was then that intersectionality began 
to be examined by Black feminists, social justice projects, and within the 
academy.65 That Calloway’s timing is situated after Terrell’s description 
of intersectionality by proxy of a “double handicap” in 1940, and before 
Frances Beales’ use of the phrase “double jeopardy” in 1970 or 
Crenshaw’s coining of “intersectionality” in 1989 places Calloway 
among race women who came before and after her.  

Calloway was not only a race woman with “way-out actions,” she 
was also an emissary who knew the value of education and who 
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characterized the potential of Black women as limitless. Calloway 
propagated her belief that, through educating the public, she might stand 
tall and she might bring others to stand tall. She was determined to 
educate, serve, and uplift communities of Black women, resoundingly 
refusing to accept inferior status. 
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Desegregation to Re-Segregation 
in the “Air Capitol of the World”: 
The Case of Wichita USD 259 
Aaron Rife, University of Wichita 

 
We have desegregated, but we have not completed an integration program. 

—Dr. Dean Stucky, Deputy Superintendent, 
USD 259 Wichita Public Schools, August, 1977 

 
 
In his conclusion to the seminal work Dismantling Desegregation,1 in 1996 
Gary Orfield, co-founder of UCLA’s Civil Rights Project, warns citizens 
and educators alike the U.S. is undoing and undermining Brown v. Board 
consistently: on the national and local levels, through legislation, U.S. 
Supreme Court decisions, and even district-level actions.2 That we 
“ignore at great cost” the fact that:  

There is nothing in the experience of the United States since 
Plessy v. Ferguson to suggest that racially separate schools will 
ever be equal so long as the rest of society is profoundly 
unequal. Choosing resegregation means choosing greater 
inequality and risking the future of our multiracial society.3 

It is now 2019 and re-segregation of public schools, particularly in urban 
and metropolitan centers, is in full swing and shows little sign of 
reversing. What follows is in part a story of how one Midwestern city 
was forced “voluntarily” to desegregate and how that plan ultimately 
transformed into another tool to re-segregate. At the same time, the 
story of desegregation and re-segregation in a midwestern metropolis’ 
urban school district compels and instructs on just how a district’s 
attempts to avoid federal oversight and control ultimately undermined 
its own stated goals.  

But first, a description of this midwestern locale. Wichita is the 
largest city in the state of Kansas, partly because of industrialization and 
its focus on aerospace engineering, partly because of the geographical 
quirk that divides Kansas City between two states. Wichita boasts a 
population of 390,000 people in the city itself, 640,000 within the entire 
metropolitan area.4 These numbers place Wichita a little behind 
Colorado Springs, Colorado, but ahead of Des Moines, Iowa in terms of 
population size.5 Wichita shares much in common with many mid-size 
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metropolitan areas across the country; it has struggled to continue to 
grow in the face of de-industrialization and has dealt with 
suburbanization and threats of urban decay, particularly in the city’s 
central core. However, like many cities across the U.S., Wichita holds 
tightly to an identity, in this case as the historic center of military, 
commercial, and private aircraft manufacturing. While not as dominant 
as in years past, Wichita is still a significant player in aerospace 
engineering, design, and manufacturing. In fact, it is the self-proclaimed 
“Air Capital of the World.” 

The Wichita School District (WPS), designated as Unified School 
District (USD) 259 by the state of Kansas, is the largest in the state, with 
about 50,000 students.6 While not as large as districts in major 
metropolitan areas, WPS still works with a large and diverse body of 
children, comparable to the Boston or Atlanta public school districts.7 
Because districts like Wichita are not as large as New York, Chicago, or 
Los Angeles they figure prominently neither in news media reports nor 
scholarship, yet such mid-sized districts as Wichita are nevertheless 
indicative of the educational experience of millions of American children 
and well worthy of study, analysis and discussion. The story of Wichita 
Public Schools and their handling of de-segregation and re-segregation 
serves as a valuable exemplar of a national equity dilemma. 

I begin not with the formation of the school district, but with an 
historical moment of crisis. In 1971, Kansas’ Wichita Public School 
District entered into a semi-voluntary de-segregation agreement with the 
then-U.S. Department of Housing, Education, and Welfare’s (HEW) 
Office for Civil Rights (OCR).8 Hoping to avoid censure by federal 
authorities, the district was one of the nation’s relatively few to create 
and maintain a long-term busing plan to transport white and Black 
students across neighborhood boundaries to ensure a racially diverse 
student body within and across city elementary, middle, and high 
schools. This locally infamous busing plan was rooted in continual 
pressure both from Wichita’s African-American community and HEW 
to provide equal and open access for underserved students.  

HEW’s involvement and ultimate threat to Kansas USD 259 stems 
from the tense relationship between the school board and the African-
American community. An important Wichita leader during the 1950s 
through the early ’70s, Chester Lewis, president of the Wichita Chapter 
of the NAACP, reminded district leadership of their years-long failure to 
integrate students and hire more Black teachers.9 Frustrated with the 
school board’s habit of avoiding these concerns, in 1966 Lewis sent a 
formal complaint to the U.S. Department of Housing, Education, and 
Welfare (HEW) outlining, among other complaints, “racial 
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discriminatory gerrymandering.”10 Until this time Black and white 
students were separated largely by neighborhood boundaries drawn 
along racially segregated lines (see Figure A for visualization of 
neighborhood segregation). Wichita’s inequitable educational reality 
came to a head in the 1960s when three all-Black elementary schools—
L’Ouverture, Ingalls, and Mueller—grew in student population beyond 
their respective buildings’ capacity.11 The USD 259 school board and 
then-superintendent Lawrence Shepoiser acted to ease the three Black 
schools’ overcrowding by allocating one million dollars to build portable 
classrooms as school additions rather than bus Black children to 
neighboring white schools with smaller student populations. The 
African-American community was vocally opposed to this decision, but 
the school board ignored their complaints.12 Believing he had exhausted 
his options, Lewis turned to the federal government and HEW’s Office 
for Civil Rights. The OCR accepted Lewis’s 1966 complaint and sent a 
team to investigate the district in 1967. What followed was roughly a 
four-year period of investigation and failed integration plans that 
ultimately culminated in Wichita’s 1971 busing plan. 

 

 
Figure A. Wichita Population, White and Black. (each red dot represents 25 people) Maps 
created by the author using Social Explorer (socialexplorer.com) and U.S. Population Census 
Data. 

After attempting to make small changes to earlier desegregation 
plans, the USD 259 school board came under enough pressure and fear 
of reprisal from HEW to issue a more robust integration and busing 
plan. Nevertheless reprisal came: the Office for Civil Rights took the 
district to court in June 1970 just as integration plans put forward by 
Wichita between 1966 and 1970 failed to meet federal standards.13 On 
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March 1, 1971, the judge rendered his decision: USD 259 was found to 
be in violation of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and was given until May 31st 
to file a response.14 Then faced with the very real threat of losing federal 
funding, Wichita’s new superintendent Alvin Morris (who replaced 
Shepoiser) and the school board acted swiftly to implement a 
desegregation plan that would satisfy the HEW OCR. In April 1971, 
district leaders announced they would bus Black children from 
L’Ouverture, Ingalls, and Mueller elementary schools to predominantly 
white schools. Additionally, Dunbar, Little, and Fairmount, also all-Black 
elementary schools, would be closed and students sent to neighboring 
white schools. Thereafter, the portion of Wichita holding the greatest 
concentration of African Americans (what was then northeast and is 
now considered north-central) gained the label “the Assigned 
Attendance Area,” or the “AAA.”15 Consequently, beginning in 1971 
and continuing through the present day, school-aged children living in 
the AAA choose which school they wish to attend from a list of select 
nearby USD 259 schools. The portable classrooms were removed from 
all-Black schools, and the USD 259 board pledged to ensure “peripheral 
schools” (existing schools plus those that would be built within city 
limits) would not become majority Black.16 Their agreement with the 
HEW OCR dictated the district ensure no school reached “single-race” 
status, the threshold of which was set at 60% of a school’s student body. 
Any school with more than 60% of its student body belonging to any 
single race thereafter would be considered in violation.17 

The imposition of this quantitative threshold proved most 
controversial for Wichita’s white population, since the 1971 plan called 
for busing white students to previously all-Black schools L’Ouverture, 
Ingalls, and Mueller. As a first step toward compliance, USD 259 offered 
white families the opportunity voluntarily to send their children to 
schools in predominantly Black neighborhoods. After accounting for 
voluntary transfers of white students into AAA schools and Black 
students out of them, if the balance of any school remained above the 
threshold, then a district lottery based on birthdates would choose white 
students to attend an AAA school for at least one school year.18 While 
the busing plan placed the larger burden on Black students and their 
families to desegregate the district as typical for forced busing plans, it 
ultimately required between 1,000 and 2,000 white students to attend 
schools outside their neighborhoods. Although for different reasons, 
neither the African-American nor the white community were particularly 
enamored with the plan; groups opposing the plan immediately (albeit 
unsuccessfully) filed suit against the USD 259 school board.19 

Despite all objections the plan stuck, as it proved USD 259 was 
enacting school desegregation in earnest not only by sending Black 
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students to white schools, but by busing white students to Black schools. 
A few years after the plan was implemented, Wichita public schools 
were not only released from their 1971 non-compliance status, but 
earned national praise for being one of 10 school districts nationwide 
designated “completely desegregated.”20 While Wichita seemed to be 
succeeding in its efforts to integrate schools, it is important to consider 
the Wichita busing plan moved a relatively small percentage of USD 
259’s student body. Although around 5,000, mostly Black students were 
bussed to schools outside their neighborhoods, this number only 
accounts for about 8% of USD 259’s total student body during busing’s 
first year (the ’71–’72 school year).21 Again, as has since been proven 
many times over in other cities, the burden of desegregation falls more 
heavily on Black families, since 43% of Black students were bussed to 
schools outside their own neighborhoods.22  

One of the most consequential oversights built into Wichita’s 
integration plan emerged because the plan only accounted for the 
district’s white and Black students and ignored all other racial and ethnic 
groups, particularly Latinos. From the 1970s to the present day, USD 
259’s student population grew increasingly diverse yet racial boundaries 
remained concentrated largely in the same neighborhoods, so 
administrators continuously fought a losing battle to maintain racially 
balanced, compliant schools. In 1971, the district was 82% white and 
15% Black. Making up the districts remaining 3% were Asian, Hispanic, 
and American Indian students.23 In 2018, USD 259 reports their district 
as roughly 35% Hispanic/Latino/a, 33% white, 19% Black, 7% multi-
racial, and 5% Asian.24  

The 1971 busing plan became the basis for continued desegregation 
efforts as well as the birth of the magnet program piloted in the late ’70s 
that exploded in the ’90s and early 2000s. Presented as options for 
students to learn through different teaching styles or curricular 
emphases, district leaders hoped white families in Wichita could be 
persuaded to send their children beyond their immediate 
neighborhoods, which would, in theory, help integrate the USD 259 
student body. Most magnet schools created over the program’s 30-plus 
years were elementary schools, along with a few middle schools and one 
high school. A few magnets were “pure” by design, meaning they did 
not have a specific attendance area or tie to a neighborhood, so any 
student in the city could apply to attend; Northeast Magnet High is one 
such “pure magnet.” Most, however, were designed as neighborhood 
magnets, as they took all students within attendance boundaries and 
accepted applications from interested parties for any openings left after 
serving the neighborhood’s needs.  
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Functionally, today’s magnet program is subject to a type of lottery 
in which parents sign up for specific schools to which they want to send 
their children. Yet drawing the lottery does not guarantee a spot at a 
certain school. Principals from individual schools inform the district of 
the “seats” they have available, thereafter the district runs a lottery 
randomizing the names of the request pool.25 Complicating the formula 
are policy exceptions, in which children of staff members or siblings of 
current students who attend a magnet are given priority status. This 
economy of exceptions combined with a few “tricks” parents have 
learned to sway school match-up allows for a certain gamification of the 
magnet lottery system in which parents in the know can improve their 
chances for getting the school they want.26 Thus, 24 magnet schools 
across the district, 19 of which are elementary or K–8, champion both 
choice and equality for Wichita USD 259, allowing families to send 
children to neighborhood schools or to greener pastures. Ostensibly, this 
system supports racial integration among the student body as no single 
person of any race or ethnicity is completely locked into a school. 
Coupling the magnet program with busing gave Wichita USD 259 all the 
window dressing of an inclusive, open district. In reality, white parents in 
the district tend to send their children to white neighborhood schools or 
to predominantly white magnet schools.  

The watershed moment for busing, magnet schools, and integration 
came in 2008, with the U. S. Supreme Court’s decision in Parents Involved 
in Community Schools v Seattle School District No. 1 (2007) which ruled 
school districts cannot integrate schools explicitly along race-based 
criteria.27 Seattle employed a system very similar to Wichita’s in that they 
set a racial line at 40% white or 60% “non-white” for every district high 
school. While students were free to apply to attend any high school, a 
few factors determined whether they would be allowed to attend a 
certain school—one of those factors being race. Parents Involved in 
Community Schools sued the district, the case went through district 
court, then the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals, then the U.S. Supreme 
Court, which found the district’s plan unconstitutional under the Equal 
Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. This is the case that 
delivered the infamous statement from Chief Justice John Roberts: “The 
way to stop discrimination on the basis of race is to stop discriminating 
on the basis of race.”28 The Court’s ruling was heard loudly across the 
U.S. and marked a resounding blow to affirmative action initiatives as 
urban school districts with integration plans in effect had quickly to 
revise to comply with the ruling. District officials and the Wichita school 
board were no different, as they saw themselves in violation once again, 
but for different reasons. While in 1971 it can be argued USD 259 was 
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not paying close enough attention to the racial divides in its schools, by 
2008 the district arguably had become too observant. In order to 
continue to fly under the federal government’s radar, or at least to avoid 
lawsuits from those opposed to desegregative busing, changes had to be 
made. 

In 2008, Wichita Public Schools ended its desegregation busing 
program and the magnet schools became united in a district-wide system 
for school choice and racial integration. The district still collected and 
reported demographic data reflecting race and ethnicity of each school’s 
student body, but no longer used that information to achieve any sort of 
racial balance in the schools. Instead district officials lauded the power 
of choice as the driving mechanism in racially equalizing schools. When 
asked about the magnet program as a desegregation tool, Superintendent 
John Allison positively purrs: 

We’ve got more choice available than maybe any other school 
district in the country, families are making decisions about, “do 
I want my child at the neighborhood school? Do I want them 
to be in a district magnet?” Our parents are making those 
selections.29  

Choice became the magic word in Wichita, however, looking at school 
enrollment after ten years of USD 259’s forefronting the magnet 
program reveals mixed results.  

 

 
Figure B. Chart created by author, public data from Kansas Department of Education 
district-level data. 
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Recall, the original agreement with HEW’s Office for Civil Rights 
dictated the district would ensure no school would have over 60% of its 
student body made up of any single race. While the district continually 
struggled to avoid that line, today roughly a quarter of Wichita’s 85 
schools would be classified as single race; over a third of the district’s 
magnet schools qualify as single race and another fourth are approaching 
this designation (see Figure B). To add insult to injury, schools with the 
largest percentage of either Hispanic/Latino or African American 
students also tend academically to be the lowest performing schools and 
most in need of facility improvements and modernizations: once again 
separate but not equal. 

 

 
Figure C. “AAA” Attendance Zone, Wichita Public Schools USD 259. Underlying map 
obtained from USD 259. Highlighted AAA boundaries and dots created by author with 
U.S. Population Census data employed in Social Explorer (socialexplorer.com). Each dot 
represents 25 Black people living within the AAA boundary. 

But Superintendent Allison, the school board, and various district 
leaders took direct measures to address poor conditions and academic 
performance by applying for a grant from the U.S. Department of 
Education, and, in 2013, received $12 million in the form of a Project 
Discover grant. As a three-year grant, Project Discover aided USD 259 
in acquiring computer equipment, engineering labs, iPads, new paint, 
lighting, and new entryways for Brooks Middle School, Jardine Middle 
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School, Buckner Elementary, L’Ouverture Elementary, and Spaght 
Elementary, all magnet schools in “economically disadvantaged areas of 
Wichita.”30 The grant also paid a recruiter to encourage enrollment in 
magnets. Two magnets are located within the AAA; these measures and 
resources have so far not changed the dominant racial patterns of the 
five buildings or improved students’ academic performance. 

Switching from what whites in Wichita and elsewhere tend to call 
“forced busing” to an emphasis on busing students to magnet schools 
on a voluntary basis, Wichita turned away from an increasingly 
unpopular measure, rebranding their offerings into a system that, on 
paper, seems to reflect the ideal of school choice while also embracing 
diversity, equity, and inclusion. However, Wichita has become another 
example of a modern paradox in desegregation as the district is more 
diverse than ever, yet its individual schools are becoming starkly more 
segregated. For example, in 2007—the last year of busing for 
integration—688 Black students living in an assigned attendance area 
attended schools outside their neighborhoods. In 2016, only 138 did.31  

Adding a layer of complication to Wichita’s desegregation and 
integration plan, the student body is now more Hispanic/Latino overall 
than district leaders ever expected; in fact, there are more Latino 
students than any other group in Wichita schools. The district still 
maintains the AAA and buses those Black students to assorted 
elementary and middle schools, however, no such area or plan exists for 
the Latino community, the bulk of whom live just ten minutes west of 
the AAA. Because desegregation historically has been about correcting 
ills caused by the separation of Black and white students, schools that 
became de facto Latino did not raise the same kind of attention that 
district leaders eventually paid to all-white or all-Black schools. Today, 
there are more Latino kids going to schools in Wichita than any other 
racial or ethnic group, yet they, too, seem concentrated within a handful 
of elementary, middle, and high schools. 

Wichita’s current school desegregation situation comes from actions 
that have landed USD 259’s response somewhere between past 
malicious planning and relatively current unintended consequences. 
Regardless of blame, Wichita is clearly re-segregating its schools, just like 
too many large school districts across the country. In the USD 259, 
busing went from being an integrative tool (at least in theory) to a 
segregative one when Court rulings changed the focus from racial 
equalization to school choice. While the founding of magnet schools 
sprang from desegregation measures, magnets currently add to the 
district’s march toward a segregated set of predominantly white, Black, 
or Latino/Hispanic schools. Again, this re-segregation is accomplished 
under the auspices of voluntary magnetization and done, as it were, 
under the radar of state and federal authorities. 
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Black ASL: Sign Language 
and Racism in the Education of 
Deaf Students 
Taylor Woodall-Greene, Oklahoma State University 

 
 
Multiple varieties of American Sign Language developed as a result of 
the segregation of state schools for the Deaf during the pre- and post-
Brown eras causing widespread change in both the Deaf community’s 
social and cultural norms and in the teaching of American Sign 
Language. Deaf education is a significantly understudied area in the field 
of Social Foundations of Education, so the phenomenon offers much 
for scholars to tease out and investigate in terms of how power and race 
intersect with the Deaf community. In this paper, I introduce and 
document Black ASL as a form of American Sign Language (ASL)—a 
language of which few Deaf educators and dominant users of ASL are 
aware—and investigate the real-life consequences of Deaf educators’ 
lack of awareness for the Black Deaf community. Framed theoretically 
by the socio-historical influence of racism and Critical Race Theory 
(CRT), I then analyze the systematic suppression of Black ASL in Deaf 
education to reveal how language varieties born of racial segregation 
continue to affect sign language, Deaf culture, Deaf history, and, more 
broadly, the education of Deaf students. I do so in order to expose 
white dominance in Deaf education and the consequences of the 
resulting discrimination against Deaf people of color.  

Critical Race Theory (CRT) is a branch of social theory whose 
authors theorize race, racism, and power structures within society 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). CRT theorists roughly align along five 
tenets, including counter-storytelling; the permanence of racism; 
whiteness as property; interest conversion; and the critique of liberalism 
(DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Hiraldo, 2010). Although CRT can be applied 
as a frame to analyze many fields of study, some researchers call for 
further development and utilization of CRT in educational contexts 
(DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). As a theoretical frame, CRT can be used 
starkly to illuminate race issues in education and provide insight into 
those educational settings which operate under supple racist ideologies. 

The CRT tenet of counter-storytelling opens space for active 
seeking of stories and histories left out of the mainstream education 
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curriculum. Exploring the stories and experiences of Black Deaf people, 
the history of Black Deaf involvement in education, and the language 
varieties of the Deaf community show potential in re-creating a more 
equitable representation as well as inclusion of Deaf citizens of color. 
Calling upon the activist mission of CRT and the determination to bring 
about social change, in this paper I present and analyze counter-stories 
that emerge from Black Deaf history.  
Varieties of ASL 

I am a white, hearing person and sign language interpreter who 
works within the Deaf community at a southern U.S. university. I have 
long asked myself and thought about how and when I have contributed 
to either the processes of building bridges or of creating barriers 
between the hearing and the Deaf. Throughout my experience in this 
role, now totaling more than six years, I work daily with many types of 
Deaf and hearing-impaired people who employ language modes based 
on race and culture. In my experience, hearing people are rarely aware 
there are multiple forms of sign language. Many factors can create 
difference in a Deaf person’s language; for instance, the cultural and 
familial background from which a Deaf person comes plays a significant 
role in their ability to use sign language. Whether a Deaf person is born 
into a hearing family or a Deaf family influences the type of education 
received during their youth, and culture influences language acquisition. 
Additionally, a Deaf person’s heritage and other cultural groups to which 
they belong may influence their language preference. Just as there are a 
multitude of regional accents in any one country, different countries 
develop unique sign languages. While white U.S. students generally sign 
similarly despite their different backgrounds, when Black students sign, 
they might use a style that many people of color and others argue 
functions as an entirely different language from ASL. Because Deaf 
students of color encounter majority-white university interpreters who 
use the dominant form of ASL, Deaf students of color are made to 
adjust to the signs of university interpreters. 

Capitalization of the letter “D” in Deaf is intentional, connecting 
the diverse Deaf community as a linguistic minority with a separate 
cultural identity (Baynton, Gannon, & Bergey, 2007). Lower-case “deaf” 
functions as a medical term used to describe a person’s hearing loss and 
the medical perception of deafness (Baynton, Gannon, & Bergey, 2007). 
This leads to a general assumption all d/Deaf people accept the label 
and political meaning inherent in the capitalization of Deaf, however, 
use of this label requires caution as many hearing-impaired people may 
not feel aligned with the Deaf community. Making sweeping 
generalizations about a group of people cancels out within-group 
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diversity. The cultural identity of deafness/Deafhood raises questions 
about the connections people who are deaf feel with others who share 
the same experience. The history of specific minority groups (Burch & 
Joyner, 2007; Christensen & Delgado, 2000; McCaskill, Lucas, Bayley, 
Hill, King, Baldwin, & Hogue, 2011; McKee & Davis, 2010; Williamson, 
2007) within the overarching Deaf community is worthy of 
consideration by Social Foundations scholars since most literature 
written on these communities labels specific groups with an identity-
based prefix to Deaf, such as Black Deaf or Hispanic Deaf. In this paper 
I uncover examples of racism within specific varieties of sign language.  
Historical Context of Deaf Education 

My institution’s classes on Deaf history and culture generally follow 
a pattern of retelling the Deaf community’s history and experiences, but 
from a white perspective. One common starting point for the teaching 
of ASL and Deaf culture and history is the year 1817, important because 
it marked the creation of American Sign Language at the opening of the 
first school for the Deaf in Hartford, Connecticut, where manual sign 
language was first used to educate students (McCaskill et al., 2011). The 
school’s founding fathers were Thomas Gallaudet, a hearing white U.S. 
man, and Laurent Clerc, a Deaf Frenchman. The school’s founding 
marks a significant change from previous attempts to educate Deaf 
people because the school taught multiple means of communication. 
Gallaudet, Clerc, and some of the school’s first students created the 
system of communication now referred to as American Sign Language 
(ASL). Sign language is comprised of hand movements, body language, 
and facial expressions used for visual communication (Lane, 1989). ASL 
arose from a mixture of French Sign Language, Native American Sign 
Language, and local signs from communities with a high population of 
Deaf residents, like Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts.  

After 1817 Deaf schools were established across the U.S., using 
ASL to teach students. However, other modes of communication, such 
as oralism, arose in U.S. schools to challenge the teaching of sign. Oral 
education is a method of communication that combines reading lips 
with Deaf people voicing; oralism is steeped in the belief “spoken 
language is inherently superior to sign language” (McCaskill et al., 2011, 
p. 26). Following the 1880s the practice of oralism came on the rise, 
creating a tremendous shift in Deaf education, replacing ASL with oral 
methods. Consequently, Deaf teachers and administrators were fired and 
replaced by hearing people as oralism rose in popularity and practice. In 
the late 1980s Deaf advocacy steeply increased, and the Americans with 
Disabilities Act passed in 1990. Soon thereafter visibility of and advocacy 
for the Deaf community advanced significantly and ASL was re-
established as the primary educational approach in most U.S. schools.  
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The history of Deaf education reads, troublingly, as a colorblind 
enterprise since it assumes, despite all that is known about the intricacies 
of culture and language creation and acquisition, all Deaf people’s 
history can be painted using the same brush—the same story presented 
time and again. Few studies explore the experiences of Black Deaf 
students at segregated schools, the different languages used, or the 
effects on the Black Deaf community and their language following Brown 
v. Board of Education (Burch & Joyner, 2007; Hairston & Smith, 1983; 
McCaskill et al., 2011; Runnels, 2017; Williamson, 2007). The power 
historically exercised in order to make policy, create curricula, and 
control access to education unsurprisingly fell to white hearing people; 
white Deaf people would become more central over time, opaquely 
whitewashing “standard” ASL. 
A History of Black Deaf Education  

While Black Deaf people historically lacked the power to make 
many educational or social decisions, nevertheless Black Deaf people 
persisted and their unique sign language variety prevails. The 
preservation of underrepresented varieties in the larger Deaf language is 
significant because Black Deaf people, like other Deaf people of color, 
were assimilated, segregated, and denied equal opportunity. This 
purposeful omission matters because past atrocities of dominant white 
society inspire activism and such activism restructures an inequitable 
history into a different, more equitable future form. 

Deaf Black people’s history of language acquisition has purposefully 
been shaped by dominant, white, racist ideologies and policies. One 
reason is owed to the first Deaf school’s exclusion of Deaf Black people. 
This racially based educational exclusion is significant because it explains 
the present-day lack of acceptance and the suppression of alternative 
forms of sign language made by people of color. Since African 
Americans and other Deaf people of color were not permitted to attend 
Deaf schools for many years after these schools were established, Deaf 
Black students were completely uninvolved in development of ASL’s 
foundational language composition.  

Many northern Deaf schools began integrating as early as the 1850s; 
the American School for the Deaf accepted Deaf Black students 
beginning in 1852, making it the first integrated school in Connecticut 
(McCaskill et al., 2011). Integration of students of color into Deaf 
schools was prohibited in the South, where thirteen states established 
segregated Deaf educational facilities (Hairston & Smith, 1983). From 
the end of the Civil War in 1865 until forced desegregation in the 1970s, 
Black and white students, including Deaf students, attended separate 
schools (Black and white Deaf students most often attended special 
boarding schools) (Gannon, 1981). Which year each state Deaf school 
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was desegregated varies, but all occur after the Brown decision, with 
some states desegregating as early as 1954, while other states did not 
comply with Brown until the 1970s. Louisiana, for example, remained 
segregated until 1978 (McCaskill et al., 2011). Separate schools for deaf 
and hearing students created a natural environment for varieties of 
manual sign language to develop. This long period of segregation, while 
in most ways harmful, makes possible the crucial preservation and 
longevity of Black ASL and its effect on the Black Deaf community who 
used it (McCaskill et al., 2011).  

An unintended effect of racially segregated Black Deaf schools 
preserved Black ASL; oralism was not enforced with Black students 
because white educators believed Black students could not learn or 
perform oral methods of reading lips and speaking (McCaskill et al., 
2011). The consequence of white educators’ Eugenics-fueled 
discrimination is Black Deaf children continued sign language use 
unimpeded by oralism, and therefore Black Deaf children’s language 
acquisition “was more comprehensible than their white [D]eaf 
counterparts” (McCaskill et al., 2011, p. 107). The exclusive use of sign 
language and the presence of Black Deaf teachers in the classroom 
meant Black Deaf students were exposed to Deaf adult role models and 
had access to education in their native language, something stripped 
from white Deaf students by the rising tide of oralism.  

Hairston and Smith (1983), in Black and Deaf in America: Are We that 
Different?, explain the field’s persistent focus on underemployment and 
under-education of Black Deaf people in the post-Brown era as an 
“oversimplification of the problem” (p. 1). They argue, rather, the 
problem stems from the inferiority complex Black Deaf people develop 
when they are first labeled as disabled, and then further stigmatized 
based on race, doubling their minority status and isolation from society. 
The limited, limiting educational opportunities available to Black Deaf 
students reflect the same brand of vocational tracking Native Americans 
experienced in Indian boarding schools. For example, a Black Deaf man 
reveals his mistrust in Gallaudet University, a university founded to 
educate the Deaf- and hearing-impaired because: 

…prior to 1949, educational programs were segregated in 
Washington, D.C. … I was informed in my sophomore year at 
the Indiana School for the Deaf that Blacks were not allowed to 
go to Gallaudet. Naturally, I lost interest in studying with no 
goals for which to aim. Going to Gallaudet used to be my 
number one goal…. (Hairston & Smith, p. 16)  

For this Black Deaf man his compound minority status earned by being 
both Black and Deaf equates to educational second-class citizenry. The 
practice of barring Black Deaf students from applying and attending a 
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Deaf college reflects society’s attitude of the time toward the Deaf and 
hearing-impaired, but also shows the exclusion of the Black Deaf 
community from Deaf colleges as perpetrated from within the Deaf 
community. Despite this knowledge of exclusion, little to no mention of 
racism appears in current research and history on Deaf culture, likely 
because Special Education as a discipline is notoriously whitewashed, its 
scholars speak of “difference” in terms of physical or mental ability, and 
rarely, if ever, explore the discriminatory effects of race or social class.  

Chronicling racial tension in the Deaf community, the authors of 
The Hidden Treasures of Black ASL (McCaskill et al., 2011) encountered 
resistance from the Black Deaf community. Some Black Deaf 
participants refused to participate in research conducted by Gallaudet, 
the Deaf college that once routinely excluded Blacks, yet that now 
ostensibly seeks Black Deaf students’ contributions (McCaskill et al., 
2011). Mistrust of Gallaudet stems from more than its exclusionary 
practices toward Black Deaf students, but also from how educational 
policy stipulated by states only allowed for vocational education through 
the 10th grade, which automatically disqualified Black Deaf students 
from attending Gallaudet (McCaskill et al., 2011).  

The story of Junius Wilson provides an example of the lived 
experience of those who reside at an intersection of race, sex, class, and 
disability. Wilson attended a segregated school for the Deaf called the 
North Carolina School for the Colored Blind and Deaf in Raleigh, NC 
from 1916 until 1924 where he learned Black ASL (Burch & Joyner, 
2007). The North Carolina school and its students experienced a unique 
effect of Jim Crow laws: the laws altered Black Deaf students’ 
interactions with the white Deaf community while also excluding Black 
Deaf students from the hearing Black community (Burch & Joyner, 
2007). Paradoxically, the isolation of Black Deaf people resulting from 
social and political barriers to their education created an environment 
where Black ASL flourished among generations of students.   

In 1925 the state accused Junius Wilson of attempted rape, and 
because he could not communicate with anyone due to his Deafness, he 
was “found insane,” “surgically castrated,” and committed to the Cherry 
Hill Hospital which housed North Carolina’s “Asylum for the Colored 
Insane” (North Carolina’s sole mental institution for African Americans 
until the Civil Rights Act was passed) (Barth, 2017), where he remained 
for the next 65 years (Burch & Joyner, 2007). In the 1970s, the state 
dropped charges against Wilson, but he remained incarcerated for 
another 20 years (Burch & Joyner, 2007). Wilson’s inability to 
communicate, his Blackness, and his family’s powerlessness to provide 
appropriate legal counsel contributed to his wretched institutional 
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abandonment. Junius Wilson’s story recounts one way racism can affect 
dramatically Black Deaf education, the Black Deaf’s access to resources 
and legal counsel, and language development for Black Deaf people. 

According to sign language interpreters in the Southern U.S., even 
if one is considered fluent in American Sign Language, it is “virtually 
impossible [for outsiders] to understand” Black ASL created by students 
within segregated school systems. In the case of Junius Wilson, a 
complete lack of interpreters and professionals understanding Black 
ASL left him imprisoned and unable to communicate with others. 
Language barriers also likely contributed to Wilson’s assumed 
intellectually damaged state, for in Wilson’s case, white ASL interpreters 
and Deaf communities held the power to say what constituted Deaf 
language.   

In the end, Wilson’s ruined life comes down to a consequence of 
delegitimizing certain forms of sign language considered outside the 
scope of white American Sign Language. Means of suppressing people 
of color take on many forms, for, as Alexander (2012) argues in The New 
Jim Crow, there has never been an end to racial caste systems in the U.S.; 
we as a society “have merely redesigned it” (p. 2).  

After schools for the Deaf integrated, Black students using Black 
ASL were forced to conform to the language of the white Deaf schools 
they entered (Burch & Joyner, 2007). The exclusion of Black ASL from 
“official,” white American Sign Language supports Alexander’s (2012) 
and Anderson’s (2016) assertions on how deep-seated, systematic racism 
from the past still dramatically shapes lives today. Still today, 
whitewashed notions of racial difference, like the concept 
“colorblindness,” sway perspectives (Alexander, 2012; Anderson, 2016) 
on how racism shapes the history of Deaf people in the U.S. 

Colorblindness, or the fictional claim white people “don’t see 
color,” partially steeped in a “belief that race no longer matters” 
(Alexander, 2012, p. 11), prevails across U.S. society, and this view is 
taught in colleges of education and shared among educators. The 
mythical colorblindness also shapes Deaf education, members of the 
Deaf community, and members of the hearing community who serve 
the Deaf community since white ASL is passed throughout the Deaf 
community by majority-white sign language interpreters working in the 
U.S. (Cokely, 1981; Jones, Clark, & Soltz, 1997; Williams, 2016). The 
assumption of colorblind homogeneity and assumption of a 
monolingual, monolithic Deaf community erases the many vibrant, 
authentic, culturally appropriate forms of ASL, substituting wholesale 
white ASL which then becomes the basis for educational theory and 
practice.   
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Conclusion  

The white Deaf community’s control of language is a modern 
phenomenon. For instance, Nyle DiMarco—a well-known white Deaf 
male actor, model, and advocate for the Deaf community—posted a 
video meant to teach others the sign for the recent superhero movie, 
Black Panther. Thousands viewed DiMarco’s video; both the hearing 
community and the majority of the Deaf community embraced the sign 
he created. However, the sign for a Black superhero from Africa already 
exists in Black ASL. The Black Deaf community posted the correct sign 
for the character and made requests for the removal of Dimarco’s video. 
Although highly criticized, the video remained on social media.  

This small, modern example of white dominance in ASL language 
selection is only a fraction of numerous cases in which white people 
determine appropriate signs. If Deaf educators fail to recognize white 
dominance in the teachings of Deaf culture and its pernicious effects, 
and if Deaf educators fail to include those stories of discrimination 
against Black Deaf people often forgotten, then the systemic power of 
racism will continue to dominate ASL and will remain normalized within 
the broader U.S. Deaf culture. Recognizing and rethinking politics, 
power, and privilege within the Deaf and Sign Language communities can 
inspire and illuminate recognition of white dominance and supremacy in 
the teaching, using, and interpretation of ASL, paving the way for Black 
ASL to be recognized and appreciated for its unique contribution to 
Deaf culture and its stitching together and holding tightly over time the 
Black Deaf community. 

One way to combat white dominance within the field is to initiate 
active recruitment of people of color as sign language interpreters. This 
can only be accomplished if educators look to Deaf people of color to 
teach Black ASL to interpreters. Also potentially helpful would be 
adding workshops for the Deaf and hearing communities led by Black 
Deaf leaders on dismantling barriers and building cross-cultural bridges 
within and between communities. Recognizing historical and present-day 
segregation, integration, and a profound lack of educational opportunity 
for Deaf people of color is a first step in looking at the past so we can 
understand present discrimination and inequities. Given how racism 
shapes the very foundation of Deaf education and other sign languages 
across the world, by reevaluating teaching methods, inclusion efforts, 
and practicing reflexivity when encountering ASL’s inherent power, such 
initial steps have the potential to steer the field in a much more 
equitable, inclusive direction. Finally, those of us who operate within the 
system and have privilege must recognize the racist systems embedded 
within educational institutions and do our part to build a bridge linking 
all communities when interacting with the Deaf community. 

70 T. Woodall-Greene 



9

References 

 

Alexander, M. (2012). The new Jim Crow: Mass incarceration in the age of 
colorblindness. New York, NY: New Press. 

Anderson, C. (2016). White rage: The unspoken truth of our racial divide. New 
York, NY: Bloomsbury.   

Barth, B. (2017, December 11). The strange, horrifying history of Cherry 
research farm in North Carolina. Modern Farmer. 
https://modernfarmer.com/2017/12/strange-horrifying-history-
cherry-research-farm-north-carolina/ 

Baynton, D. C., Gannon, J. R., & Bergey, J. L. (2007). Through Deaf eyes: 
A photographic history of an American community. Washington, DC: 
Gallaudet University Press.  

Burch, S., & Joyner, H. (2007). Unspeakable: The story of Junius Wilson. 
Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press. 

Christensen, K. M., & Delgado, G. L. (Eds.). (2000). Deaf plus: A 
multicultural perspective. San Diego, CA: DawnSign. 

Cokely, D. (1981). Sign language interpreters: A demographic survey. 
Sign Language Studies, 32(1), 261–286. 

DeCuir, J. T., & Dixson, A. D. (2004). “So when it comes out, they 
aren’t that surprised that it is there”: Using critical race theory as a 
tool of analysis of race and racism in education. Educational 
Researcher, 33(5), 26–31. 

Delgado, R., & Stefancic, J. (2017). Critical race theory: An introduction (3rd 
ed.). New York, NY: New York University Press.  

Hairston, E., & Smith, L. (1983). Black and Deaf in America: Are we that 
different? Silver Spring, MD: T. J. Publishing, Inc.  

Hiraldo, P. (2010). The role of critical race theory in higher education. 
The Vermont Connection, 31(1), 53–59. 

Jones, B. E., Clark, G. M., & Soltz, D. F. (1997). Characteristics and 
practices of sign language interpreters in inclusive education 
programs. Exceptional Children,63(2), 257–268. 

Lane, H. (1989). When the mind hears: A history of the Deaf. New York, NY: 
Vintage. 

McKee, R. L., & Davis, J. E. (Eds.). (2010). Interpreting in multilingual, 
multicultural contexts. Washington, DC: Gallaudet University Press. 

McCaskill, C., Lucas, C., Bayley, R., Hill, J., King, R., Baldwin, P., & 
Hogue, R. (2011). The hidden treasure of Black ASL: Its history and 
structure. Washington, DC: Gallaudet University Press. 

 Black American Sign Language 71 



72 JoPHE 69 



1

 

 

“The Practical Value of Science”1: 
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Despite the established body of literature on philanthropy and nonprofit 
corporations, scholars largely neglect the connection between early, U.S., 
public-serving institutions and public, science education’s origin. 
Similarly, historians of science museums and science publications rarely 
contextualize their findings within American capitalism’s2 history. By 
exploring documents chronicling the founding of the little-studied 
Boston Society of Natural History (BSNH), the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology (MIT), and Science magazine, I address both these 
oversights. I argue nineteenth-century, public-serving, not-for-profit 
organizations dedicated to public, science education originated, 
operated, and institutionalized public, science education within the 
evolving, U.S., capitalist economy. I trace these organizations’ path to 
success by illuminating how their members emphasized an intimate 
relation between scientific innovations and economic progress thereby 
attracting much-needed, financial support from philanthropists and state 
representatives willing to invest in projects supporting public, science 
education. I begin by contextualizing the nineteenth-century rise of 
public science education in the U.S. within the nation’s evolving 
capitalism highlighting P. T. Barnum and his American Museum and 
James Smithson’s endowment that became the Smithsonian Institution. 
Next, I examine science societies’, American capitalism’s, and public, 
science education’s intertwined stories using the BSNH’s attempt to 
establish a public museum and Science magazine’s early history as 
illustrative examples. I then explore nineteenth-century scientists’ 
flexible roles in and philanthropists’ informal financing of public, science 
education before such twentieth-century capitalists as the Carnegies and 
Rockefellers endowed long-term, public projects demonstrating how the 
BSNH and MIT emphasized public, science education’s value to the 
gradually industrializing U.S. economy. Finally, I consider how for-profit 
popularizers inspired the content and form science societies distributed 
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in their journals when attempting to marry science literacy’s popular 
appeal and economic justifications with expert-driven information and 
authority. 
P. T. Barnum’s and James Smithson’s Contributions to Public 
Science Education 

In July 1865, flames ripped through P. T. Barnum’s American 
Museum in New York.3 Several of his collections, including natural 
history exhibits, live animals, and spectacular sideshow attractions, were 
lost, singed, or burned to ash. Since its erection in the 1850s, the 
museum welcomed a wide variety of guests through its doors ranging 
from local children to travelling naturalists.4 Because the public attention 
afforded the museum in press coverage and ticket sales was not lost on 
Barnum, he soon endeavored to bring the operation back to life.   

By 1866, Barnum and the Van Amburgh Menagerie Company 
opened the second American Museum in a new venue on Broadway.5 
The famous entertainer had lofty goals for his budding establishment 
branding “Barnum & Van Amburgh’s Museum and Menagerie 
Combination” as a much-needed educational “Institute.”6 In an 
illustrated guide to the animals on display, Barnum proclaimed an 
American “should study the history of animated nature, [and] make 
himself master of a science on which his own happiness depended;” 
such edification “could not fail to advance the great causes of civilization 
and learning.”7 Lamenting the state of U.S. public education, Barnum 
explained that “all the enlightened states of Europe…have, at vast labor 
and expense established institutes, made up of the animal world, for the 
purpose of aiding the propagation and advancement of science and 
useful knowledge.”8 His native country, in contrast, had done 
“nothing…and probably nothing ever w[ould] be done.”9 According to 
Barnum, the federal government failed the public by not supporting 
natural history and science institutions; therefore, if states also withheld 
financial support, museums, educational institutes, and print publications 
could not flourish.  

Not only did Barnum do more in his illustrated guide than write 
about the animals on display, he was more accurate in his account of the 
U.S.’ natural history and science education than he likely intended in this 
huckstering pamphlet. In the mid-nineteenth century, few opportunities 
existed for those in the U.S. casually to learn about science; nearly all 
venues for learning about natural history and science were on the east 
coast and primarily for researchers and specialists. For example, U.S. 
Congress did not originally create the Smithsonian Institution for the 
public. In fact, not only did Congress take more than a decade to 
transform James Smithson’s founding gift into the Smithsonian 

74 K. M. Sease 



3

Institution, largely because congressmen disagreed over how to use 
Smithson’s money,10 but first considered options supporting researchers 
and specialists rather than the public-at-large. While several senators 
maintained Smithson intended the funds to establish a university with 
graduate programs in new scientific fields,11 John Quincy Adams lobbied 
to erect an astronomical observatory where experts apply astronomers’ 
research to naval operations.12 Meanwhile, although the public rarely 
entered these politicians’ debates except to agree that whatever research 
the institute yielded should benefit U.S. society in a myriad of ways,13 
Congress ultimately reserved this iconic, red-bricked, castle’s square 
footage primarily for laboratories and a library rather than public 
exhibits that would directly benefit U.S. citizens.14 By the 1860s, the 
United States had no shortage of science societies and politicians 
interested in the practical uses of both amateur and newly credentialed 
scholars’ scientific observations; it did, however, lack anything 
resembling the plethora of public science resources those in the U.S. can 
easily access today—often without cost.   

The foundations for the U.S.’ present-day, science museums, 
educational programming, and print publications were laid in the mid-
to-late nineteenth century. During that time, philanthropic societies and 
not-for-profit corporations institutionalized public, science education, or 
the mass communication of scientific information to audiences beyond 
the academy. However, initially, these societies and corporations faced 
financial difficulties and, on occasion, outright failures. Only after these 
groups took advantage of the industrializing economy—and the social, 
political, and professional changes that accompanied it—did they 
succeed in creating museums and publications capable of reaching 
audiences other than researchers and emerging specialists. Not-for-profit 
scientific societies offered U.S. citizens resources distinct from such 
popularizers and entertainers as P. T. Barnum by: relying on private 
donors and welcoming businessmen into their societies; adapting the 
content of science instruction explicitly to link scientific knowledge with 
economic progress; and taking over failing, for-profit infrastructures to 
sustain educational projects. Touting philanthropic goals for bettering 
U.S. society, not-for-profit, scientific societies originated, operated, and 
dissolved within contemporary, capitalist structures resulting in a new 
kind of public, science instruction. 
Historiography  

Until the 1970s, little of the considerable scholarship on U.S. 
educational, public institutions and nonprofit corporations addresses the 
evolution of public science resources.15 Even less of that literature 
focuses on the origins of public science research in light of the 
exploding scholarship on American capitalism’s history.16 Some scholars 
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have examined the links between the United States’ capitalism and 
philanthropy, but their work disproportionately focuses on the late 
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries’ service-based and financial 
capitalism.17 Through my project, I urge historians to examine the U.S.’ 
gradual industrialization in the mid-to-late nineteenth century as a critical 
moment in public science education.18 

Telling the intertwined stories of science societies, American 
capitalism, and public, science education requires historians to embrace 
the varying roles contemporary scientists assumed when designing new 
institutions and publications—especially since university personnel, self-
proclaimed specialists, and the U.S. public gradually drew and contested 
the line between amateur and professional across several decades.19 
Typically, scholars make important distinctions between scientists and 
their more public, journalist and philanthropist peers to emphasize the 
former’s expertise while highlighting the latter’s ability to communicate 
clearly or proficiently to manage a business. For example, in his 1967 
book, Science and the Mass Media, journalism professor Hillier Krieghbaum 
claimed science news reporters “had to be alert enough—and this 
implies an understanding of the basics of ‘pure’ science, technology, and 
medicine—to ask intelligent questions and to comprehend the 
answers.”20 Yet, if reporters learned too much, perhaps by obtaining a 
degree in a scientific field, their articles would fill with jargon, rendering 
their writing “incomprehensible to all except the specialists.”21 
Krieghbaum gave his readers valuable advice on the importance of clear 
journalism. However, he did so without acknowledging critical overlap 
between journalists’ and scientists’ professional identities when the two 
worked together to report science news. Where one begins and the other 
ends is more complicated than achieving a degree. Indeed, nineteenth-
century, science professionals could be journalists and scientists, among 
other things, as they sought recognition and funding for their scholarly 
work from newly minted university professors, well-known European 
academics, and such nonspecialists as businessmen and politicians. 
Furthermore, as figures like Barnum reveal, when U.S. specialized and 
credentialed scientific education was beginning, many were questioning 
the distinctions between scientist and popularizer.  

By examining two illustrative examples—the Boston Society of 
Natural History’s attempt to establish a public museum and the early 
history of Science magazine—I demonstrate how several scientists and 
self-proclaimed students of science in the mid-to-late nineteenth century 
acted as journalists, philanthropists, activists, and businessmen to sell 
their ideas to the U.S. public. To keep their educational ventures afloat, 
they constructed and embodied scientific expertise to distinguish 
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themselves from such popular outlets as Popular Science Monthly and 
Scientific American. Scientists who grappled with their competing 
professional identities defined popularism and public education as 
related, but ultimately different, pursuits.  
Philanthropy, Capitalism, and Nineteenth-Century, Science 
Societies 

Historians frequently cite U.S. philanthropy as beginning at the turn 
of the twentieth century when a new generation of industrialists and 
capitalists proceeded to invest their excesses in libraries, universities, 
museums, and other public works’ projects in the name of the common 
good.22 Nevertheless, philanthropy existed well before the Carnegies and 
Rockefellers though not on the same scale or with the same ideological 
motives. Gifts of ten- or twenty-thousand dollars could help begin or 
temporarily sustain a project, but such gifts could not ensure the long-
term projects twentieth-century endowments begot. Nineteenth-century, 
science societies often depended upon a series of small donations to 
maintain financial solvency. Indeed, societies dedicated to public, science 
education branded themselves as philanthropic operations committing 
their members to a variety of roles including expert, educator, and 
advocate.   

The Boston Society of Natural History (BSNH) is indicative of this 
early period of informal financing and flexible roles nineteenth-century 
scientists assumed. As early as the 1810s, the BSNH’s membership, a 
conglomerate of physicians, clergymen, and small, interested 
businessmen, believed in “the rapid increase and value of [a] Museum” 
in natural history; however, their finances crippled any plan of action 
until philanthropy transformed the BSNH from society to public 
museum.23 After two failed attempts to get the organization off the 
ground, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts incorporated the BSNH 
in 1831.24 At the time, members hoped to dedicate its activities “to 
public patronage” and communicate “the importance of literature and 
science” to “the inhabitants of New England.”25 According to a brief 
history the society published in 1869, the BSNH teetered on the edge of 
dissolution throughout the 1830s, crushed under “the heavy expense 
attending the formation of a cabinet, and the attempt to establish a 
scientific journal, when natural history was not so popular.”26 During 
this time, the society experimented with a variety of funding methods. 
First, the BSNH assigned “every donation, whether to the museum or 
library, to some member” who would then “make it the basis of an 
essay”27 publicized to advertise and  spark “zeal or interest” in first-time 
donors.28 When this strategy proved insufficient, the BSNH offered “a 
number of short popular lectures…[to] the public.”29 While these 
lectures did not engender the educational experience members intended 
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to offer New Englanders in a physical museum, they introduced curious 
parties to the society’s potential to offer New Englanders intellectual 
stimulation and educational growth. Nonetheless, the lectures were not 
enough to secure financial solvency.  

Members of the BSNH were delighted and surprised when, in 1834, 
a wealthy Boston merchant, Ambrose S. Courtis, relatively unknown to 
the BSNH’s members, “forwarded a copy of his will” to the society.30 In 
its pages, he “bequeathed to the Society several sums for specific 
purposes—amounting in all to fifteen thousand dollars—and an order 
for the immediate payment of” two thousand dollars.31 This gift—the 
society’s “first permanent endowment”—introduced hope and 
uncertainty into the organization’s coffers.32 According to a society 
publication, Courtis was partner to a firm that shipped and sold 
“wholesale dry goods.”33 While Courtis confined his professional 
pursuits to the business district, he had “early acquired a taste for 
literature and science…devoting much spare time…in reading works 
upon his favorite pursuits.”34 Although the society preferred the 
membership of white, male, scientific professionals, its bottom line 
begged an exception be made for such philanthropic laymen as Courtis.   

Celebration for the donation ended abruptly three years later when 
the fits and throes of early, U.S. capitalism wreaked havoc on Courtis’ 
initial two-thousand-dollar gift. The “money was unfortunately lost” due 
to “the failure of [a] bank” amid the Panic of 1837,35 an economic crisis 
of currency brought on by British speculation on U.S. cotton. When the 
bubble burst, U.S. banks failed in the hundreds as specie dried up, and 
British banks refused to accept payment in paper currency.36 An 
unregulated banking system caught in the web of global speculation 
threatened the BSNH’s funds desperately needed for survival, but the 
society managed to renegotiate the deal with an ailing Courtis ensuring a 
gift of ten thousand dollars upon his death.37 

The original Massachusetts legislation that incorporated the BSNH 
also prevented the society from acquiring an annual income exceeding 
three thousand dollars.38 The evolving U.S. economy was gradually 
producing more wealthy families in the 1830s and ’40s, but there was no 
comprehensive, legislative infrastructure governing charitable 
donations.39 Before World War II, no legal designation existed for 
nonprofits akin to the 501(c) system in place today.40 Instead, states 
placed individualized restrictions on organizations’ property and income 
that differed in form from that of their explicitly for-profit peers. Thus, 
such groups as the BSNH had to appeal to state legislatures when 
requesting amendments to their corporate charters. Like most 
administrative procedures, these amendments took time. Indeed, almost 
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thirty years passed before the Massachusetts’ governor signed a bill 
allowing the BSNH to hold an “annual income whereof shall not exceed 
the sum of ten thousand dollars.”41 By 1865, the legislature upped the 
amount to twenty thousand dollars. 

Once the BSNH salvaged Courtis’ gift from the recession and rigid 
corporate law, the society was one step closer to offering a public, 
educational institution of natural history. However, with civil war on the 
horizon, science societies needed more than a businessman’s fleeting 
interest in their fields to stock treasuries and transform the idea of a 
museum into a brick-and-mortar institution. In 1857, BSNH members, a 
horticultural society, and the budding Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology banded together to convince the state to grant them land 
upon which to erect a series of public educational institutions.42 Over 
the course of four years, they drafted, revised, and wrote publicized 
letters in support of a plan to establish “a society of arts, a museum of 
arts, and a school of industrial science” in Back Bay, Boston.43 The 
BSNH was promised one third of the land if it were willing to contribute 
its intellectual resources to the proposed educational district.44 By 
attaching itself to MIT’s initiatives, the BSNH began explicitly to justify 
its activities in terms of economic benefits. 

The committee responsible for promoting MIT, headed by the 
Institute’s founder, William B. Rogers, forged a direct link between 
science education and the U.S.’ economic progress. In Objects and Plan of 
an Institute of Technology, its members argued: “in the recent progress of 
the Industrial Arts,—including commerce and agriculture, as well as the 
manufacturing, and, more strictly, mechanical pursuits,—we meet with 
daily increasing proofs of the happy influence of scientific culture on the 
industry and the civilization of nations.”45 From their perspective, the 
“practical nature of the discoveries in chemistry, mechanics, geology, 
and other branches of scientific inquiry” accelerated the growth of U.S. 
industry.46 However, the U.S. public’s access to that knowledge was 
limited. Like Barnum’s claims in 1866, the committee argued that “most 
enlightened communities of Europe h[ad] endeavored to provide for the 
practical co-operation of Education and the [manufacturing] Arts, by the 
establishment of Museums, Societies, and Colleges of Technologies.”47 
The United States, in contrast, lacked institutions dedicated to 
communicating the “connection between industrial progress and an 
enlarged acquaintance with the objects and phenomena of nature and 
with physical laws.”48 Massachusetts could begin to fill the nation’s gap 
in public, science education if state government agreed to grant land to 
the Institute. 

This connection between the natural world and industry provided 
the BSNH an opportunity to join its initiatives with MIT’s. Committee 
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members intended to make MIT’s resources, including a “Museum of 
Industrial Art and Science, Or Conservatory of Arts,” opened and 
accessible to all “fellow citizens.”49 MIT’s museum was slated to house 
exhibits on “mineral materials” and “organic materials” to display “the 
whole history of each leading object, from its origin to its appropriation 
by the more advanced industrial processes.”50 Information on the 
sources of such profitable crops and animal products as cotton and wool 
was necessary if museum patrons were to understand their economy and 
its relation to science. Who better to inform MIT and Boston’s local 
citizenry about New England’s plants and animals than the BSNH? In 
1861, the Massachusetts legislature agreed that locating the society’s 
museum next to MIT in Back Bay would benefit the Institute and a 
general public increasingly searching for scientific information amid its 
industrializing economy.51 MIT obtained its charter, and the BSNH 
secured land for its museum.  

The outbreak of civil war ultimately crippled MIT’s efforts to 
establish its own museum and delayed the opening of the Institute. 
However, the BSNH gained enough public attention and support from 
the initiative to erect its cabinet.52 The Museum of the Boston Society of 
Natural History officially opened its doors in 1867. The BSNH achieved 
success by explicitly justifying their mission of public, science education 
in terms of its value to the industrializing U.S. economy.53 Although 
MIT’s and the BSNH’s concept of economic progress preceded 
scientific management theories and social Darwinism unique to the 
Progressive Era, public educational resources in Europe informed their 
advocating science as “useful,” an idea central to U.S. Progressivism.54 
Scientific discoveries promised nineteenth-century, U.S. residents more 
than personal enlightenment. These discoveries could yield new 
equipment, raw materials, and profits.  
Science Societies, For-Profit Ventures, and Public Education 

The effects of American capitalism on nineteenth-century, public, 
science education were not limited to fundraising. For-profit 
popularizers inspired the content and form of information science 
societies distributed. While organizations like the BSNH wished to 
distinguish themselves from such capitalist ventures as Barnum’s 
museums, they still needed to sell a product to earn attention: accurate 
and comprehensible information. In this section, I present the 
tumultuous founding of Science, the preeminent journal of the nonprofit, 
American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS). After 
private owners bought and sold Science for decades, the AAAS adopted it 
in 1900 attempting to marry science literacy’s popular appeal and 
economic justifications with expert-driven information and authority.55 
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Science journals and magazines were notoriously difficult to sustain 
in the nineteenth-century U.S.56 One scholar determined that “a new 
journal had about a 50–50 chance of lasting five years.”57 As BSNH 
members recognized in 1869, no widespread, public audience for 
scientific information existed before mid-century.58 By the late 
nineteenth century, such popular magazines as Scientific American had 
gradually built a stable readership, but their long-term solvency was due 
more to such side-businesses as patent agencies that absorbed print 
costs in times of financial uncertainty.59 By the 1880s, some, high-profile 
scientists established their own journals to compete with the popular 
outlets of their day—but without the aid of those commercial side 
ventures.  

After entertaining New York-journalist and experienced writer for 
Popular Science Monthly John Michels’ proposal to offer Science’s readers 
something different, Thomas Edison hired Michels as editor and 
invested his own capital into Science: A Weekly Journal of Scientific Progress.60 
For years, Edison had hoped to witness the creation of a U.S. 
publication similar to Britain’s Nature; he now seized the opportunity to 
fund and control its content.61 In the 1880 inaugural issue’s salutatory 
address, Michels explained the journal would “afford scientific works in 
the United States the opportunity of promptly recording the fruits of 
their researchers, and facilities for communication between one another 
and the world.”62 Furthermore, “a distinctive feature in the conduct of 
this journal will be that each department of science will be supervised by 
some recognized authority in that field of research.”63 Unlike the “many 
excellent weekly journals restricted to special branches of science, or 
allied to trade interests,” the experts writing for and supervising Science 
“would guarantee that accuracy be maintained so far as possible.”64 In 
subsequent issues, Michels further distinguished Science from popular 
magazines by emphasizing that “no editorial bias has been given to any 
particular set of views.”65 He asserted the importance of sticking to 
scientific facts and shying away from opinion-based controversies, 
especially those revolving around questions of science and religion.   

Michels’ hesitancy to press his pen too firmly to paper should not 
imply that Science abstained from adopting any overarching narratives. 
The journal’s content directly linked scientific research to economic 
progress, this time defined by new standards of efficiency and 
productivity. In Science, Michels foregrounded articles whose authors 
stressed scientific information’s usefulness in a rapidly changing 
economy. For example, in the first issue, Michels included famed, 
English, biologist, Thomas Henry Huxley’s short, pointed piece: “The 
Practical Value of Science.”66 Huxley explained to readers that “there are 
hardly any of our trades, except the merely huckstering ones, in which 
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some knowledge of science may not be directly profitable to the pursuer 
of that occupation.”67 Huxley communicated to scientists and laymen 
alike science literacy’s literal worth in industrializing societies. Like the 
science societies that supported MIT, Science’s readers, especially 
members of the academy, responded positively to this narrative. 
Impressed by “the numbers” of copies distributed in its first year, a 
former president of the AAAS wrote the editor in 1880 congratulating 
him on the journal’s success.68 

Edison, in contrast, was unhappy with the journal’s profit margins.69 
He pressured Michels to increase subscriptions. By 1881, academics 
dominated Science’s readership—Michels had to make significant changes 
to the journal to attract laymen.70 He expanded the content readers 
enjoyed pledging to devote “four extra pages” to “the most recent 
application of scientific principles to the arts and manufactures.”71 He 
introduced reviews of popular books detailing the accurate history of 
scientific minds and discoveries.72 The second volume of Science even 
had pictures; the title page branded the journal an “illustrated” 
publication.73 Yet, the editor’s efforts could not lift Science’s bottom line 
high enough for Edison’s approval.   

Alexander Graham Bell bought the publication in 1883.74 His 
editorial board evolved Michels’ journal to exemplify a similar—and 
more successful—form of public, science education. The Board kept the 
message of science’s impact on the economy. The new series kicked off 
with “The Future of American Science,” an article which informed 
readers 

…there are in our country able investigators working in 
scientific fields which do not offer the promise of material 
reward; but notwithstanding this, it remains still true that those 
sciences whose principles are capable of useful application are 
the most zealously cultivated among us.75 

The editors concluded: “Nor is this to be at all regretted.”76 They also 
continued to distinguish their accessible, educational journal from 
popular magazines by emphasizing the role of scientific experts in its 
publication. The editors added new sections devoted to general news on 
“The Progress of Science” and “American Scientific Stations.”77 
Intending further to increase readership by targeting both scientists and 
laymen, editors added book reviews to these general news pages. 

Bell’s publication lasted eleven years before he decided to sell Science 
to psychologist James McKeen Cattell.78 Science returned to circulation in 
1895 boasting a new-and-improved version of its predecessor. The chief 
editor informed readers that “there is room for a journal devoted to the 
promotion of intercourse among those interested in the study of 
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nature.”79 Yet, the editorial board faced “difficulty in adapting it to the 
wants of all classes of subscribers.”80 While the U.S. was home to 
“numerous local scientific societies[,]…these bodies cannot supply the 
want of national cooperation and communication.”81 Interest beyond 
the academy was necessary to sustain the publication; yet, scientists 
could only simplify their findings so much before losing the interest of 
other experts in related fields. As a result, the editor promised Science 
would “have little space for technicalities which interest only the 
specialist of each class.”82 However, the journal would privilege “those 
broader aspects of thought and culture which are of interest not only to 
scientific investigators, but to educated men of every profession.”83 The 
public audience Science defined under Cattell’s leadership was therefore 
more restricted than in the journal’s earlier iterations. In Cattell’s view, 
merely curious, uneducated readers lacked the intellectual acumen 
necessary to comprehend in-depth, if jargon-light, explanations of 
scientific topics. Effectively, Cattell wished to market Science to the 
intelligent readers who made up the United States’ middle and upper 
classes.   

This new focus, as well as the increasing number of pages devoted 
to science societies’ activities, attracted the attention of the AAAS. The 
association partnered with Cattell in 1900 to rebrand Science as the 
official journal of the AAAS. While the audience was more limited, 
much of the content and organization Edison and Bell established 
remained. Scientists’ and popular scholars’ book reviews received their 
own permanent section. General news on scientific discoveries, 
universities, and educational institutions occupied every issue’s final 
pages. The AAAS regularly published articles devoted to research with 
practical applications including studies of valuable minerals, new 
inventions, and federal reports on economic industries.84 Decades of 
for-profit tinkering shaped Science. When Cattell merged the publication 
with the AAAS, the journal moved the society another step toward 
becoming the United States’ largest science society. Today, the 
association credits this “alliance” with an “increase [in] the association’s 
membership” and a “boost [in] the magazine’s revenues.”85 By allying 
with an unstable, for-profit venture and adopting a format designed to 
maximize profit, the AAAS gave birth to a publication that has served 
scientists and the educated public for over 100 years. 
Conclusion 

Throughout decades of trial and error, not-for-profit, science 
societies and corporations delivered nineteenth-century U.S. citizens 
their versions of public, science education. The unstable and evolving, 
industrial economy generated opportunities and threats to educational 
institutions and publications. Acting as philanthropists and advocates for 
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their professional fields, emerging scientists partnered with businessmen 
to bring U.S. citizens useful knowledge. Societies created new, 
fundraising tactics to invigorate limping museums. Economic panics 
dissolved critical donations and distracted potential revenue sources. In 
sum, one cannot divorce public, science education’s origin in the 
nineteenth-century U.S. from capitalism’s ever-changing environment. 
Even among the educated classes, new economic realities and hope that 
an increase in science literacy would lead to greater economic progress 
shaped the very information scientists communicated to the public. In 
his autobiography, Struggles and Triumphs, P. T. Barnum asserted: “the 
history of money getting, which is commerce, is a history of civilization, 
and whenever trade has flourished most, there, too, have art and science 
produced the noblest fruits.”86 Through their tireless efforts, marred by 
bouts of failure, science societies adapted to meet the waves of gradual 
industrialization head-on. To educate U.S. citizens in science, they 
learned the art of money getting. 
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