
  
 

 

Faith in the World Community: Sue Bailey Thurman and Black Women’s World Reconstruction, 

1920-1950 

 

By 

 Kayleigh Marie Whitman 

 

Dissertation  

Submitted to the Faculty of the  

Graduate School of Vanderbilt University  

in partial fulfillment of the requirements  

for the degree of  

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY  

in  

History 

August 11, 2023 

Nashville, Tennessee  

 

Approved:  

Dennis C. Dickerson, Ph.D.  

Sarah E. Igo, Ph.D.  

Brandon R. Byrd, Ph.D.  

James Hudnut-Beumler, Ph.D. 



 

 

 

ii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For my family 

  



 

 

 

iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

  
 

This dissertation would not have been possible without the support of countless people and 
institutions. First and foremost, the project never would have taken shape without the guidance 
of Dennis C. Dickerson who provided endless suggestions, feedback, and encouragement. He 
recognized that there was a rich story in not only Sue Bailey Thurman’s life, but also her 
mother’s and supported me as I drew them out of the archive. Brandon Byrd guided me as I 
strove to define the project as a work of intellectual history and challenged me to be more 
reflective and creative with my sources. Sarah Igo and James Hudnut-Beumler were not only 
excellent teachers, but their critical insights into the broader contours of the project allowed me 
to expand my own understanding of Sue Bailey Thurman’s historical impact. Thank you all for 
your generosity.  

Critical funding for the project was provided by Smith College Special Collections through a 
Madeleine L’Engle Travel to Collections Grant, Rose Library at Emory University through a 
Nancy and Randall Burkett Fellowship, the Vanderbilt University History Department, and the 
Russell G. Hamilton Graduate Leadership Institute. Much of the research was completed through 
a grant from the New England Regional Fellowship Consortium (NERFC), which allowed me to 
spend three months in the archives during the fall of 2022. The Fellowship was sponsored by 
Smith College Special Collections, Congregational Library and Archives, Northeastern 
University Special Collections, Schlesinger Library at the Radcliffe Institute, Harvard Divinity 
School Library, and Chapin Library at Williams College.  

The COVID-19 pandemic set in at the outset of my dedicated research period, delaying my 
travel to the archives. However, I was fortunate to work with wonderful librarians and archivists 
who scanned materials, rescheduled appointments, and helped to get me back into the archive 
during the earliest days of reopening. Special thanks to Karen Chason, Kathleen Shoemaker, and 
Erin Glogowski at the Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library at Emory 
University; Kate Long and the research staff at Smith College Special Collections; Billy 
McCarthy at the Congregational Library and Archives; Molly Brown at Archives and Special 
Collections, Northeastern University;  Sarah Hutcheon, Kelcy Sheperd, and Ellen Shea at 
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute; Louisa Hoffman at Oberlin College Archives; Gloria 
Korsman and Rebecca Villarreal at the Harvard Divinity School Library; Sonja Woods at the 
Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Howard University; Lauren Rogers at University of 
Mississippi Archives and Special Collections; Lisa Conathan and Anne Peale at Chapin Library 
at Williams College; Jane Parr and Kerry Lydon at the Howard Gotlieb Research Center at 
Boston University; Spencer Roberts at Pitts Theology Library; and Robert Spinelli at Fisk 
University Special Collections. Special acknowledgement and appreciation are due to Kenneth 
Chandler from the National Archives for Black Women’s History who scanned large numbers of 
pages and images for me while the center was closed.  

My second home during this program has been in the Vanderbilt Center for Digital 
Humanities, which provided not only financial support for some of this research through its 
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation Fellowship but also a vibrant intellectual community. Mickey 
Casad worked tirelessly for the success of the center and encouraged me to pursue public digital 
humanities work. Thank you also to the Black DH Working Group including Brandon Byrd, 
Angela Sutton, Julia Dixon and Jessica Fletcher who provided feedback on my work with the 



 

 

 

iv 

NCNW Cookbook. The DH Center also brought me to Mary Ellen Pethel and Jessica Reeves, 
who have become invaluable mentors and friends.  

Portions of the dissertation were read and discussed by the Americanists and American 
Studies Working Group including Huntley Hughes, Steven Rodriguez, Caroline Johnson, Will 
Krause, and Mohammed Allehbi, all of whom provided not only comments on my work, but also 
camaraderie these past five years. Thank you to Paul Stob and Sarah Igo for bringing me into the 
fold of American Studies.  

One of the great joys of this process has been the relationships I have developed with 
university staff, faculty, and my fellow students. Since beginning my historical training at 
Florida State University, I have been fortunate to have advisors and mentors that have offered 
advice throughout this process. Nathan Stoltzfus, Abby Cooper, and Craig Smith encouraged me 
to continue in my studies and counseled me when it was most needed. The administrative staff in 
the Vanderbilt History Department are spectacular. Thank you to Susan Hilderbrand, Meagan 
Artus, and Mary Lyn Albritton for fielding my questions and your patience when I asked the 
same question two or three times over. From the outset of my time at Vanderbilt, Anthony 
Siracusa has generously given his time and invited me to be a part of exciting conversations 
about Sue Bailey and Howard Thurman. Paula Andrade, Abena Boakyewa-Ansah, and Kelsey 
Ensign, thank you for your support in every aspect of this program.  

Finally, there could never be enough time or space to thank my family and dear friends who 
have sustained me during this process. They have cheered me on at every turn and at lifted me up 
at every challenge. Katie M., Lisa, Katie H., Amanda, Kayli, Erica, and Kelly: thank you for 
always picking up the phone, knowing exactly when to send care packages, and carrying me with 
you me as your lives have grown in such beautiful ways. I am endlessly proud of all of you. 
Steve, thank you for taking me to look at microfilm during my breaks from softball camp. It is 
finally time to reap that seed you planted so many years ago. Kitty, thank you for the meals, 
laughs, and encouragement. Ryan, you may have joined towards the end of this journey, but you 
have brought such joy to these final years that it feels as if you have been here all along. Brian, 
Jessica, Julia, and Jemma, you are my heroes. Emanuel, you remain my greatest inspiration. 
Abigail, thank you for your emotional and spiritual support. Brianna, thank you for moving to 
Nashville and being my best friend and confidant all these years. 
 
Mom, Dad, and Bo: I owe everything to you.   



 

 

 

v 

 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
Page 

 
Dedication . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .          ii 

Acknowledgements . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .         iii 

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .           1 

1 From Pine Bluff to Hampton: Raising an Internationalist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .        24 
Building a Life and Faith in Southeast Arkansas . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .        27 

    Hampton Institute: An Activist Awakening . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .        49 

2 Seeking a New Understanding of Human Relations: The Student YWCA and Interracialism 
in the Interwar Period . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .       61 

The Student YWCA:  A Distinct and Evolving Program . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .       67 
        Defining Interracialism and Personality . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .       85 
 

3 Watching the Harlem Renaissance Parade . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .     110 
Alain Locke and African American Self-Portraiture . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .     115 
Locating Networks in Harlem . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    123 
 

4  “India… The Perfect Museum”: Developing an Anti-Colonial Critique Through 
Relationship Building and Cultural Study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    141 

    Encountering India: The Pilgrimage of Friendship . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    147 
    The Juliette Derricotte Scholarship . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    167 
 

5 Preserving African American Women’s Voices: The Aframerican Woman’s Journal  
and the NCNW Archives   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    182 

    Creating New Institutions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    184 
    Public History . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    209 
 

6  Pioneers in San Francisco: Fellowship Church and The United Nations . . . . . . . . . . .    228 
Fellowship Church . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    231 
The Conscience In the Dress Circle . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    261 
 

Conclusion  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    278 

Bibliography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   285 

  



 

1 
 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 On a rainy night in October, 1927, twenty-four year old Sue Bailey clutched a knife in the 

passenger seat of a Dodge car traveling from Richmond, Virginia. Bailey’s friend and fellow 

Hampton Institute teacher Louise Thompson was at the wheel. The two were on their way back 

to Hampton after dropping off a group of female students at the Richmond Young Women’s 

Christian Association (YWCA), who, like the rest of the student body, had been locked out of 

the school on October 14th by President James Gregg for protesting their treatment by the 

school’s white administrators. Gregg had announced that the school would be closed until further 

notice and that all students were to return home immediately, leaving those without the necessary 

financial resources for travel with nowhere to go. It was at this point that Bailey and Thompson 

had stepped in. Drawing on the former’s contacts in the YWCA, they found a place for “their 

girls” to go and then drove them themselves. The women had not stayed in Richmond, but 

decided to return to campus to determine how they could best help the students. Thus, the two 

African American women, traveling alone, braved the rain and sleet and threat of racial violence 

to continue advocating for the girls. Bailey did not drive, so Thompson had to make the eight-

hour drive each way, but she was prepared to do her part to protect herself, Louise, and the girls 

if necessary.1  

 In many ways it was not surprising that Bailey Thurman would be one of the only faculty 

members to support the student protests at Hampton. She was born in the Delta region of 

 
1 This story is a composite of information presented in Louise Thompson and Sue Bailey Thurman 
Interview February, 1988, Louise Thompson Patterson papers, Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and 
Rare Book Library, Emory University (From this point LTPP); Sue Bailey Thurman Partial transcript, 
Interviews of the Black Women Oral History Project, 1976-1981, OH-31: T-32. Schlesinger Library, 
Radcliffe Institute. (From this point BWOHP);  Raymond Wolters, The New Negro on Campus: Black 
College Rebellions of the 1920s (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1975). 
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southeast Arkansas to parents who helped build some of the most significant religious 

associations and educational institutions in that area during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. When she was around ten years old, Sue Bailey’s mother sent her away to 

school so that she could get a well-rounded education first at Nannie Burroughs School, then 

Lucretia Mott School, and finally Spelman Seminary, all of which were African American 

serving institutions. Upon arriving at Oberlin, Sue Bailey immediately understood her role in 

paving the way for Black students after her and had no problems with advocating for herself in 

the face of racial prejudice from the surrounding community. Thus, by the time she stepped into 

her role as a champion of African American students at Hampton Institute, it was as much a part 

of her family legacy as it was a result of her own experiences.  

 After leaving Hampton in the fallout of the strikes, Sue Bailey maintained a lifelong 

commitment to student work, first with the YWCA and then on college campuses as a faculty 

spouse, and as she matured in her career she increasingly incorporated a commitment to the 

“world community” into her activist program.2 Over the course of her professional life, which 

arguably lasted until she was in her nineties, Bailey Thurman worked as an educator, 

administrator, journalist, historian, and an unofficial cultural ambassador. In each of these roles, 

she maintained a multiracial, international perspective that connected the struggles of African 

Americans with others that were suffering under the yoke of imperialism and racism across the 

globe. Her first personal encounter with this shared experience perhaps came through her 

involvement with the World Fellowship Committee of the Oberlin YWCA, which also included 

activities related to the Black students. Her trip to Europe in 1928 as a YWCA representative to 

 
2 Undated Manuscript Notes, box 1, folder 56, Sue Bailey Thurman Collection, Boston University 
Libraries, Howard Gotlieb Archival Research Center (From this point SBTC). 
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different international student meetings was the point at which she first articulated her 

understanding of a global student movement against imperial domination. By 1929, she was 

selected to attend the unrealized Pan-Africa Congress in Tunis and was advocating for Pan-

African programming in the YWCA. Thus, her international sensibilities, nurtured in her youth 

by her immersion in the proto-pan-Africanism of the National Baptist Convention, expanded 

significantly over the following years as her international travels increased. 

 Beginning with her trip to Europe, she was soon leaving the country every few years. 

Beginning with a series of study tours to the Cuba and twice to Mexico in the late 1920s and 

1930s, she then spent nearly six months as a member of an African American delegation to India, 

Burma (Myanmar), and Ceylon (Sri Lanka) in 1935-1936. Five years later Bailey Thurman again 

traveled south to Cuba as the leader of the National Council of Negro Women’s (NCNW) Cuba 

Seminar and then to Guatemala to represent the organization at the First Inter-American 

Congress of Women. Stateside, she advocated for an international worldview among women 

through her lectures and exhibits on Indian and Mexican culture, her reporting on the first 

meeting of the United Nations, and her leadership of the International Workshop at Fellowship 

Church. This dissertation will consider how religious ideas informed Sue Bailey Thurman’s 

global commitments and shaped her particular approach to promoting international 

consciousness among students and African American women’s clubs during the first half of the 

twentieth century. 

 Nearly five years after she and Louise Thompson made their trip to Richmond, Sue Bailey 

married a man who would become one of the leading theologians of nonviolence in the African 

American freedom struggle: the Reverend Howard Washington Thurman. Together, Howard 

Thurman, who served as the leader of the India Delegation, and Sue Bailey Thurman would meet 
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Mahatma Gandhi and bring his message of nonviolence back to African Americans; establish the 

first intentionally interracial and interdenominational church in the United States; and counsel 

countless young people of all races, though their hearts were always with their Black students, on 

finding freedom in their spiritual life. It is through her marriage that Bailey Thurman has 

primarily appeared in the historical record, the other being her work with the NCNW, but like the 

growing list of African American women who married prominent men including Eslanda 

Robeson, Shirley Graham Du Bois, Margaret Murray Washington, and Amy Jacques Garvey, 

Sue Bailey Thurman maintained her own intellectual profile and was an activist in her own right.  

 Howard Thurman, born in Florida and educated at Morehouse College and Rochester 

Theological Seminary, is best known as a spiritual sage of the civil rights movement. From a 

young age he was concerned with matters of the spirit, often seeking spiritual experiences 

outside the walls of the church in nature.3 He explored his interest in mysticism during a 

semester of study with the Quaker Rufus Jones at Haverford College, integrated experimental 

worship practices into his religious services at Howard University and Boston University, and 

advanced his commitment to pacifism as the first Black board member of the Fellowship of 

Reconciliation. Thurman’s most famous book was Jesus and the Disinherited, which offered an 

explanation of what the religion of Jesus could do for those with their “backs against the wall,” 

was critical to the development of the nonviolent ideology of the civil rights movement.   

 Though he was often outspoken in his criticism of the institutional church, he led the campus 

chapels at both Howard University and Boston University and was a beloved faculty member at 

each institution. Through his writings and preaching, he inspired a generation of civil rights 

 
3 For an overview of Howard Thurman’s life see Walter Earl Fluker, ed., “Biographical Essays” in The 
Papers of Howard Washington Thurman Vols. 1-5, (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2009-
2019). (From this point PHWT).  
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leaders including James Farmer, one of the founders of the Congress of Racial Equality, and 

counseled Martin Luther King Jr. In 1953, Life magazine named him one of the most influential 

preachers in the twentieth century and, shortly before his death, Ebony profiled him as a “20th 

Century Holy Man.”4 Though he was not by any account withdrawn from the African American 

freedom struggle, Thurman was notoriously absent from the movement’s front lines. In an oft 

repeated anecdote, a young student told Reinhold Niebuhr that “When this Thurman fellow came 

up out of Florida and began to talk around, many of us who were much younger were sure at last 

someone had come who would be our Moses. And what did her? He turned mystic on us!”5 In a 

juxtaposition to his wife, he told Lerone Bennett Jr. in 1978 that he was “not a movement man.”6  

  As these brief profiles suggest, though Howard and Sue Bailey Thurman were united in 

purpose, they drew from different life experiences and, in turn, pursued different means for 

social change.  This dissertation seeks to identify Sue Bailey Thurman’s distinct legacy as an 

activist, intellectual, and internationalist, and connect her with a larger network of women in the 

United States and abroad who both aspired to build global coalitions with women in different 

countries and define their own political programs in an international context. Howard Thurman’s 

biographers have, to varying degrees, acknowledged Sue Bailey Thurman’s independent 

accomplishments, but her role in these narratives is often limited to, at best, a partner engaged in 

important but unexamined work, but more often a helpmate to her spouse.7 This study hopes to 

 
4 “Great Preachers” Life, April 6, 1953, 128; Lerone Bennett Jr. “Howard Thurman: 20th Century Holy 
Man” Ebony, February 1978, 68-72, 76-85.   
5 Fluker, “Biographical Essay,” PHWT, Vol 5, xxvii.  
6 Ibid, xvi. 
7 See Biographical Essays in PHWT vols. 1-5; Peter Eisenstadt, Against the Hounds of Hell: a Life of 
Howard Thurman (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2021); Paul Harvey, Howard Thurman 
and the Disinherited: a Religious Biography (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 2020); Eisenstadt Peter and Fluker Earl Walter, The Way of the Mystics (Orbis Books, 2021); 
Gregory C. Ellison II, Anchored in the Current: Discovering Howard Thurman as Educator, Activist, 
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make clear that theirs was a union of equals and that Bailey Thurman’s influence must be 

accounted for in order to understand the full impact of their shared life.  

 While establishing Sue Bailey Thurman’s legacy outside of her husband’s shadow is 

significant, it is not the primary goal of this study. Rather, I analyze her approach to 

internationalism in the context of the overlapping movements with which she was engaged — 

the women’s club movement, Christian internationalism, and Harlem Renaissance — and 

consider how it differed from the proliferation of other “internationalisms” during the 1920s-

1940s. I argue that her international worldview was rooted in a religious sensibility that joined 

the evolving liberal Christian understanding of interracialism, particularly the theology of 

personality being developed by African American religious intellectuals involved in the student 

movement, with the cultural romanticism of the Harlem Renaissance. Together, these not only 

made individual dignity the standard by which imperialism, racism, and sexism would be cast 

aside, but it also necessitated a personal understanding of oneself as being related to others 

across the world.  

 Two terms in in the dissertation title capture this idea. “Faith in the World Community” 

comes from a set of undated notes written by Sue Bailey Thurman titled “The Negro Woman in 

 
Guide, and Prophet (Westminster John Knox Press, 2020); Martin Doblmeier, Backs Against the Wall: 
The Howard Thurman Story, (Alexandria: Journey Films, 2019). These are a short selection of the 
growing biographies, edited volumes, and documentaries on Howard Thurman that have been released in 
the past seven years. For treatment of Bailey Thurman, in India see Peter Eisenstadt and Quinton Dixie, 
Visions of A Better World: Howard Thurman’s Pilgrimage to India and the Origins of Nonviolence 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 2011); Sarah Azaransky, This Worldwide Struggle: Religion and the International 
Roots of the Civil Rights Movement (Oxford University Press, 2017); Gerald Horne, The End of Empires: 
African Americans and India (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2009). On Sue Bailey Thurman in 
the NCNW, see Frank Andre Guridy, Forging Diaspora: Afro-Cubans and African Americans in a World 
of Empire and Jim Crow (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010); Bettye Collier-Thomas, 
“Towards Black Feminism: The Creation of the Bethune Museum-Archives,” Special Collections 3, no. 
3–4 (October 18, 1985): 43–66.   
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the Present Crisis.”8 Beneath some points on propaganda and the misrepresentation of African 

Americans, she wrote out three faiths: Faith in our Destiny in the United States; Faith in the 

Eternal; and Faith in the World Community. Bailey Thurman believed that these three entities 

would ground African American women in their pursuit of racial justice. The first revealed her 

belief, as she wrote elsewhere, in the prophetic role that African Americans had to transform the 

country itself. The second, which is not necessarily a Christian interpretation of God, provided 

the grounding necessary to understand the transcendent at work in history and the final framed 

their contributions as that of world community members. Her use of community rather than 

citizenry aligns her view with that of her husband whose ministry was arguably built around the 

pursuit of divine community or “common ground.”9 

 The second term is “World Reconstruction,” which is taken from historian Michael R. 

Winston’s 1993 Sterling Nelson Brown Lecture at the Howard University Divinity School during 

which he reflected on the school’s engagement with the Indian independence movement through 

Gandhi and called for a new orientation towards the world based on the teachings of Indian 

philosopher and nationalist Aurobindo Ghose. Faculty at the Howard School of Religion, 

including Howard Thurman, Benjamin Mays, Mordeci Wyatt Johnson, and William Stuart 

Nelson, had not only done much of the intellectual work of translating Gandhi’s nonviolence into 

an African American context, but in doing so, Winston claimed, they introduced a broader 

spiritual foundation for joining religion with the social liberation of oppressed peoples.10 In 

Ghose, who scholars have called the “metaphysical revolutionary,” Winston saw a model for 

 
8 These are possibly related to a speech given at the Periclean Club in Alabama in 1941. Undated 
Manuscript Notes, box 1, folder 56, SBTC; Draft of Speech, box 1, folder 57, SBTC.  
9 See Howard Thurman, The Search for Common Ground (Richmond, IN: Friends United Press, 1971).  
10 Michael R. Winston, “Aurobindo Ghose and World Reconstruction,” Journal of Religious Thought 51, 
no. 1 (Summer 1994), 7. 
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rethinking the possibilities of the relationship between the material and the spiritual, which 

upheld the idea that “this world is one part of the total cosmic domain transformable by the 

Spirit.”11  

 As such, Winston proposed that a world reconstruction would be a radical break with the 

assumptions that govern thinking about the nature of human society and the possibilities of 

human life in order to realize that “the basic unity of mankind is not an abstraction devoid of 

reality, but a fundamental postulate for discovering our genuine possibilities as individuals and 

communities.”12 This concept would allow people to confront domestic social crises and global 

instability, which affected non-white peoples disproportionately, and rebuild the world in a way 

that centered a religion of humanity in which, as Ghose said “we are all one.”13 This principle 

was also echoed throughout the Student Christian Movement during the interwar years in the 

motto of the World Student Christian Federation: “All May Be One.”  

 This is the type of reconstruction that Sue Bailey Thurman sought: a reorientation of oneself 

to others and the world through which they would recognize and honor the dignity of different 

peoples. In order to rebuild the world in a way that reflected these principles, imperialism would 

have to be abolished in order to provide spiritual, economic, and political freedom to oppressed 

peoples. As this dissertation will argue, her anti-colonial critique was defined by her attention to 

the concept of “personality” and collective creative expression. Personality, which will be 

explored in the second chapter, was the articulation of God’s presence in man, and man’s ability 

to create or express himself was therefore a reflection of God’s own creative works. To translate 

this on a global scale, not only were all peoples equal insofar as they had the same relationship to 

 
11 Winston, 10 and 15. 
12 Winston, 22. 
13 Ibid, 23.  
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God, but their cultures offered a glimpse into their articulation of that relationship. By 

understanding the global community in this way, Sue Bailey Thurman promoted an 

internationalism that was built upon a radical religious egalitarianism.  

 Sue Bailey Thurman did not write theological tracts or record many reflections on her 

personal faith. Yet, using religious scholars Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham’s claims about African 

American women’s theocentric world view and Clarence Newsome’s use of personal acts as 

religious data, I argue that Bailey Thurman’s international and domestic programs reflect a 

spiritual orientation that synthesized a universalist faith with a racial and gendered critique. In 

Righteous Discontent, Higginbotham argues that even though women were not technically 

recognized as scriptural authorities or leaders in the Black Baptist tradition, they engaged in 

scriptural interpretation in their everyday lives by interpreting their experiences through the lens 

of their faith. Therefore, they created their own theological tradition based on their gendered 

experience.14 The result was a feminist theology that drew on women in the Old and New 

Testaments to assert women’s equal place in the work of spiritual regeneration in the community, 

which will be discussed in Chapter One. 

 This was true of Sue Bailey Thurman who throughout her life understood her own freedom 

as deriving from the presence of the Kingdom of Heaven in her. By emphasizing the Kingdom 

within and the personal nature of God, she elevated the significance of human relations in her 

own approach to social and political change. This is reflected in her different projects which 

often focus on multiracial communion and individual humanity.15 This understanding of freedom 

was given to her by her mother Susie Ford Bailey, who, significantly, was a member of the social 

 
14 Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent: The Women’s Movement in the Black Baptist 
Church, 1880-1920 (Harvard University Press, 1994), 127. 
15 BWOHP, 1-2; Sue Bailey Thurman, “Personalities in Springtime” in Meditations for Women, edited by 
Jean Beaven Abernathy (Nashville: Abington Press, 1947). 
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and religious milieu that were the subject of Higginbotham’s study. 

 Clarence Newsome’s study of Mary McLeod Bethune’s religious life offers a complementary 

framework to the theocentric worldview in its claim that Bethune’s words and actions are best 

understood as “data of religious experience.”16 Citing H. Richard Niebuhr’s assertion that there 

are “two-aspects” of history — the inner and the outer — and that religious meaning is 

determined through the dialectical relationship between the two, Newsome argues that Bethune’s 

works offer direct insights into her understanding of God and faith. Bethune’s own words seem 

to support this perspective, as she wrote “My outer life and what people have been kind enough 

to count as achievement, is but a reflection of my inner life.”17 Therefore when one holds their 

faith at the center of their life, as Bailey Thurman’s understanding of the Kingdom of Heaven 

suggests, then through their actions they are both performing an act of faith and building a 

rational pattern of religious expression.    

 Using both the theocentric worldview and the two-aspect concepts allows me to address the 

question of how African American women made their faith legible if they were neither 

theologians or church workers. An assessment of Bailey Thurman’s writings, program 

development, correspondence, and actions provides critical evidence that Bailey Thurman’s faith 

was connected with the liberation of the oppressed.  

 Since this study is primarily an intellectual biography, it highlights one period of Bailey 

Thurman’s life, 1920 through 1950, and only those matters that most directly correspond with 

her international work. There will be some commentary on her actions outside of these temporal 

boundaries, notably her parents’ history and some of her public history publications, but these 

 
16 Clarence Genou Newsome “Mary McLeod Bethune in Religious Perspective: A Seminal Essay” (PhD 
Diss. Duke University, 1982), 3. Newsome cites H. Richard Niebuhr’s The Meaning of Revelation (New 
York: The Macmillan Co., 1955).  
17 Bethune quoted in Newsome, 12. Original quote from Bethune, “What I Believe About Jesus.” 
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have a significant impact on and are rooted in, respectively, the period under consideration. 

Using biography allows me to closely follow the evolution of specific concepts over time and 

contexts, while also drawing different actors into the narrative who otherwise might not be 

included. The relationship between Thompson and Bailey Thurman is a key example. By tracing 

the networks through which Sue Bailey operated and her intellectual development, there is an 

opportunity to reflect on the different manifestations of key religious and historical themes 

during the twentieth century. 

 For arguably over a century, scholars have recognized that the African American fight for 

emancipation and equality in the United States was, to cite Robin Kelley’s foundational essay, 

“but a local phase of a world problem.”18 The period considered in this analysis was particularly 

fertile for international movements, as the Scramble for Africa by imperial powers at the end of 

the nineteenth century, World Wars I and II, and global economic depression mobilized African 

Americans under diverse ideologies to advocate for global freedom along the color line. The 

Pan-African Congress, Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association, the 

International Council of the Women of the Darker Races, and a number of Leftists groups 

including the African Blood Brotherhood, the Council on African Affairs, and the Sojourners for 

Truth and Justice were all organized to advance a global Black agenda.19 There were also 

 
18 Kelley, of course, was quoting W.E.B. Du Bois. Robin D. G. Kelley, “‘But a Local Phase of a World 
Problem’: Black History’s Global Vision, 1883–1950,” Journal of American History 86, no. 3 (December 
1999): 1045–77. 
19 See Hakim Adi, Pan-Africanism: A History (London: Bloomsbury, 2018); Michael O. West, William 
G. Martin, and Fanon Che Wilkins, eds., From Toussaint to Tupac: The Black International since the Age 
of Revolution (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2009); James Meriwether,  Proudly 
We Can Be Africans: Black Americans and Africa, 1935–1961 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2002); Minkah Makalani, In the Cause of Freedom: Radical Black Internationalism from Harlem 
to London, 1917-1939 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011); Robin D. G. Kelley and 
Tiffany Ruby Patterson, “Unfinished Migrations: Reflections on the African Diaspora and the Making of 
the Modern World,” African Studies Review 43, no. 1 (2000): 11–45; Adam Ewing, The Age of Garvey: 
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majority-white organizations that African Americans were involved with like the Women’s 

International League for Peace and Freedom and domestic groups like the National Association 

of Colored Women that offered platforms for Black women to engage in international 

discourse.20 Through these groups and others African Americans sought to make sense of a 

rapidly-changing world and assert the rights Afro-descended peoples. 

 Women played an important role in these movements and through their participation they 

advanced their own critiques of economic and political exploitation based on their gendered 

experiences. This dissertation contributes to the rapidly growing field of Black women’s 

intellectual history by examining Sue Bailey Thurman as one of many African American women 

transforming intellectual spaces through the production of knowledge.21 This study, as Brittney 

Cooper has argued, “take[s] women seriously” as intellectual theorists and asserts that especially  

through her historical work and efforts to implement Gandhian ideas in her programs, Sue Bailey 

 
How a Jamaican Activist Created a Mass Movement and Changed Global Black Politics (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2016); Penny Von Eschen, Race against Empire: Black Americans and 
Anticolonialism, 1937–1957 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1997); Keisha N. Blain, Set the World 
on Fire: Black Nationalist Women and the Global Struggle for Freedom (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2018).  
20 Michelle Rief, “Thinking Locally, Acting Globally: The International Agenda of African 
AmericanClubwomen, 1880-1940,” The Journal of African American History, New Directions in African 
American Women’s History, 89, no. 3 (Summer 2004): 203–22; Keisha Blain and Tiffany Gill, To Turn 
the Whole World Over: Black Women and Internationalism (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 
2019); Melinda Plastas, A Band of Noble Women: Racial Politics in the Women’s Peace Movement 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2011); Nicholas Grant, “The National Council of Negro Women 
and South Africa: Black Internationalism, Motherhood, and the Cold War,” Palimpsest 5, no. 1 (2016): 
59-87, 106. 
21 Brittney C. Cooper, Beyond Respectability: The Intellectual Thought of Race Women, Women, Gender, 
and Sexuality in American History (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2017); Toward an 
Intellectual History of Black Women, edited by Mia Bay, Farah J. Griffin, Martha S. Jones, and Barbara 
D. Savage, The John Hope Franklin Series in African American History and Culture (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2015). Two recent volumes on African American Intellectual History 
have also acknowledged women’s place as intellectuals and their diverse contributions to the Black 
intellectual tradition. See Keisha N. Blain, Christopher Cameron, and Ashley D. Farmer, New 
Perspectives on the Black Intellectual Tradition (Northwestern University Press, 2018); Leslie M. 
Alexander, Brandon R. Byrd, and Russell Rickford, Ideas in Unexpected Places: Reimagining Black 
Intellectual History (Northwestern University Press, 2022). 
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Thurman created a distinct intellectual profile and tradition that was institutionalized through the 

NCNW and Fellowship Church. It also adopts Keisha Blaine and Tiffany Gill’s contention that, 

evidenced by women’s diverse experiences, internationalism does not have to be defined solely 

by political struggle.22 Bailey Thurman’s internationalism often focused on educational lectures, 

artistic exhibitions, and social events, and, while these supported a worldview that agitated 

against hierarchical global relations, they were not directly engaged in political activism.  

 Perhaps the vibrant subfield of African American women’s intellectual history has been in the 

literature exploring internationalist women involved in Leftist and nationalist movements during 

the twentieth century, which in many cases directly overlaps with Sue Bailey Thurman through 

her personal relationships and goals. Some, like Erik McDuffie and Keisha Blain have provided 

composite studies that explore the breadth of women’s impact on these political movements, 

while others like Barbara Ransby, Gerald Horne, and Ula Taylor have examined the lives of 

individual women through which we can better understand specific evolutions in thought and the 

perseverance of these movements across generations.23 This dissertation aligns more closely with 

the latter group, though it owes a debt to both for their illumination of women’s labor as 

movement leaders and their intellectual contributions to these movements.   

 Erik McDuffie’s use of the term “black left feminism” captures many elements of these 

analyses, as it both emphasizes the centrality of communist Claudia Jones’ “triple oppression” 

 
22 Blain and Gill, 4.  
23 See Gerald Horne, Race Woman: The Lives of Shirley Graham Du Bois (New York: New York 
University Press, 2000); Barbara Ransby, Eslanda: The Large and Unconventional Life of Mrs. Paul 
Robeson (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013); Erik S. McDuffie, Sojourning for Freedom: 
Black Women, American Communism, and the Making of Black Left Feminism (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2011); Carole Boyce Davies, Left of Karl Marx: The Political Life of Black Communist 
Claudia Jones (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007); Gregg Andrews, Thyra J. Edwards: Black 
Activist in the Global Freedom Struggle (Columbia: University of Missouri, 2011); Ula Yvette Taylor, 
Veiled Garvey: The Life and Times of Amy Jacques Garvey (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press, 2002); Keisha N. Blain, Set the World on Fire.  
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theory — race, gender, and class — and acknowledges intellectual continuity with the Black 

feminist movement of the 1970s.24 The latter point endorses Komozi Woodward, Jeanne 

Theoharris, and Dayo Gore’s contention in Want to Start a Revolution? that women were not 

only bridge leaders and grassroots organizers in social movements, but also intellectual leaders 

who built new structures of knowledge for pursuing African American freedom in the latter half 

of the twentieth century.25 Like the women in these studies, Sue Bailey Thurman’s establishment 

of the Aframerican Woman’s Journal, her contributions to the NCNW Archives, and her 

leadership of Fellowship Church’s International Workshop demonstrated her position as an 

intellectual who not only theorized about international solidarity, but also developed institutions 

to execute her vision that spanned generations.  

 The Leftist women’s literature emphasizes a particular internationalism that was informed by 

the triple oppression theory. In practice, this looked very similar to Sue Bailey Thurman’s 

approach: they were racial cosmopolitans who traveled to Europe, Asia, and Africa developing 

an understanding of the oppression of non-white peoples under the global color line. They 

established networks with other movement women, and in some cases men, in these disparate 

places in order to build resistance movements against imperialism and racism. Though it is fair to 

assume that she was left-of-center on most matters, Bailey Thurman did not share their 

 
24 McDuffie, 3-6. As McDuffie and others have recognized, the women included in his study would not 
have identified themselves as feminists, not least because the active feminist movement at the time was 
often exclusionary and bourgeois.⁠ Blaine’s interpretation of Garveyite women as proto-feminists is 
perhaps a more accurate characterization, but McDuffie’s framing captures the particular politics of the 
women who were both Bailey Thurman’s intellectual interlocutors and, in some cases, friends. See 
Blaine, Set the World on Fire. Horne uses the term “de facto feminist” and Taylor “community feminism” 
to describe their respective subjects. Horne, Race Woman; Taylor, The Veiled Garvey; Ula Taylor, 
“"Negro Women Are Great Thinkers as Well as Doers," Amy Jacques-Garvey and Community 
Feminism, 1924-1927,” Journal of Women's History, Vol. 12, No. 2, Summer 2000, 104-126. 
25 Dayo F. Gore, Jeanne Theoharis, and Komozi Woodard, Want to Start a Revolution?: Radical Women 
in the Black Freedom Struggle (New York: University Press, 2009). 
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commitments to Leftist politics including Communist/Marxist, pro-Soviet, pro- Mao sympathies. 

What this dissertation seeks to demonstrate is that in place of these systematic interpretations of 

exploitation, Bailey Thurman’s anti-colonial, anti-racist position was rooted in a religious 

outlook that affirmed Black dignity and connected it with that of people in distant places. This 

distinguished her from both the radical Left and the religious clubwomen tradition, which 

continued to promote an international sensibility. She instead sat at the nexus of broader 

intellectual transitions in liberal religious discourse — from missioning to internationalism and 

from “colored work” to interracialism — which sought to create a faith more in line with the 

universal teachings of Christ. As an African American woman, she had an intimate understanding 

of what was at stake in this internationalist faith and, along with her future husband and her 

movement peers, she developed a perspective that centered other non-white voices as having 

equal access to an understanding of God, therefore contradicting the claims of white supremacy.   

 Bailey Thurman had relationships or shared social networks with the middle-class women 

who emerged as torchbearers of the Black Left. Most notably, she was a lifelong friend of Louise 

Thompson Patterson, who was, according to W.E.B. Du Bois, the  “leading colored woman in the 

Communist movement” in the United States from the 1930s-1950s. Patterson went on to found 

the Sojourners for Truth and Justice in 1951 with Eslanda Robeson and Shirley Graham Du Bois, 

two women who in social position and profession align with Sue Bailey Thurman.26 All three 

women were writers — Graham, like Bailey Thurman, wrote biographies of famous African 

American figures, including Paul Robeson — all three lived in Harlem and were a part of the 

Renaissance scene, and all three married prominent men who made their mark on the 

 
26 See Horne, Race Woman; Ransby, Eslanda; Keith Gilyard, Louise Thompson Patterson: a Life of 
Struggle for Justice (Duke University Press, 2017); Erik S. McDuffie, “A ‘New Freedom Movement of 
Negro Women’: Sojourning for Truth, Justice, and Human Rights during the Early Cold War,” Radical 
History Review 2008, no. 101 (2008): 81–106. 
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international struggle for Black freedom. Eslanda Robeson and Sue Bailey Thurman both 

attended the first meeting of the United Nations in San Francisco in 1945, the former as an 

unofficial delegate for the Council on African Affairs and the latter as a journalist for the 

Aframerican Woman’s Journal and the Chicago Defender. They both also maintained 

relationships with Indian leader Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit.27 The list could go on, but despite these 

overlaps in both program and professional networks Bailey Thurman maintained a view that was 

not dependent on an economic interpretation of political oppression.  As this dissertation will 

suggest, Sue Bailey Thurman and her YWCA peers generally identified the same problems, but 

asked different questions of them.  

 Finally, it must be noted that Bailey Thurman was one of many women in these networks 

who were raised in the institutional Black Church tradition and whose relationship with their 

faith evolved over time. Both Jessie Fauset, esteemed Harlem Renaissance writer and 

contributing editor to the Aframerican Woman’s Journal, and Shirley Graham Du Bois had 

fathers who were ministers the A.M.E. Church. Barbara Ransby has also masterfully 

demonstrated in her biography of Ella Baker how the Black churchwomen’s tradition helped to 

shape Baker’s radical grassroots democracy, while Higginbotham and Gilmore have established 

the legacy of churchwomen and civic clubs in women’s civil rights organizing at the middle of 

the twentieth century.28 Like these women, Bailey Thurman left the denomination of her parents. 

However, her sustained involvement with liberal Christian institutions, first through the YWCA 

and Student Christian Movement and then through the nonviolent and interfaith work of her 

husband, distinguished her from both groups. By engaging with these groups and working in 

 
27 Ransby, 216-221. 
28 Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Vision, (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003). 
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these spaces, Bailey Thurman maintained a religious intellectual continuity with her mother’s 

generation that transcended denominational particularities.  

 In addition to its contributions to African American women’s intellectual history, the 

project makes three interventions in the literature. First, I argue Bailey Thurman’s commitment 

to internationalism maintains important continuities with the Black Baptist tradition of her 

parents, Reverend I.G. and Susie Ford Bailey. While scholars have emphasized the resonance of 

African American women’s church work in the political activism of the clubwomen’s 

movement, my dissertation establishes intellectual continuity in their global initiatives with what 

Sandy Martin describes as the proto-pan-Africanism of late-nineteenth century Black 

missioning.29 Hakim Adi and William Moses have recognized how the diasporic vision that 

missioning and Ethiopian millennialism promoted was foundational to the emerging Pan-African 

and Black nationalist movements.30 I build upon these assessments by connecting the diasporic 

sensibility to the particular role that women played in the church. As a home missionary, Susie 

Ford Bailey’s and countless other women were important facilitators of an international 

consciousness through their fundraising efforts, programmatic priorities at the national level, 

and, importantly, education in their communities. Bailey Thurman maintained this understanding 

of women’s role in community and transposed it onto a wider scale. 

 Missioning was also critical to the intellectual evolution of the interwar Christian 

 
29 Sandy Dwayne Martin, Black Baptists and African Missions : The Origins of a Movement, 1880-1915 
(Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1989); Sandy Dwayne Martin, “Black Baptist Women and African 
Mission Work, 1870-1925,” Sage 3, no. 1 (1986): 16–19. 
30 See Adi, Pan-Africanism, William Jeremiah Moses, The Golden Age of Black Nationalism, 1850-1925 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988). Graham A. Duncan, “Ethiopianism in Pan-African Perspective, 
1880-1920,” Studia Historiae Ecclesiasticae 41, no. 2 (2015): 198–218.  Gayraud S. Wilmore, Black 
Religion and Black Radicalism: An Interpretation of the Religious History of African Americans, 3rd ed., 
rev.enl. (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 1998); Dennis C. Dickerson, The African Methodist Episcopal 
Church: A History (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2020). 
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internationalist movement, especially the student element where Bailey Thurman directed most 

of her efforts. During the missionary fervor of the late nineteenth century, the student YWCA 

was involved with the Student Volunteer movement, which sought to cycle young people into 

the mission field during and after their college education.31 While the missionary enterprise often 

promoted a Western superiority that supported racist and imperialist ideas, it also provided an 

opportunity for African American members to promote an international activist program during 

the interwar years.32 Sue Bailey Thurman was employed as a student secretary from 1928-1932 

and I argue that even though Bailey Thurman and her peers rejected missionary paternalism, they 

used the intellectual infrastructure being developed through the Christian internationalist and 

missionary movements to assert their own vision of a world made anew. This was done 

specifically through student organizations including the YWCA, YMCA, Student Christian 

Movement, and the World Student Christian Federation.33  

 Thus, the project also expands the scholarly discourse on liberal Christianity’s 

transformation during the interwar period, particularly studies of the YMCA and Student 

Christian Movement, by considering how marginalized groups used these means to combat 

American nationalism and racial supremacist ideas. Michael Thompson has argued that after 

World War I the leadership of groups like the YMCA began to question their comfort equating 

 
31 On the Student Christian Movement see Nathan D. Showalter, The End of a Crusade: The Student 
Volunteer Movement for Foreign Missions and the Great War, ATLA Monograph Series 44 (Lanham, 
Md: Scarecrow Press, 1998). 
32 Kathryn Gin Lum, Heathen: Religion and Race in American History. (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2022); William R. Hutchison, Errand to the World: American Protestant Thought and Foreign 
Missions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987); Martin E. Marty, Righteous Empire: The 
Protestant Experience in America (New York: Dial Press, 1970). 
33 For a consideration of another student movement alumnus, and close friend of Sue Bailey Thurman, see 
Barbara Dianne Savage, “Benjamin Mays, Global Ecumenism, and Local Religious Segregation,” 
American Quarterly, Religion and Politics in the Contemporary United States, 59, no. 3 (September 
2007), 785–806. 
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Christianity with whiteness, Western culture, and “civilization.” In the resulting pacifist and 

ecumenical conference movements, progressive Christian leaders advanced an international 

discourse that positioned Christian universalism as a safeguard against nationalism and 

imperialism. David Hollinger has also argued that the Protestant missionary enterprise, present in 

the international YMCA and YWCA, contributed to a transformed conception of universal 

brotherhood that shaped mid-century American liberalism.34 Both Thompson and Hollinger 

allude to the nonviolent civil rights movement, but focus their analyses on primarily white 

figures. My research demonstrates how African American women and men involved within these 

groups cultivated an understanding of human personality and dignity that echoed this structure of 

thinking, while emphasizing the creative potential of God in mankind. In so doing, Bailey 

Thurman cultivated an insurgent point of view in these Christian spaces that challenged them to  

move beyond their lofty commitments to universal brotherhood and commit to recognizing the 

humanity of African Americans and those to whom they had previously missioned.  

 Two of the men involved with this movement, Howard Thurman and Benjamin Mays, 

became foundational intellectuals in the nonviolent civil rights movement alongside others like 

Mordecai Wyatt Johnson, George Kelsey, Bayard Rustin, and Jim Lawson. They operated 

through interracial groups like the Fellowship of Reconciliation, YMCA, and CORE, all of 

which are acknowledged in Thompson’s text as related to the Christian internationalist 

 
34 David A. Hollinger, Protestants Abroad: How Missionaries Tried to Change the World but Change 
America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017); Michael G. Thompson, For God and Globe: 
Christian Internationalism in the United States Between the Great War and the Cold War (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2015); Michael G. Thompson, “Sherwood Eddy, The Missionary Enterprise, and the 
Rise of Christian Internationalism in 1920s America,” Modern Intellectual History 12, no. 1 (2015): 65–
93; Dana Roberts, “The First Globalization: The Internationalization of the Protestant Missionary 
Movement Between the World Wars,” International Bulletin of Missionary Research 26, no. 2 (2002): 
50–66. 
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movement. Scholars like Gerald Horne and Nico Slate have also demonstrated the international 

roots of the midcentury civil rights movement through their account of the encounters between 

Indian and African American intellectuals, journalists, and activists which represented, in Slate’s 

words, a “colored cosmopolitanism” through which African Americans and Indians forged a 

shared identity based in political struggle, and exchanged ideas to advance their respective 

movements.35 Of particular significance to this project is the literature on the translation of 

nonviolence through religious channels, mapped by Sarah Azaransky, Peter Eisenstadt, and 

Quinton Dixie’s studies of Black Christian figures, including the Thurmans, who traveled to 

India to learn from Mahatma Gandhi and the Indian independence movement. Dennis Dickerson 

and Anthony Siracusa have strengthened this discourse by tracing the intellectual and theological 

translation of Gandhi’s complex philosophy of satyagraha done by African Americans religious 

leaders like Howard Thurman, James Lawson Jr., and Pauli Murray in order to make meaningful 

to African Americans in a Christian context. 36  

 All of the aforementioned studies seek to explain the nonviolent civil rights movement, 

embodied by figures like Martin Luther King Jr., John Lewis, Diane Nash, and James Bevel, who 

used nonviolent direct action to protest Jim Crow policies and white supremacy. This study 

 
35 Gerald Horne, The End of Empires: African Americans and India; Nico Slate, Colored 
Cosmopolitanism: The Shared Struggle for Freedom in the United States and India (Cambridge, Mass: 
Harvard University Press, 2012).; Sudarshan Kapur, Raising up a Prophet: The African-American 
Encounter with Gandhi (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992); Other accounts of the international roots of the 
civil rights movement include Jonathan Seth Rosenberg, How Far the Promised Land? World Affairs and 
the American Civil Rights Movement from the First World War to Vietnam (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2005); Nikhil Singh, Black Is a Country: Race and the Unfinished Struggle for 
Democracy. 
36 Dennis C. Dickerson, “African American Religious Intellectuals and the Theological Foundations of 
the Civil Rights Movement, 1930–55,” Church History 74, no. 2 (2005): 217–35; Anthony C. Siracusa, 
Nonviolence before King: The Politics of Being and the Black Freedom Struggle, (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2021); Sean Scalmer also gives attention to the translation of Gandhi 
into both Britain and the United States. Sean Scalmer, Gandhi in the West: The Mahatma and the Rise of 
Radical Protest (Cambridge: University Press, 2011).  
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suggests that, based on Sue Bailey Thurman’s activities, there were other ways that Gandhian 

nonviolent principles were incorporated into the African American freedom struggle. Sue Bailey 

Thurman’s programs were rooted in a conception of freedom that was first and foremost 

spiritual, reflecting Gandhi’s understanding of Truth and man’s connection with God, and Nobel 

Laureate Rabindranath Tagore’s beliefs about culture and spiritual expression. If nonviolent 

direct action, the American translation of satyagraha, was the pursuit of Truth, then this project 

invites reflection on the other ways that Truth was explored in institutional contexts. By 

considering Bailey Thurman’s commitment to self-expression for oppressed groups and racial 

reconciliation through international and interracial contacts as echoes of ahimsa, we can enrich 

our understanding of the intellectual and religious exchanges between African Americans and 

Indians beyond political protest.  

*** 

 Chapter One considers the connections between Sue Bailey Thurman and her mother 

Susie Ford Bailey, who was a leader in the Southeast District Baptist Association Women’s 

Association and participant in the Women’s Convention of the National Baptist Association. Not 

only did Sue Bailey Thurman understand her own work as being in continuity with Mrs. 

Bailey’s, but through the latter’s tireless efforts for African Americans in the Delta region she 

demonstrated women’s legacy as community leaders. Her daughter internalized these practices 

and then saw them manifest in the work of women in India, Mexico, and Cuba. The chapter 

concludes by considering how Sue Bailey’s experiences as an ally to the student protests at 

Hampton Institute provided the chance for her to confront the tensions between the culture of 

uplift and missing of her mother and her resentment of white paternalism.  

 Chapters Two and Three consider Bailey Thurman’s time working for the National 
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YWCA as a traveling student secretary and living in Harlem. Chapter Two considers the broader 

intellectual context of the student YWCA and how their efforts to reform their approach to race 

relations during the interwar period allowed for both a more progressive view of interracial work 

through spiritual practice and provided a means of exploring international coalition building 

through the World Student Christian Federation.  

 At the same time, Sue Bailey was establishing herself in Harlem. Having studied music at 

Oberlin, her artistic interests found common cause with the the debates over representation and 

self-portraiture at the heart of the Harlem Renaissance. Chapter Three explores the network of 

intellectuals and activists that comprised Bailey Thurman’s network to suggest that the 

exchanges between liberal Christian groups and Harlem activists and artists invites further 

reflection on the broader intellectual project taking place in these circles. It also argues that the 

movement’s cultural romanticism and concern for Black expression, articulated in Alain Locke’s 

The New Negro, were deeply impactful to Sue Bailey’s later work.  

 Bailey Thurman left the YWCA after she married Howard Thurman in 1932.  Chapter 

Four considers the couple’s travels to India under the auspices of the Student Christian 

Movement in 1935. This section is concerned with understanding Sue Bailey Thurman’s 

particular contributions to the Pilgrimage of Friendship, as the four-person delegation was called, 

as well as how her experiences in India confirmed her frustrations over the representation of 

minorities in the international press and encouraged her to establish relationships with the All 

India Women’s Congress. Finally, it will consider the goals of the Juliette Derricotte Scholarship, 

which Bailey Thurman created upon her return and how it supported her international vision.  

 Chapter Five examines the other initiatives Sue Bailey Thurman undertook during the 

late 1930s through the 1940s, including founding the Howard Faculty Wives Club and her 
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increased participation in the National Council of Negro Women through the Museum and 

Archives Committee. This chapter establishes her position as an intellectual who developed a 

particular interpretation of African American history and internationalism. During this period she 

served as the founding editor of the Aframerican Woman’s Journal, Chair of the NCNW Museum 

and Archives Committee, and wrote three books that engaged with Black history in different 

ways. All of them elevated the role of women as historical actors and preservationists.  

 The final chapter follows the Thurmans to California where Howard Thurman was to 

serve as the co-pastor of the Church for the Fellowship of All Peoples in San Francisco, the first 

intentionally interracial church in the United States.  The church was an experimental venture 

that sought to integrate the interracialism of the liberal Christian movement with the Thurman’s 

cosmopolitanism. Sue Bailey Thurman took the lead in organizing the International Workshop, 

which is the primary focus of this chapter. Shortly after arriving in San Francisco, Bailey 

Thurman reported on the first meeting of the United Nations for the Aframerican Woman’s 

Journal and the Chicago Defender. Through her coverage of the proceedings, she was able to 

articulate her anti-colonial critique explicitly and offered her own view of an international 

relations expressed in the interactions between unofficial delegates.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
 

From Pine Bluff to Hampton: Raising an Internationalist 
 
 

  
... I was appointed by the Woman’s American Baptist Home Mission Board of the Northern 
Convention to give all of my time to field work. I worked alone for many years... I secured the 
week-end services of two women and sent them to different places while I took my little girl, 
then twelve years old, and held meetings in other places. My little daughter was public-spirited, 
and with her ability to play the folding reed organ which we took with us, contributed much to 
the appeal of our work in communities. She became my little partner when she was scarcely six 
years old and has continued to help me in some capacity until now when her duties as the 
National Student Secretary for the Y.W.C.A. take her away from home so much of the time.  
             - Susie Ford Bailey, Untitled Manuscript1 
 
 Sue Bailey Thurman’s religious and political outlook was shaped by a unique 

combination of African-American feminist theology, inter-war Christian internationalism, and 

the New Negro Movement in Harlem. Bailey Thurman’s encounters with each of these 

intellectual influences took place during the formative years of childhood through young 

adulthood, prior to her marriage to Howard Thurman. This chapter will examine the ways that 

Bailey Thurman experienced the earliest of these, womanist theology, and consider its lasting 

impression on her vision for world reconstruction.  

 Any analysis of Sue Bailey Thurman’s intellectual development must start with an 

examination of her parents, the Reverend Isaac G. Bailey and Susie Ford Bailey (from this point 

referred to as I.G. Bailey and S.E. Bailey). The Baileys worked tirelessly in southeast Arkansas 

as educators, community workers, and religious leaders to improve the lives of African 

Americans. Their biographies capture the resilience of African Americans in the South during 

 
1 Untitled and Undated Typed Manuscript by S.E. Bailey, box 16, folder 15, SBTC. 
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Reconstruction and Jim Crow, and demonstrate the centrality of religion within Black 

communities. Throughout Sue Bailey Thurman’s later activism, her parents’ legacy can be seen 

in her commitment to institution building and the elevation of women as agents of social change. 

Reverend Bailey died when his youngest daughter was only ten years old, but her mother, who 

had been a partner to her husband in his leadership of the Baptist church in southeast Arkansas, 

remained a prominent figure in Bailey Thurman’s life until her death in 1948.  S.E. Bailey will 

be the primary focus of this analysis, though I.G. Bailey’s work with the Southeast District 

Baptist Association will be examined as representative of Reverend and Mrs. Bailey’s shared 

legacy. Mrs. Bailey’s work with the American Baptist Home Mission Society and the Southeast 

Baptist Women’s Convention modeled a type of Black womanhood that was focused on 

community uplift and service, which shaped her daughter’s understanding of women’s role in 

social uplift work.  

 The biographies of the Bailey women have several parallels; both married ministers, 

worked primarily with women’s organizations, and viewed themselves as educators. However, 

there were some significant differences that impacted the scope of their work: one was born into 

slavery, the other free; one had to travel across state lines for access to a secondary education, 

while the other attended two prestigious colleges; one spent her life serving the rural poor in 

Arkansas, and the other traveled the world as a cultural ambassador for African Americans. 

Despite their different social positions, both maintained a belief in the agency of women and 

their influence within the Black community. Bailey Thurman explained this belief, writing that 

“the negro woman is the symbol of all our racial strength, she breathes in us a sense of power...”2 

She often narrated African-American history through the stories of Black women and created 

 
2 Unlabeled Notecards, box 1, folder 13, SBTC. 
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opportunities for young women to further their education through scholarships and international 

travel - things for which her mother also worked in her own community context. As the epigraph 

suggests, Sue Bailey and S.E. Bailey were in many ways partners in their labors and though 

Bailey Thurman’s work expanded beyond the boundaries of Mrs. Bailey, she carried her 

mother’s steadfast commitment to service and spiritual grounding with her.3  

 Mother Bailey’s work fits seamlessly within the religious milieu described by Glenda 

Gilmore, Barbara Ransby and Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham.4 The middle-class movement these 

scholars describe was comprised of several organizations with different missions, but all shared a 

belief in women’s special role as leaders in the progress of their race. Higginbotham has argued 

that women involved in the Women’s Auxiliary of the National Baptist Convention, which 

included S.E. Bailey, were supported in their work by a feminist theology of equal participation 

in the work of spiritual regeneration. Through their theocentric view of the world, they 

interpreted their faith in relation to social problems and created a position for themselves as 

religious workers outside of the home.5 Scholars have recognized that women’s church work 

informed a number of prominent twentieth-century activists including Ella Baker and Dorothy 

Height in the domestic struggle for civil rights, but I will be considering how these ideas 

prepared another path for Sue Bailey Thurman to engage in international activities with a 

 
3 Sue Bailey Thurman discusses her mother’s strong sense of self and the freedom that she found through 
her own spiritual life in her extended interview with Beth Rhude Colgate in 1984 for the BWOHP. Bailey 
Thurman’s younger daughter, Anne Spencer Thurman, also commented on Mother Bailey’s faith, 
describing her during her own BWOHP interview as “very rooted in her religion.” BWOHP, 2-3, 12.  
4 See Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North 
Carolina, 1896-1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996); Ransby, Ella Baker and the 
Black Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Vision; Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent: The 
Women’s Movement in the Black Baptist Church, 1880-1920. 
5 See Higginbotham, Chapter 5. 
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specific gender perspective.6   

 Feminist theology is one component of the Black women’s tradition that Sue Bailey 

Thurman inherited, but there are two others that took on elevated meaning when combined with 

her later experiences in the YWCA and Harlem: missioning and Pan-African sentiments. Foreign 

and home missioning in the Black Baptist tradition provided a framework through which Bailey 

Thurman understood women’s leadership in developing international community, while early 

overseas missioning by Black Americans in Africa inspired a proto-pan-Africanism in which it 

was understood that the fate of both the continent and those in the diaspora were intertwined. 

The inherent paternalism of traditional missioning became a problem for Sue Bailey Thurman 

during her time at Hampton and later the YWCA, but the importance of Blackness and the 

shared experiences of oppressed people globally shaped her development of a religious 

egalitarianism that transcended racial and cultural boundaries. These three strands of influence - 

feminist theology, proto-pan-Africanism, and missioning - formed the religious sensibility that 

directed Sue Bailey Thurman’s internationalism and connected her with a Black intellectual 

tradition of global liberation.  

 

Building a Life and Faith in Southeast Arkansas 

 

S.E. Bailey was born on a plantation in Mississippi. Her mother, Elvie, was an enslaved 

woman and her father, T.S. Ford, was a white plantation owner. According to Sue Bailey 

 
6 See previous note, especially Ransby Chapter 1; Also Bettye Collier-Thomas, Jesus, Jobs, and Justice: 
African American Women and Religion (New York: Random House, 2010). 
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Thurman, T.S. Ford became infatuated with Elvie, who was enslaved at a different plantation, 

and eventually brought her to live in his home and become his mistress.7 After the Civil War, 

Elvie took her children and moved to Arkansas to start their new life in freedom. Her daughter, 

Susie Ford (soon to be Bailey), wanted to become a teacher, but there were no schools for Black 

students in Arkansas where she could receive the necessary education. So, she moved to St. 

Louis when she was fifteen to attend Sumner High School and Normal School. After she 

graduated, Ford returned to the South. By 1883 she owned her own land in Pine Bluff, Arkansas 

on which she built a home for herself and her mother.8  

The following year, S.E. Ford married Isaac G. Bailey. Bailey was born in Desha County, 

Arkansas in 1847 to Virginia and Perry Bailey. His mother was a member of the Cherokee 

Nation and his father was a freed man who had migrated to Arkansas from Maryland. Perry 

Bailey died when I.G. Bailey was just a boy, so, when he was old enough, he decided to forgo 

school and began to work as a tenant farmer on a neighbor’s land - a venture through which he 

apparently attained financial success.9  At twenty-one years old he decided to enroll in a night 

school after meeting a teacher who he found “particularly dignified.” Years later in 1883 he 

began courses at Branch Normal College in Pine Bluff, the state’s first institute of higher 

learning for African Americans, where he studied for one term under the school’s founder 

Professor J.C. Corbin. At this point Bailey had already been elected the minister of the First 

 
7 Trudi Smith, “Sue Bailey Thurman: Building Bridges to Common Ground, 1995,” series 4, box 5, folder 
26, I.G. Bailey and Thurman family papers, Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library, 
Emory University (from this point I.G. Bailey Family Papers). Much of this information is repeated in the 
unpublished manuscript “Biography of a Free Spirit Sue Bailey Thurman by Beth E. Rhude,” box 1, 
folder 3, SBTC. 
8 “Sue Bailey Thurman: Building Bridges to Common Ground,” 1-2. 
9 L.W. Blue, History of the Southeast District Baptist Association, box 4, folder 47, I.G. Bailey Family 
Papers; “Building Bridges,” 2. 
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Baptist Church of Arkansas City.10 He eventually became a missionary in the region and was 

very interested, like Mrs. Bailey, in improving the condition of poor white and Black children 

through education. Speaking about her family, Sue Bailey Thurman once said that they “made 

the day have meaning for them” as they worked in the community to bring whatever resources 

they had to the poor, and the dispossessed, and the deprived in the Arkansas Delta.11 

The poor were not hard to find in the Delta. Arkansas was sparsely populated compared 

to Louisiana, Mississippi, and Missouri, averaging only fifteen people per square acre in 1880. 

Ninety-six percent of the population were considered rural.12 The state’s economy depended on 

agriculture, which required a significant amount of labor from tenant farmers. Many scholars 

have detailed the exploitation of the tenant farming system and conditions in Arkansas were no 

different. Carl Moneyhon explains in Arkansas and the New South, that the average family of 

five, with four members working in the field, under the best of circumstances would probably 

make about $480 for a year. According to the Department of Agriculture, this same family would 

have spent as much as $292 on food alone, with additional costs such as medicine, food, and 

transportation adding to the total. Based on these figures, it was nearly impossible for tenant 

families to make a profit.13 By 1860, enslaved people comprised nearly twenty-five percent of 

the Arkansas population and the number of African Americans would only increase after the 

 
10 This is one example of conflicting, or almost conflicting, information about Bailey’s life. The citations 
here are from a book from the Bailey family archive written in approximately 1902 by another minister 
named L.W. Blue. It seems that I.G. Bailey read it and made some notes, so we can infer that he endorsed 
the biography it contained. Sue Bailey Thurman says “Bridges to Common Ground” that he graduated 
from Branch Normal School and that he joined the ministry the same year he married Susie Ford, though 
this text states that he joined the ministry at least seven years before that. “History of the Southeast 
District Baptist Association,” 40-47. 
11 “Biography of a Free Spirit Sue Bailey Thurman,” 13. 
12 Carl Moneyhon, Arkansas and the New South, 1874-1929 (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 
1997), 8. 
13 Moneyhon, 7. 
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Civil War when former plantation owners sent agents across the South to recruit the formerly 

enslaved with the promise of cheap land and abundant labor.14 Tenant farming awaited most of 

these new Black Arkansans. The construction of the Memphis and Little Rock Railroad in 1871 

brought more African Americans to the region almost doubling the number of majority-African 

American counties from eight to fifteen. In those closest to the Delta, including Chicot and 

Jefferson counties where the Baileys lived, African Americans comprised over seventy percent 

of the population by 1880.15  

As the state’s Black population grew, a recognizable professional class of what Glenda 

Gilmore calls the “best men” and “best women” developed.16 These men and women were not 

middle class per se, but they understood their role in the community as leaders for their race and 

believed that their adherence to Victorian or Christian principles would demonstrate their 

equality with whites. Pine Bluff, where Sue Bailey Thurman was born, has been described as a 

cultural and historical mecca, especially from Reconstruction through 1915. The city had a large 

Black business community at the turn of the twentieth century and the largest per capita 

concentration of wealthy African Americans in Arkansas and the Delta.17  The city was the home 

of Branch Normal College, which Reverend Bailey attended, the Delta’s first Black-owned bank, 

and the largest number of African American state legislators through the nineteenth century, 

 
14 John Giggie, After Redemption: Jim Crow and the Transformation of African American Religion in the 
Delta, 1875-1915 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 10. 
15 Giggie, 10 and Moneyhon, 13-14. See also Story Matkin-Rawn “‘The Great Negro State of the 
Country’: Arkansas’s Reconstruction and the Other Great Migration.” The Arkansas Historical 
Quarterly 72, no. 1 (2013): 29-31. 
16 Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow, xix. Moneyhon writes that there may have been class differentiation 
among African Americans, but little is known about it (Arkansas and the New South, 15). Based on the 
reports of S.E. Bailey and Sue Bailey Thurman, it seems that there was definitely a clergy class, but it is 
not clear exactly how significant the economic gap might have been. 
17 Jimmy Cunningham Jr. and Donna Cunningham, African Americans of Pine Bluff and Jefferson County 
(Mount Pleasant: Arcadia Publishing, 2013), 7. 
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including Reverend Bailey who served a term in 1885.18 The Baileys eventually moved to 

Dermott, presumably because Reverend Bailey was working to establish the Southeast Baptist 

Academy, which, though significantly smaller than Pine Bluff, was also home to African-

American doctors, business owners, politicians, and educators like I.G. and S.E. Bailey.19 

The Baileys’ greatest contribution to this budding African American region was the 

establishment of the Southeast District Baptist Association and Women’s Convention. Prior to 

the official formation of the National Baptist Convention in 1895, state conventions formed to 

further the efforts of churches to both spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ and provide support to 

their respective communities. The Arkansas State Baptist Convention was founded in 1867 in 

Pine Bluff and according to John Giggie, by the late 1870s nearly thirty thousand African 

Americans had started organizing in local associations like the Southeast District Association 

(SDA).20 District associations allowed local churches and religious leadership to develop their 

own civic institutions like young people’s groups, social clubs, and schools which were often 

inadequate or excluded African Americans. According to the account of Reverend L.W. Blue, 

the SDA was organized in 1869 as the “St. Marion District Association” in Monticello, 

Arkansas. The SDA, which was comprised of Ashley, Chicot, Desha, and Drew counties, split 

from the St. Marion group in 1883 because the district was too large and placed a strain on the 

 
18 Ibid, 8 and “Building Bridges to Common Ground,” 14. 
19 The Southeast Baptist Academy opened in 1899. According to census data in the Encyclopedia of 
Arkansas, in 1900 Dermott’s population was 467, compared to Pine Bluff’s nearly 11,500. Russell E. 
Bearden, “Pine Bluff,” in Encyclopedia of Arkansas (Central Arkansas Library System, n.d.), 
https://encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/pine-bluff-908/; Rebecca DeArmond-Huskey, “Dermott,” in 
Encyclopedia of Arkansas (Central Arkansas Library System, n.d.), 
https://encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/dermott-chicot-county-845/.See also Bettye J. Williams: The 
Pioneers: Early African-American Leaders in Pine Bluff, Arkansas (Bloomington: Archway Publishing, 
2020) 
20 Giggie, 105-6. 
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missionaries who traveled the region to convert recently-emancipated African-Americans.21 

These first efforts at organization were complicated by a number of factors. The ministers lacked 

formal education, as many of them had only recently been enslaved, there was a scarcity of 

materials like Bibles or tracts for them to use in their preaching, and they faced competition from 

the African Methodist Episcopal church, which was better organized and educated clergy.22 

Finally, there was little funding to support the Association’s missionary efforts or to build any 

churches. I.G. Bailey was a part of a new generation of leaders who were committed to the 

improvement of the denomination through fundraising and education. When the SDA separated 

from the older association, they “saw at once that greater things were expected of them than the 

fathers had done.”23 

I.G. and S.E. Bailey’s marriage coincides with the expansion of the SDA and the couple’s 

growing role in it. Reverend Bailey was married to a woman name Winnie White in 1866, 

shortly after which he became a minister at the First Baptist Church in Arkansas City. White died 

in 1882, the SDA was formed in 1883, and Bailey married Susie Ford in 1884. After his 

marriage to Ford, his role in the SDA expanded to include an eighteen-month period as a 

missionary to the region and two different terms as moderator/president of the Association. From 

its founding, the SDA worked with other smaller associations to support Arkansas Baptist 

College, which was established in 1882 by Arkansan E.C. Morris, who later became the first 

president of the National Baptist Convention. Around 1901, Reverend Bailey and the Southeast 

Association opened their own school: the Southeast Baptist Academy for African-American 

students in grades one through twelve. Morris described Reverend Bailey as an “untiring 

 
21 History of the Southeast District Baptist Association, 10. 
22 History of the Southeast District Baptist Association, 7-9. 
23 Ibid, 11. 
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worker” who “would rather surrender all of his personal possessions than see his denomination 

fall behind.”24 In addition to his role with the school board, the Southeast District Association, 

and as a state legislator, Isaac Bailey worked with his wife as a colporteur for the white-led 

American Baptist Home Mission Society (ABHMS). 

Like her husband in the SDA, S.E. Bailey was involved in the early formation of the 

Women’s Southeast District Convention (WSDC) in 1897. She was the corresponding secretary 

during the second year of its existence but was asked to assume the position of president shortly 

after the woman in the role passed away.25 The primary purpose of the Women’s Association 

was to get parents involved in daily family devotion, to help raise moral standards in the home, 

and to collect money for mission work. They also spent time reading and explaining the Bible 

during their annual meetings, suggesting that theological understanding and interpretation were 

just as important to the group as moral instruction.26 Mrs. Bailey’s work as a home missionary 

will be discussed at greater length, but it is worth noting that she was known as a great help to 

her husband’s ministerial work. In striking similarity to Howard Thurman’s later description of 

Sue Bailey Thurman, L.W. Blue explained that Reverend Bailey learned to “seek [Susie 

Bailey’s] advice and consult with her about all perplexing cares and difficulties which 

confronted him in life.”27 After her husband’s death, S.E. Bailey continued to work with the 

Southeast Baptist Academy and remained a leader in the Sunday School Board and WSDC. In 

these ways the Baileys should be seen as builders. They used the resources they had, and found 

 
24 E. C. Morris, Sermons, Addresses and Reminiscences and Important Correspondence, With a Picture 
Gallery of Eminent Ministers and Scholars (Nashville: National Baptist Publishing Board, 1901), 270 
Accessed through “Documenting the American South” University of North Carolina - Chapel Hill, 
https://docsouth.unc.edu/church/morris/morris.html#. 
25 History of the Southeast District Baptist Association 15. 
26 Ibid, 15-16. 
27 Ibid, 74. 
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ways to acquire what they needed, to create social infrastructure through which Black people 

could advance their lives. I.G. and S.E. Bailey’s legacy of Black institution building can be seen 

in their daughter’s work with Fellowship Church, the Black Women’s Archive of the National 

Council of Negro Women, the Juliette Derricotte Scholarship, and the Howard University 

Faculty Wives Club.  

 

S.E. Bailey’s Legacy  

 

Reverend and Mrs. Bailey had nine children, though only three survived childhood: 

Isaac, Dorcas, and the youngest, Susie. Isaac Bailey graduated from Howard University in 1916 

and served as a chaperone to his little sister Sue while she was a student at Nannie Burroughs 

School and Lucretia Mott School beginning in 1915. Isaac was very concerned about his sister’s 

education, especially at Nannie Burroughs School. He wrote to his mother that she could only 

learn domestic skills there, as the academic courses were not to the standard of “graded 

schools.”28 Years later Sue Bailey Thurman also reflected on her unhappiness at Nannie 

Burroughs School. Though the school’s principal was a fierce advocate for the rights of women 

and racial progress, her school emphasized racial uplift by building its curriculum around the 

“bible, bath, and broom.”29 Unfortunately, Dorcas died in 1917 and Isaac in 1918 just four years 

 
28 Isaac Bailey to “Mama” August 9, 1915, box 2, folder 1, I.G. Bailey Family Papers; Isaac Bailey to 
“Mama” September 6, 1915, box 2, folder 1, I.G. Bailey Family Papers and Isaac Bailey. 
29 For more on Nannie Burroughs School see Traki L. Taylor, “‘Womanhood Glorified’: Nannie Helen 
Burroughs and the National Training School for Women and Girls, Inc., 1909-1961,” The Journal of 
African American History 87, no. 4 (October 2002): 390–402. Taylor and Angela Hornsby-Gutting, 
"Woman's Work": Race, Foreign Missions, and Respectability in the National Training School for 
Women and Girls,” Journal of Women's History; Baltimore 31, No. 1, (Spring 2019): 37-61. 
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after his namesake the Reverend Bailey. So, as the young Sue Bailey set off to continue her 

education at Spelman in Atlanta, it was just her and her mother. Their correspondence over the 

following years reveals the admiration that Sue Bailey had for Mother Bailey and the ways that 

her mother’s actions informed her understanding of a woman’s work. 

Both Sue Bailey Thurman and her mother worked within interracial and Black 

institutions that were managed by and served women. S.E. Bailey was part of the early 

generation of Black women who organized at the state and national level to better the conditions 

of African Americans. During the Jim Crow era, Black men were systematically stripped of their 

political rights and the Black community was insulted and terrorized by white supremacists. 

Whether it was these external forces or a tradition of self-determination and coordinated 

community development, African-American women stepped into community leadership roles 

and leveraged gendered perceptions of social work to acquire resources for their race.30 

Oftentimes the resources that women sought were material in nature - access to education, food, 

or employment - but for women like S.E. Bailey who maintained a theological worldview, these 

resources were always pursued with the intention of spiritual development. These needs had to 

be met in order to move individuals, and the race, closer to the desires of God. Black Baptists 

like S.E. Bailey believed that God was using African-Americans to bring about a larger social 

transformation in which prejudice and evil would be banished in God’s name. Women played an 

important role in this work, both as mothers and administrators. Throughout L.W. Blue’s history 

of the SDA, women are celebrated as being hard workers and valuable contributors to the work 

of the Association. Reverend Bailey praised the women’s association for their executive and 

 
30 See Gilmore and Stephanie J. Shaw, “Black Club Women and the Creation of the National Association 
of Colored Women,” Journal of Women’s History 3, no. 2 (Fall 1991): 11–25. Shaw argues that the 
organizing of women’s clubs was not a response to Jim Crow, but a reflection of community 
consciousness in the larger African American History. 
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organizational abilities, stating in an 1899 address “The women of the Southeast Association 

have laid an example as an organized body worthy of imitation… May the Lord bless their work, 

and you, brethren should help and encourage the women.”31 

Women’s work as fundraisers, teachers, and administrators was grounded in Biblical 

evidence. Feminist theology, as explained by Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, pointed to the 

women of the Old Testament, the role of Eve as mother of redemption, and the relationship 

between Jesus and Mary as examples of the centrality of women to the story of the Bible, and 

therefore God’s ordering of the world.32 Mary V. Cook, an officer in the Kentucky Convention, 

wrote of the female followers of Jesus during his life, “[Jesus] did not spurn their devotion… but 

acknowledged their love and good deeds, and commanded that wherever the gospel should be 

preached throughout the world that mention should be made of the woman who anointed his 

head…”33 Through examples such as this, Baptist women of the nineteenth century asserted their 

equal place in the work of the Lord, proclaiming that the walls of separation that had divided 

men and women were demolished and the combined power of the sexes would accost sin and 

ignorance.34 Without fully challenging the gender hierarchy, this theology empowered Black 

women to act autonomously within their denominations, often maintaining control over their 

organizational finances, programming, and convention meetings.35 

 The most prominent expression of these ideas occurred in the Women’s Auxiliary to the 

 
31 “I.G. Bailey Address Before the Southern District Association” in History of the Southeast District 
Baptist Association, 86. 
32 See Higginbotham Chapter 5, especially 128-136. 
33 Mary V. Cook “The Work for Baptist Women” in Edward Macknight Brawley, The Negro Baptist 
Pulpit: A Collection of Sermons and Papers on Baptist Doctrine and Missionary and Educational Work 
(American Baptist Publication Society, 1890), 271. 
34 Ibid, 273. 
35 Higginbotham, 74. 
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National Baptist Convention (NBC), a national organization to which states would send 

representatives. In addition to her service to the SDWC in Arkansas, S.E. Bailey attended the 

National Women’s Convention as a delegate and member of the Executive Board in 1914 and 

1920 respectively. Like the leaders of the national organization, S.E. Bailey believed that women 

had to unite in order to advance their gender and race through fundraising and service work. In 

an 1899 letter Bailey asked the women of the SDA to look past their differences so they could 

work together to make “Arkansas for Christ.”36 She reminded them that Black women were 

treated as the lowest group of people by society, looked upon with contempt and subjected to 

every kind of intrusion, and as such they needed to work together to provide educational and 

financial resources to their communities. Educational resources included religious tracts, 

publications from the Sunday School Board, and materials from the American Baptist Home 

Mission Society (ABHMS) Fireside Schools. As a colporteur for the ABHMS, Bailey worked 

with the creator of the Fireside Schools, Joanna Moore, to establish Bible bands across the region 

to promote religious education in Black homes. The funds raised through the sale of those 

materials went to the Home Mission Society, which, until the 1920s, provided some funds to 

support rural schools for African Americans in the South.37 As for financial resources, the 

SDWC raised three thousand dollars for Arkansas Baptist College and local missionaries by 

1900, which S.E. Bailey did not believe to be enough. Demonstrating her financial competency, 

she advised members of the organization to purchase five or ten dollar shares of the college’s 

 
36 S.E. Bailey, “How to Unite our Women,” box 16, folder 24, SBTC, 8. 
37 Katherine Westfall to Mrs. Baily July 8, 1921, box 2, folder 2, I.G. Family Papers. The ABHMS 
continued to support upper schools, but withdrew support for the lower schools which they felt were 
better handled by the local communities. Higginbotham writes that the leadership of schools was a 
catalyst for the development of NBC organizational infrastructure. Higginbotham, 50-53.  
For more on the limited financial support of the ABHMS see James Melven Washington, Frustrated 
Fellowship: The Black Baptist Quest for Social Power (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1986). 
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capital stock in order to support the construction of a men’s dormitory and other improvements 

to the school’s infrastructure.38 Once the college was provided for, any additional funds would be 

used to support state missionaries. If Higginbotham is correct in her argument that the 

fundraising efforts of women made them central to the development of the National Baptist 

Convention, then the work of Bailey and others for Arkansas Baptist College and the Southeast 

Baptist Academy made them integral to the growth of African American higher education in 

Arkansas. At present, Arkansas Baptist College remains the only Baptist-affiliated HBCU west 

of the Mississippi and the Southeast Baptist Academy was replaced by two other educational 

institutions in the same location before closing in 2021.39 These institutions trained African-

American leaders for the South and their success drew from the support of women. 

 The theme of Black female solidarity certainly rang true in Sue Bailey Thurman’s 

position at the National Council of Negro Women, yet she was equally committed to promoting a 

sense of unity between women of different races internationally. Even here, Bailey Thurman 

reflected the legacy of her mother. For both, African American women’s organizations and 

institutions were means of expressing Black agency in a society that was structured to uphold 

white supremacy. The National Baptist Convention and the NCNW leveraged the collective 

power of African Americans to create space for them politically and provide resources for their 

communities where public or white institutions had failed. This was S.E. Bailey’s life work. 

 
38 “How to unite our women,” 5.  For more on fundraising efforts for Arkansas Baptist College, see 
American Baptist Home Mission Society, “Educational Department,” The Baptist Home Mission 
Monthly, 11, no. 2 (February, 1889): 49;  “Educational Department,” 11, no. 3, (March 1889): 73; 
“Educational Department,” 11, no. 9, (September 1889): 261. 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015039728954&view=1up&seq=63&skin=2021&q1=arkans
as 
39 Helaine Williams, “Legacy Lost — Thousands of Rosenwald Schools Were Built to Improve Education 
for Black Students during Jim Crow Era,” Arkansas Democrat Gazette, March 7, 2021, 
https://www.arkansasonline.com/news/2021/mar/07/legacy-lost/. 
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However, her daughter also remembered her as a mediator who could bring the races together, 

and her work with the white ABHMS reflected her willingness to work within white 

institutions.40 Undeniably, S.E. Bailey’s work with the ABHMS was most likely foremost a way 

of accessing critical resources for her community. These elements of Mother Bailey’s life also 

reflect a belief in the universalism of the Christian faith – any progress made through racial unity 

brought them closer to the universal ideal.  

 For Sue Bailey Thurman, these lessons were reflected in her work in two ways. First, in 

her belief that women’s work itself was universal and that by cooperating with one another they 

could affect social change. Evidence of this can be seen in a letter from Bailey Thurman to her 

mother from Mexico in 1935. After attending a banquet hosted by a local women’s association, 

she wrote her mother, “I thought of your work at home and how in every country there are 

conscientious women doing the same thing. These women are laboring for their young people, in 

the hope that there will come a new day for Mexico.”41 Drawing on the Black women’s tradition 

of community leadership as educators, activists, and mothers, she believed that women would be 

able to create a new world for their youth and their country. Second, Sue Bailey Thurman’s 

commitment to interracial and intercultural experiences was rooted in a belief in the worthiness 

of all people. Thus, like her mother’s work as a racial mediator in the community and with the 

ABHMS, Sue Bailey Thurman drew on a belief in the universal to develop programs that sought 

to reconcile people to one another.  

 

 

 

 
40 BWOHP, 40. 
41 “Sue Bailey Thurman to Susan Ford Bailey [March, 1935?],” PHWT, vol. 1, 244-245. 
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Establishing a Global Consciousness 

 

Missioning and missionary support were perhaps the defining characteristics of S.E. 

Bailey’s work in Dermott and Pine Bluff. Her organizational leadership within the SDWC and 

the Women’s Auxiliary to the NBC did provide a model of womanist activism for Sue Bailey 

Thurman, but her work as a missionary was probably more impactful. Though Sue Bailey 

Thurman was critical of the missionary enterprise as an adult, she believed in the work of her 

mother and maintained a deep respect for her. Throughout their correspondence Bailey Thurman 

praises her mother’s work as a missionary and asks for her approval in her own work as a student 

and an educator. During her final year at Oberlin College she wrote to her mother “You are so 

unusual and my advantages have been beyond the ordinary. I am more than grateful. I would live 

my life in any way that will give you pleasure. I hope you are satisfied with what your daughter 

has been able to do.”42 Besides a letter written as a child to the American Baptist Home Mission 

Society, there is little evidence that Sue Bailey Thurman intended to remain engaged with the 

National Baptist Convention or the ABHMS like her mother.43 However, it is clear that she 

believed service to the community and the race to be a noble and worthy profession.  

 Mrs. Bailey served as a missionary for the ABHMS for over fifty years.44 The ABHMS 

was founded in 1832 to provide domestic missions to new immigrants, Native Americans in the 

Western Territory, and the formerly enslaved.45 Missioning was not easy work. Not only was 

 
42 “Baby” to “My Dear Darling Mother” April 5, 1926, box 2, folder 3, I.G. Bailey Family Collection.  
This doubt over her mother’s approval was expressed in an earlier letter when she says that she wishes 
she could take her recently deceased brother Isaac’s place. “Baby” to “My Own Darling Mama” 
December 2, 1918, box 2, folder 1, I.G. Bailey Family Collection. 
43 Letter from Florence Burnett to Susie, September 22, 1911, box 5, folder 52, I.G. Bailey Family Papers. 
44 “Dedication of American Baptist College Library,” box 4, folder 31, I.G. Bailey Family Papers. 
45 Washington, 54. 
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there almost a constant need for additional financial support, but the people to which Mrs. Bailey 

ministered were often incredibly poor, which required her to provide for their material, spiritual, 

and intellectual needs.  She often wrote her daughter and other friends about the lack of 

resources and support available to those in the region. In 1918 she explained to Sue Bailey that 

there was “no one who is willing to come here and work among these people,” and shortly before 

her death she echoed this sentiment, with more desperation, in an appeal addressed to “My dear 

Sons and Daughters” of Dermott.46 After her husband’s death, Mrs. Bailey turned her home into 

a mission center, modifying its structure to support classes and meetings. She spent nearly three 

hundred dollars of her own money to extend the length of her front room to accommodate about 

fifty folding chairs in the manner of a chapel or church assembly room.47 In later decades, Sue 

Bailey and Howard Thurman’s home also became a church proxy, as they led workshops and 

courses in their basement when Fellowship Church’s facilities were unavailable.  

 The Mississippi River Flood of 1927 was particularly challenging for Mrs. Bailey’s 

mission work, as Arkansas suffered more human and capital losses than any other state impacted 

by the disaster. Ninety-eight people lost their lives, and the total monetary loss was in the tens of 

millions of dollars.48 Schools specifically are thought to have suffered around thirty-four 

thousand dollars in damage and loss of materials. For somebody like S.E. Bailey who worked to 

build the educational institutions of Arkansas, this was certainly a devastating setback. Not to 

 
46 “Mama” to “My Dear Daughter” January 2, 1918 box 3, folder 1, I.G. Bailey Family Papers; S.E. 
Bailey to “My dear Sons and Daughters” April 1946, box 2 folder 7, I.G. Bailey Family Papers. 
47 Sue Bailey Thurman to Mother, October 12, 1926, SBTC. 
48 Ethel C. Simpson and Richard Dawes, “Letters from the Flood.” The Arkansas Historical Quarterly 55, 
no. 3 (1996), 252. Russell Bearden, “Jefferson County’s Worst Disaster: The Flood of 1927,” The 
Arkansas Historical Quarterly 43, no. 4 (1984): 324–38; Simpson, Dawes, and Bearden all cite “Losses 
and Damages Resulting from the Flood of 1927” by The Mississippi River Flood Control Association 
(Memphis, 1927) for their numbers, but the former states the damages were nearly thirty-eight million 
dollars while the latter states it was $27,948,919.09. See also, John M. Barry, Rising Tide: The Great 
Mississippi Flood of 1927 and How It Changed America. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1997). 
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mention that her own home was damaged, which prevented her from hosting gatherings there.49 

The water was so high after the flood that she could run a boat through all of the rooms and both 

her organ and piano were ruined. Yet, she remained committed to her missioning. Two hundred 

men and women were living in a public school house nearby and she chose to live among them 

in order to minister to their needs.50 A year later there was little relief. In 1928 she appealed to 

members of the Southeast District Association for more support for the poor churches in the area 

(which characterized the majority of congregations). By this time her home had been restored 

enough to turn it back into a mission station where she could pack up supplies for the 

communities still suffering. She traveled to their communities and coordinated family 

improvement meetings, kindergartens, P.T.A.s, and youth meetings.51 Her work during these 

challenging times illustrates her commitment to serving her community.  

 Like other race women of the time, she was concerned with the uplift and progress of 

African Americans in the South. The literature that she shared from the ABHMS and the Fireside 

School emphasized the importance of family and Christian teachings as remedies to the problems 

facing African Americans. In an essay titled “Training of Children,” S.E. Bailey implores her 

audience to understand the role of raising children in the advancement of the race. Bailey 

describes the “hundreds of our boys that are laying around the streets or are being carried to the 

different county farms and to the penitentiary every year, and [the] large number of our girls 

being morally destroyed.” The problem with these children was their lack of discipline; they did 

not have parents who were committed to Christian principles in the home. Bailey’s essay 

captures the centrality of family life to the larger goals of uplift,  

 
49 Clara Norcutt to S.E. Bailey, May 17, 1927, box 2, folder 3, I.G. Bailey Family Papers. 
50 Missions: American Baptist International Magazine, October 1927, 554. 
51 S.E. Bailey to “Dear Christian Friends,” December 19, 1928, box 2, folder 3, I.G. Bailey Family 
Papers. 
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... such worthless mother and fathers instead of having some order in their 
homes and reading and praying and kindly appealing to the conscience of 
their children and if this fails get a rod and appeal to their backs until they 
are willing to observe the rules of the house. If a child is allowed to break 
the rules of his house he will soon break the laws of the land. 

She points out that to be contributing members of society these children needed to understand 

that they were expected to behave a certain way for employers.52 Though she emphasized the 

detrimental effects of laziness and lax moral character, she is also acutely aware of the role that 

outside forces - namely white supremacy - played in these structures. For example, the fact that 

those boys are being sent to prison or taken to work as farmers in other counties is not something 

that is necessarily a consequence of their own actions. Similar to the outlook of Gilmore’s 

clubwomen, she believed that by improving their behaviors and gaining education they would be 

integrated into society. While one could interpret Bailey’s insights as reflecting a respectability 

politics in which Black children are expected to meet white middle-class Victorian expectations, 

Bailey’s interest in parent and child kneeling together before the family alter is driven first and 

foremost by her desire for children to fulfill the Lord’s instruction: the Bible says that children 

will delight in the way of the Lord if parents only take the time to speak it.  

Understanding S.E. Bailey as first and foremost a missionary offers a fundamental insight 

into Sue Bailey Thurman’s work. Rather than using these religious organizations as a means of 

improvement for the race, religious practice was an end, perhaps the end, unto itself. There is no 

way to get around the relationship between home missions and uplift politics, but missioning had 

a larger goal. For S.E. Bailey the work was not “Lifting as we Climb,” for they were not 

climbing anywhere, but rather moving forward in their pursuit of the way of the Lord. 

Higginbotham’s statement that Baptist women were distinct from secular women’s clubs in their 

 
52 Training of Children, box 4, folder 9, I.G. Bailey Family Papers, 5. 
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closer relationship with lower-class women rings true for S.E. Bailey. While they still promoted 

a “politics of respectability,” they identified with the poor women they served. Further, because 

the National Baptist Convention maintained a congregational structure, poor women could 

actually participate in national conferences as representatives of their community and therefore 

they were actually participants in the Baptist women’s work, not simply recipients of 

respectability training. Working class women were often held in esteem against images of elite 

women, who, as Nannie Helen Burroughs pointed out, “smoothes her well-gloved hand while 

she studies the ‘wonderfully interesting slum’ problem as a diversion.”53 Echoes of this 

relationship with those to which they minister can be seen in Bailey Thurman’s later affiliation 

with the NCNW, which sought to distinguish itself from other women’s clubs in its incorporation 

of working-class women’s groups into its national program.  

Another legacy of missioning that can be seen in Sue Bailey Thurman’s work is her 

mother’s emphasis on equality for women and girls. Likely drawing on her own experience as a 

teenager and young woman, she believed that girls needed to be taught to be self-sufficient. In 

the “Training of Children” essay, Bailey details how she feels parents ought to train their girls to 

not only be homemakers and wives, but that they ought to be given their own plots of land to 

learn to tend the land, harvest the crop, and then how to sell the crop for a profit so that they can 

buy the things they desire and, importantly, not be persuaded away from home on the promise of 

money because “she will have money of her own.”54  Independence, financial competency, and 

education were necessary for women to be good stewards of the Lord’s word. Further, after 

explaining girls’ needs, Mrs. Bailey writes that boys should have the same opportunities for 

 
53 Quoted in Ransby, 19. 
54 Training of Children, 4. 
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development as the girls yet the reason for their training is so that they can have stories for their 

friends and visit the state capitol. Based on this account, not only were women the anchor of the 

home as business managers, moral leaders, and financial contributors, but their ability to manage 

these things independent of their spouse was the priority. S.E. Bailey outlived I.G. Bailey by 

three decades, and, like her daughter, had achieved and maintained financial independence prior 

to her marriage, so this interpretation of women’s role in the larger community aligns with her 

own experience as much as any standard of respectability training. Therefore, Bailey and her 

peers arguably set their own goals based on the things that they experienced and while they 

sought to work in harmony with the preachers and the regional leadership, they did not frame 

their work as being guided by male directives. Like her mother, Sue Bailey Thurman pursued her 

own political goals apart from her husband.  

While Mrs. Bailey’s work was with home missions, foreign missions also grew rapidly 

during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Proto-pan-Africanism, the final legacy of 

the Black Baptist tradition in Sue Bailey Thurman’s work, was inspired by African-American 

missioning on the continent.55 Beginning in the late eighteenth century when evangelical revivals 

swept Europe and the United States, a small number of African-American Christians such as Lott 

Carey, Daniel Coker, and William Colley traveled to Africa to establish churches for Africans. 

Their efforts were concentrated in Sierra Leone and the newly established Liberia, both of which 

 
55 I have chosen to use the proto-pan-African framing put forth in Sandy Martin’s Black Baptist and 
African Missions to explain S.E. Bailey and the Black Baptist women’s diasporic sensibility. This aligns 
with Hakim Adi’s argument that Ethiopianism and the related international discourse between members 
of the AME, AMEZ, NBC, and Africa Initiated Church were early expressions of Pan-Africanism. 
Martin, Black Baptists and African Missions: The Origins of a Movement, 1880-1915; Hakim Adi, Pan-
Africanism: A History, 16-18; Duncan, “Ethiopianism in Pan-African Perspective, 1880-1920.” 
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were free African countries.56 As the nineteenth century progressed, Black denominations were 

able to fund their own missionaries, though the number of African-Americans who actually 

traveled to Africa as missionaries was limited. Gayraud Wilmore noted that the early missionary 

movement to Africa was less concerned with creating a free nation void of racial discrimination 

than creating “a great evangelistic mission to heathens who happened to be black and among 

whom the proud African Methodist and Baptist traditions could take root and flourish.”57 They 

utilized the “Theory of Providential Design,” which proposed that God had ordained slavery so 

that Black people could be exposed to Christianity and bring it back to the continent.58 This 

belief made foreign missions a fundamental component of the NBC’s mission, evidenced by 

statements like “…the work of giving the Gospel to the heathen in Africa lies nearer the heart of 

our people than any of the special objects of our Convention” made by the organization’s 

 
56 See Martin; Sylvia M. Jacobs, The African Nexus: Black American Perspective on the European 
Partitioning of Africa, 1880-1920 (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1981); Sandy Dwayne Martin, “Black 
Baptist Women and African Mission Work, 1870-1925,” Sage Vol 3, No. 1 (1986): 16–19; Tony Martin, 
“Some Reflections on Evangelical Pan-Africanism or Black Missionaries, White Missionaries and the 
Struggle for African Souls, 1890-1930,” in The Pan-African Connection: From Slavery to Garvey and 
Beyond (Dover, MA: The Majority Press, 1983), 31–46; Walter L. Williams, Black Americans and the 
Evangelization of Africa, 1877-1900 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1982); Gayraud S. 
Wilmore, Black Religion and Black Radicalism: An Interpretation of the Religious History of African 
Americans. 
57 Wilmore, 133. 
58 In an undated manuscript titled “Why we should study missions,” an unknown author explains the 
charge issued to teach children of God. Referring to 2nd Timothy 2:15, the author explains that they are 
charged collectively to “go into all the world and to make Disciples of all nations” by teaching them all 
that Christ has instructed them to do. ⁠1 She refers to God as the “first foreign missionary.” His was a 
mission of mercy to the world, executed through a humbleness of mind and self-sacrificing spirit, which 
was expected from the work of Black missionaries. Their ultimate goal was to lead their fellow man to 
Christ - a goal that Sue Bailey Thurman would not share. Whereas home missions focused on the aid of 
those who were around the missionaries, the writer believed that the special role of foreign missions was 
to inform those who had never heard of God or His Christ. As the author writes, “Whether we are saints 
are whether we are sinners, Brahmins; or Mahommadins [sp], we are obligated to all those who have not 
been fortunate enough to learn of their creator as we have learned of him.” Box 4, folder 4, I.G. Bailey 
Family Collection; See Jeannine DeLombard, “Sisters, Servants, or Saviors? National Baptist Women 
Missionaries in Liberia in the 1920s,” The International Journal of African Historical Studies 24, no. 2 
(1991), 328 
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president E.C. Morris.59 The A.M.E. Church also established a lasting presence in Africa and the 

Caribbean, and both the A.M.E.s and the Baptists sponsored African students’ studies in the 

United States.60  At the same time, an indigenous church movement called Ethiopianism, based 

on Psalm 68:31, began to sweep through sub-Saharan Africa. First a response to missionary 

discrimination, Ethiopianism developed political significance in the wake of the colonial 

partition of Africa at the Berlin Conference in 1884.61 The movement’s motto was “Africa for 

Africans,” which aligned with the fight for Black freedom in America.  

Wilmore’s observation about the earlier religious movement highlights an important 

distinction between the proto-pan-Africanism of the nineteenth century and the Pan-African 

movement of the twentieth. Proto-pan-Africanism was the recognition that Black people all over 

the world were afflicted by oppression from imperial power and that they shared a destiny in a 

“pan-African millennium,” described as a golden age in which the African past would be joined 

by God’s judgment of a white society.62 After the partitioning of Africa at the Berlin Conference, 

Black churches in the United States and Africa, as well as secular leaders, built upon these earlier 

sentiments in order to establish explicitly political positions through the Pan-African movement. 

Sue Bailey Thurman was marginally involved in the political movement for African sovereignty, 

but she did express a belief in African peoples’ special culture and destiny in her interracial and 

international work. This was undoubtedly influenced by her Baptist upbringing, especially the 

 
59 E.C. Morris, “Negro Baptists – Retrospective and Prospective. Delivered in Boston, September 15, 
1897” in Sermons, Addresses and Reminiscences and Important Correspondence, With a Picture Gallery 
of Eminent Ministers and Scholars, 73. 
60 See Tony Martin, Jacobs, Lawrence S. Little, Disciples of Liberty: The African Methodist Episcopal 
Church in the Age of Imperialism, 1884-1916 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2000); Dennis 
C. Dickerson, The African Methodist Episcopal Church: A History.  
61 Duncan, “Ethiopianism in Pan-African Perspective, 1880-1920,” 204-205. 
62 Dickerson, The African Methodist Episcopal Church, 175-179. 
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religious interpretation of Africa’s relation to the rest of the world.63 

Finally, foreign missioning and proto-pan-Africanism highlight the early international 

vision of Black religious women. The feminist theology which provided women with 

justification for organizational work domestically also gave them a special place in a global 

movement for liberation. Nannie Helen Burroughs captured this perspective in her famous 

speech “How the Sisters are Hindered from Helping,” presented to the National Baptist 

Convention in 1900, stating “We unfurl our banner upon which is inscribed this motto, ‘The 

World for Christ. Woman, Arise, He calls for thee.’” Though most women, like Mrs. Bailey, did 

not participate in foreign missions, missioning nonetheless constituted a significant part of their 

faith.64 The members of the Women’s Convention understood that their destiny in the United 

States was intimately related to the destiny of African people in the diaspora in the same way 

that Sue Bailey Thurman perceived the future of African-Americans as being part of a larger 

spiritual oneness with other oppressed groups around the world. 

In 1926, during her final months as a student at Oberlin, Sue Bailey Thurman wrote to 

her mother “I think you are doing one of the finest pieces of work being done by any body 

anywhere. It is the most beautiful example I know, of quiet, unobtrusive love and service.”65 Her 

admiration for her mother would not wane over the subsequent years, but her activism would 

gradually diverge from the uplift-minded missionary work of her mother towards a liberal 

internationalism inspired by religious unity. The first expression of this alternative perspective 

came shortly after this letter to her mother when she took a job at Hampton Institute in Virginia 

 
63 Sue Bailey to Winnifred Wygal October 14, 1929, box 5, folder 7, SBTC. 
64 Sarah Williamson to “My Precious Sister” March 18, 1925, box 2, folder 2, in I.G. Bailey Family 
Collection. 
65 Sue Bailey Thurman to Mother October 12, 1926, SBTC. 
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where she supported student protests against the white administration.  

 

 

Hampton Institute: An Activist Awakening 

 

 After completing her education at Nannie Burroughs School, Lucretia Mott School, and 

Spelman Seminary- all prominent Black institutions - Sue Bailey Thurman moved to Ohio to 

attend Oberlin College. Oberlin “opened windows” to her in regards to forming meaningful 

relationships with people of different races and in turn, understanding that there was “a much 

larger world that was opening up.”66 It was also her first time to experiment with being “an 

integrator.” Though Oberlin was one of the more progressive institutions in the country at that 

time, Bailey Thurman was still faced with discrimination because of her race. “I sat in that class 

and made plans as to what could be done on that campus” she remembered, “Already I had a 

sense that I had to help free the campus, especially in regard to having black students integrated, 

and closely integrated into the life of Oberlin College.”67 This sense of African Americans 

needing meaningful integration into the campus life would be echoed by her friend Juliette 

Derricotte around this same period in her reports as a secretary of the YWCA.68  

 Sue Bailey’s first experimentation with resisting racial discrimination occurred during her 

required student teaching. To complete her degree, she had to teach in a local school, but soon 

learned that because of her race she was unable to do so. The teacher of the class she was 

 
66 BWOHP, 2. 
67 BWOHP, 2.  
68 Juliette Derricotte, “Report of Visit to University of Pennsylvania - February 13-16,” box, 784, folder 
14, Record Group 7. Student work, YWCA of the U.S.A. records, Sophia Smith Collection MS324, Smith 
College Special Collections, Northampton, Mass. (From this point YWCA SSC) 
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assigned insisted that a white classmate teach the lesson and Sue Bailey would assist her. Not 

accepting that answer, Bailey convinced her white partner that they should alternate days 

teaching, making sure that Sue Bailey was directing on the day that the Oberlin observer came to 

the class, but not tell the administration of the local school. Bailey knew she could trust her 

partner because she was “born with the Kingdom of Heaven.” Her plan worked and in 1926 Sue 

Bailey was the first African American to graduate from the Oberlin Music Conservatory.69   

 Receiving a degree from a white institution moved Thurman into the most elite cohort of 

African-American women.70 At one point in her schooling she wanted to be a lawyer, but by the 

time she finished at Oberlin she had chosen to pursue teaching - at least for the time being.71 She 

received offers from Fisk University, Branch Normal School in Pine Bluff, Hampton Institute, 

and an unspecified position in St. Louis. Though she wanted to return home to be near her 

mother, she was most excited about the work at Hampton, which would allow her to work under 

esteemed composer and fellow Oberlin graduate Robert Nathaniel Dett, president of the National 

Association of Colored Musicians and the Director of Hampton’s Music Department. 

Additionally, working at Hampton would allow her the opportunity to work with the local 

YWCA and make connections that would help in initiating the work that she was going to be 

doing in Europe on behalf of the organization the following summer (that trip would for some 

reason be postponed until 1928).72 Her mother encouraged her to take a job that would 

compensate her fairly, even if it meant that she would be unable to return home. As Mother 

 
69 BWOHP, 2; Smith, Search for Common Ground, 5. 
70 See Linda M. Perkins, “The Role of Education in the Development of Black Feminist Thought, 1860-
1920,” History of Education 22, no. 3 (1993): 265–75 and “The National Association of College Women: 
Vanguard of Black Women’s Leadership and Education, 1923-1954,” The Journal of Education 172, no. 
3 (1990): 65–75. 
71 H.B. Bronson to “The Sunshine of My Soul” July 9, 1920, box 3, folder 1, I.G. Bailey Family Papers. 
72 “Baby” to “My Dear Darling Mother” April 5, 1926, box 2, folder 3, I.G. Bailey Family Collection. 
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Bailey put it, “Your education has cost too much to give it out at a penny salary.”73  

 Bailey Thurman initially intended to remain at Hampton for one year, but ultimately 

stayed for two from 1926-1928. Her time there was a pivotal point in her development as an 

activist and there are two lasting characteristics that can be seen in her subsequent work: her 

resistance to racial paternalism and the centrality of student education. During those two years 

the school experienced major protests over the paternalistic and offensive treatment of its 

students and Sue Bailey Thurman was one of two teachers- the other was her friend Louise 

Thompson Patterson- who actively aided the students in their challenge to the school’s 

administration. This choice affirmed her status as an outsider among the faculty, but it also 

distinguished her in the eyes of the national YWCA as someone who could effectively work with 

students on Black college campuses. After the events at Hampton they hired her to be a traveling 

student secretary, a position she held from 1928-1932.  

 Placed in the larger context of Bailey Thurman’s life work, Hampton stands out as a 

moment in which she had to confront the tensions between her upbringing and her evolving 

beliefs. Having gone from Nannie Burroughs School to Oberlin, the return to an institution like 

Hampton provided her the opportunity to consider the merits of each. Nannie Burroughs School 

was built in spirit of the Women’s Convention of the NBC, and thus the tradition of her mother, 

and she saw many of the similar practices in Hampton. Albeit, the difference in the founding of 

each, Nannie Burroughs School by its namesake and Hampton by the American Missionary 

Association, made their interests in domestic training entirely different and while Sue Bailey was 

unhappy with the environment at the Burroughs School, it was nothing compared to the racial 

paternalism at Hampton where the students were policed by white administrators. Oberlin was 

 
73 “Mama” to Baby” January 22, 1926, box 3, folder 1, I.G. Bailey Family Papers. 
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not without its racial problems, but its tradition of racial inclusion and liberal arts education for 

African Americans had convinced Bailey that there was a broader world for African Americans.74 

In a conversation with Hampton president James Gregg during the student protests, he told her  

that “you can’t make an Oberlin out of Hampton,” to which she responded “it should be.”75 Her 

choice to stand with the students and advocate for a more progressive education reflected her 

commitment to reconstructing education for African-American students. 

  Hampton opened in 1868 with support from the American Missionary Association 

(AMA) to train African American educators for the South. The curriculum offered some 

vocational training, but those programs were primarily to support the advancement of general 

education. However, in 1893 the school’s second white principal, Hollis Burke Frissell, set the 

school on a new course in which vocational training was prioritized over traditional education. 

The Hampton Idea, as it came to be known, was that technical training and moral instruction 

were the pinnacles of African American education. Hampton’s most famous alumnus Booker T. 

Washington became a national advocate for this approach and made it the foundation of the 

esteemed Tuskegee Institute. Regardless of Washington’s belief or Tuskegee’s powerful legacy, 

the reality for Hampton’s white administration and Board of Directors was that this approach 

allowed them to “civilize” and discipline African Americans.76 Along with this curriculum 

change, the interracial spirit of the campus was replaced with new segregation policies that 

separated the students from faculty and the few Black faculty from their white coworkers.77 

 
74 James Oliver Horton, “Black Education at Oberlin College: A Controversial Commitment,” The 
Journal of Negro Education 54, no. 4 (1985): 477–99. 
75 Louise Thompson and Sue Bailey Thurman Interview February, 1988, LTPP. 
76 See Raymond Wolters, The New Negro on Campus: Black College Rebellions of the 1920s (Princeton, 
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1975), Introduction and Chapter 7. 
77 For more on Hampton see Edward K. Graham and Margaret Mead, “The Hampton Institute Strike of 
1927: A Case Study in Student Protest,” The American Scholar 38, no. 4 (1969): 668–83. 
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 Funding partially prompted the change, as Frissell pursued funds from donors in both the 

North and the South. Frissell’s replacement James Edgar Gregg, another white man, also 

attempted to balance these interests, which coincidently aligned more with one another than the 

individual contributors might have wanted to admit. When the school was founded the AMA, 

and similar religious groups in the North, believed that they could truly make a difference in the 

lives of African Americans. Their religious character encouraged paternalistic moral training, but 

at Hampton it also tried to foster an interracial spirit that encouraged Black students to be 

participants in the school governance and campus and community events. As their financial 

contributions decreased and more secular funding came in, the paternalism remained but the 

religious spirit, and justification, for racial elevation ended. Historian Raymond Wolters suggests 

that northern philanthropists and federal policy changed the approach at Hampton and other 

schools from what should be done to what could be done, ultimately capitulating to the interests 

of southern white supremacists.78  

 Critics like W.E.B. Du Bois charged that the administration, in catering to white financial 

interests and criticizing non-technical education for Blacks, had not only neglected the desires of 

the students they served, but had also drawn funds away from other institutions that were more 

focused on traditional liberal arts curriculum.79 In response to these charges, changing 

requirements for educators in the South, and his recognition of new progressive student attitudes, 

Principal Gregg decided in 1920 to push Hampton towards accreditation as a college by 

expanding it to a four year program.80 While Gregg’s initiatives did contain some seemingly 

positive changes like expanded course and degree offerings and increased African-American 

 
78 Wolters, 8. 
79 Hampton had a very large endowment - $8,500,000 in 1925 which made it first among Black schools. 
Wolters, 231. 
80 Ibid, 230-233. 
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faculty, the transition ultimately exposed and created more problems than it solved. One of the 

obvious changes brought about by the new programs was an increase in the age of the average 

Hampton student, which led to a more vocal and educated student body prepared to voice their 

dissatisfaction with the administration’s policies. This prompted another glaring problem: the 

students often had more education than their teachers. The inadequacy of faculty education and 

the policing of student behavior were major concerns for Sue Bailey Thurman and her close 

friend Louise Thompson Patterson.  

 At their first meeting, these women were Sue Bailey and Louise Thompson, not yet 

married to their husbands who, for many years, had legacies that surpassed their own. Louise 

Thompson was born in Chicago in 1901 and, along with her mother Lulu Toles (later Thompson) 

moved around the western United States throughout her childhood, including Washington, Utah, 

Nevada, Idaho, and Oregon. She was the first African American to enroll at the University of 

California- Berkeley, where her life was changed when she heard W.E.B. Du Bois speak, and 

from which she graduated with honors in 1923. After finishing at Berkeley, Thompson tried to 

find work in Oakland, but ultimately returned to Chicago in 1925. The following year she 

accepted a position teaching business at Pine Bluff Normal School.81  

 Thompson and Bailey met in Pine Bluff in the summer of 1927 while Thompson was 

teaching at summer school and Bailey was visiting her mother and cousin, Florence, after 

completing her first year at Hampton. Florence introduced the two of them since Louise would 

be moving to teach at Hampton the following year. Thompson, who was not from the South, 

found the conditions at Pine Bluff shocking. Her room was infested with mice, the infrastructure 

was deteriorating, and the teachers were not adequately educated, while life in Pine Bluff offered 

 
81 See Keith Gilyard, Louise Thompson Patterson: A Life of Struggle for Justice (Duke University Press, 
2017), Chapters 1-3. 
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little reassurance that there could be improvements at the school. Sharecropping was common 

throughout the region, and she later noted that the attendance of her students was determined by 

the cotton growing season.82 She also learned about the state’s deadliest racial conflict, the Elaine 

Massacre in 1919, during which potentially hundreds of African Americans were killed by their 

white neighbors after a meeting of the Progressive Farmers and Household Union.83 These 

included friends of the Baileys.84 Though Thompson had experienced racial discrimination 

throughout her life, she had never experienced anything so blatant as what she encountered in 

Arkansas and, discouraged by the state of student education in that environment, she sought a 

new position.85                

 Unfortunately, Hampton Institute did not provide the changes that she desired. She and 

Sue Bailey were part of the Gregg’s initiative to bring on additional Black faculty during the 

school’s transition to a college, and their college degrees distinguished them from much of the 

other faculty who had only completed high school.86 Sue Bailey Thurman remembered that 

Hampton’s paternalism was unlike anything that she had seen in her entire life. She and the other 

faculty members had “room girls” who “did everything” for them for two dollars a week.87 Some 

of the other troubling policies were that all of the matrons (women enforcing the rules) were 

 
82 Memoirs: chapter 2, "Pine Bluff/Hampton," draft C, box 19, folder 19, LTPP. 
83 See, Cameron McWhirter, Red Summer: The Summer of 1919 and the Awakening of Black America 
(New York: St. Martin’s, 2011); Steven Anthony, "The Elaine Riot of 1919: Race, Class, and Labor in the 
Arkansas Delta" (2019). Theses and Dissertations. 2040. 
https://dc.uwm.edu/etd/2040 
84 Dr. D.A.E. Johnston and his three Brothers were murdered during the massacre. Dr. Johnston met with 
and consoled Sue Bailey Thurman after Isaac died (this would have been shortly before Dr. Johnston was 
killed). Dr. D.A.E. Johnston to S.E. Bailey May 25, 1918, box 2, folder 1, I.G. Bailey Family Collection. 
See also “Memoirs: chapter 2,” 23; Louise Thompson and Sue Bailey Thurman Interview February, 1988, 
Interview Tape 1 Side A. LTPP. 
85 “Memoirs: chapter 2,” and Gilyard. 
86 Patterson was the first Black faculty member in the Department of Business Administration; Gilyard, 
54. 
87 Louise Thompson and Sue Bailey Thurman Interview February, 1988, Interview Tape 1, Side A, LTPP. 
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white, there were strict dress and conduct codes, and every Sunday the students were required to 

sing spirituals for the community - a practice protested by R. Nathaniel Dett and the students. 

One of the most invasive examples of this policing was the practice of white matrons peering 

through girls’ keyholes to make sure they were observing the enforced quiet hour after their 

classes had ended.88 The tensions came to a head in October of 1927 when the students walked 

out of a school movie screening when the lights were left on and then did not attend the Sunday 

service where they were to sing for Sir Gordon Guggisberg, the governor of the Gold Coast. 

Gregg suspended classes the following day and after multiple exchanges with a representative 

committee of student leaders, he closed the doors to the school. Students had nowhere to go and 

many of the parents sided with the administration hoping that all of their hard work in getting 

their students to such a prestigious school would not be in vain. 

 All of the Black faculty, with the exception of Sue Bailey and Louise Thompson, pulled 

away from the students and did not mediate on their behalf to the administration in any capacity. 

Bailey and Thompson, in contrast, were angry with the administration’s treatment and they 

immediately stepped up to aid the students. Sue Bailey met with them and decided that the 

students were expressing tremendous bravery in standing up to the administration. She 

remembered that in that moment “I knew that I would have to be a spokesman for them, and help 

them in what ever way I could.”89 Together with Thompson, Bailey worked to find “their girls,” 

who did not have enough money to get home, somewhere to stay.90 The two secured the girls 

rooms at a YWCA in Richmond, so they borrowed a car from friends who lived in town and set 

out at 8 pm for the eight hour drive to Richmond. After driving through the rain and sleet in Jim 

 
88 Ibid and “Memoirs: chapter 2.” 
89 BWOHP, 3. 
90 Louise Thompson and Sue Bailey Thurman Interview February, 1988, Tape 2, LTPP. 
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Crow Virginia, Louise Thompson at the wheel and Sue Bailey in the passenger seat with a knife, 

they let the girls out and then got right back in the car to get back to Hampton.91 When they 

returned to Hampton each woman consulted a respected Black leader as to their next steps: 

Thompson reached out to her “idol” W.E.B. Du Bois and Bailey traveled to Washington D.C. to 

meet with Alain Locke, who had taught her brother at Howard.92   

 Thompson later found out that Du Bois had published excerpts of a letter she sent him 

before their meeting in New York in an issue of The Crisis.93 In it she made clear that one of her 

motivations in writing him was to make clear that the students had legitimate grievances, as the 

media was reporting that the students were being disobedient or behaving immaturely without 

consideration of their position or consequences. Thompson praised the student actions, while 

highlighting the oblivion of much of the faculty. In the wake of the student’s protests, 

… white-haired ladies wandered around with their checkerboards, organized 
sewing bees, gave teas in their rooms, pop-corn parties, and other rather silly 
amusements as a sop. They cannot realize that there has been a fundamental 
upheaval which cannot be appeased by simple pastimes. Many plead with tears in 
their eyes to no avail, for the girls laughed in their faces. They cannot understand 
that these students for whom they have sacrificed their lives to civilize, in the 
meantime receiving very comfortable salaries and living quarters which they 
might have difficulty in securing elsewhere, could feel anything but the deepest 
respect and gratitude toward them. The teachers as a body do not understand these 
Negro students, the Administrative Board does not understand them, Dr. Gregg 
does not understand them - - and the tragedy is that they never will…. As a friend 
said to me the other day: “I believe that interracial experiments will always fail, 
not because of the impossibility of the effect of them, but because we cannot be 
careful enough in the selection of representatives of each side.”94  
 

Clearly, the representatives at Hampton were not prepared for the experiment. When portions of 

the letter were published, Gregg called Bailey and Thompson back to campus to get to the 

 
91 Louise Thompson and Sue Bailey Thurman Interview February, 1988, Tape 1, LTPP; BWOHP, 4. 
92 “Memoirs: chapter 2,” 42-47. Louise Thompson and Sue Bailey Thurman Interview February, 1988,  
Tape 1; LTPP. 
93 “The Far Horizon,” The Crisis, December 1927, 345-6, 351. 
94 Louise Thompson Patterson to Dr. Du Bois October 17, 1927, box 19, folder 8, LTPP. 
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bottom of it. Most of the faculty assumed that Bailey had written it because she generally kept to 

herself and did not socialize much with the other teachers. When Thompson suggested that she 

come forward, Bailey discouraged her claiming that doing so would only hurt their cause.95 She 

recommended that they should not confirm one way or another about their involvement, which 

seemed to fit with her general approach to faculty taunting or criticisms to which she gave no 

reaction so as to not “give them the satisfaction.” As for her perspectives on the events, she 

seemed to agree with Thompson’s comments to Du Bois. Decades later in an interview she said 

that the students had nothing to lose in protesting the school’s policies. They were not receiving 

an adequate education, but they were being thoughtful in their protest. She believed that the spirit 

of freedom caught them and held them tight. Bailey lamented the fact that the students did not 

have a full conception of exactly what they were protesting since they had not been trained in the 

humanities, which would have provided them with the vocabulary to adequately express 

themselves.96 Thompson echoed this idea, explaining that the students could not quite articulate 

the core of the thing they were protesting.97 In material terms, the students gained almost nothing 

from the protests and many of them were expelled. However, as Bailey Thurman liked to 

comment, all of the expelled students were offered admission at reputable colleges across the 

country and went on to be better leaders.98 The students who remained at Hampton were also 

impacted, as a letter from esteemed scholar and Hampton alumnus John Gibbs St. Clair Drake in 

1935 makes clear. Writing to her husband about the possibility of Thurman speaking to a study 

group on the relationship between pacifism and social change, Drake said “Please give my 

regards to Mrs. Thurman, who, as Sue Bailey, Y.W. secretary at Hampton, was one of the first 

 
95 Louise Thompson and Sue Bailey Thurman Interview February, 1988, Tape 1, Side B, LTPP. 
96 Louise Thompson and Sue Bailey Thurman Interview February, 1988, Tape 1, Side A, LTPP. 
97 Thompson, “Memoirs: chapter 2,” LTPP. 
98 BWOHP, 5 and 46.  
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persons to stimulate my interest in labor problems and broader social problems.”99  

  Bailey and Thompson decided to leave before the school could fire them. For Bailey 

Thurman in particular, President Gregg’s religious hypocrisy was becoming particularly 

unbearable. He invited Sue Bailey to his office before they departed at the end of the semester 

and asked her to pray with him. She remained in her chair while he knelt in front of her and 

prayed that “she might be blessed.” She said that she could hardly get out of there fast enough. 

Looking down at him and reflecting on her own father, all she could see was a man who was 

entirely ineffectual at providing spiritual support to those he claimed to serve: “I could see him 

as being the president of this institution where you had all of these young people, who needed to 

have as much inspiration as being could hold. It was reduced to a prayer for me, just maybe that I 

would cool down or something like that.” It was impossible for her to reconcile the faith of her 

parents, which had provided so much for the African American people in the Delta region of 

Arkansas, with this white man who punished his students for claiming their own dignity.  

  Together Bailey and Thompson went to New York to work for the YWCA and the 

National Urban League respectively, during which time the two women would continue to 

advocate for the rights of African Americans. Louise Thompson would become a fierce advocate 

and organizer for the Communist Party and Bailey Thurman pressed the national student YWCA 

to adhere to its own principles regarding racial equality and expand their understanding of racial 

work. The YWCA’s decision to hire her to work with students after the events at Hampton 

suggest that they wanted a shake-up in their interracial programming and, as will be explored in 

the subsequent chapters, indicated a move towards involving more progressive Black women in 

the student program. In fact, Bailey Thurman was part of a cadre of Black progressive 

 
99 “J. G. St. Clair Drake Jr. to Howard Thurman, August 4, 1935” in PHWT vol. 1, 211-212. 
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internationalists in both the YWCA and YMCA who would shape religious activism across the 

twentieth century.  

  Bailey Thurman’s involvement in the liberal Christian network of not only the YWCA 

and YMCA, but also the World Student Christian Federation and the Student Christian 

Movement, moved her in many ways away from the denominational faith of her mother and 

father. Whereas her parents had been committed to the “race work” of so many men and women 

of the Reconstruction period and the turn of the twentieth century, Bailey Thurman was joining 

the white ecumenical Christian establishment. Yet, she took the fundamental lessons of these 

African American institutions with her and her work continued to be defined by a sense of 

women’s distinct place in community work, Pan-African sensibilities, and a theological world 

view. As a YWCA traveling secretary in the South, Bailey Thurman was still able to counsel 

Black students like she did at Hampton, but her new position outside of the missionary school 

system allowed her to connect the student struggles against racial paternalism with a growing 

global movement that was questioning the foundations of the entire missionary enterprise.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 
 

Seeking a New Understanding of Human Relations: The Student YWCA and 
Interracialism in the Interwar Period 

 
 
Women are concerned with the way in which life grows… the how of life.  
 

- Marion Cuthbert, The Christian Way in Race Relations1 
 
 

 
 When Sue Bailey and Louise Thompson arrived in New York in the summer of  

1928, they settled into Harlem and began their work with the YWCA and National Urban 

League. Over the following years, they established themselves in the community, bringing 

together women from across the country who were, in different ways, working for African 

American equality. The following two chapters will consider this critical point in Sue Bailey 

Thurman’s life, from 1928 until her marriage to Howard Thurman in June 1932, and the ways 

that her work with the National Student Council of the YWCA and her immersion in the Harlem 

Renaissance shaped the initiatives that defined the rest of her life. Compared to other periods, 

this time in Sue Bailey’s life is significantly underrepresented in most narrative representations 

of her life. In her own reflections of her life she rarely mentions the YWCA and, with the 

exception of an unpublished interview with Louise Thompson, almost never discusses her 

connections to the Harlem Renaissance. However, the intellectual context of the evolving liberal 

student YWCA and world Christian movements, as well as her relationship with Alain Locke 

and other Renaissance artists, was foundational to her intellectual development.  

 The present chapter will consider the transformations taking place in the student YWCA 

 
1 Marion Cuthbert, “The Role of the Young Women’s Christian Association,” in The Christian Way in 
Race Relations, ed. William Stuart Nelson (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1948), 165. 
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during the 1920s and 1930s regarding race relations and the place of internationalism in this 

discourse. It is particularly concerned with demonstrating the transition from “colored work” to 

interracialism in the organization, the men and women who developed the accompanying 

theology, and the contribution of women as facilitators of the spiritual maturity necessary to 

achieve these goals. Key themes related to human dignity, personality, and creativity were 

cultivated in this environment and reverberated throughout the liberal Christian movement. 

While scholars like David Hollinger have pointed to the importance of the YMCA in the history 

of US politics, higher education, and the Civil Rights Movement, the YWCA offers an equally 

rich legacy to explore the development of a women’s perspective on international consciousness 

and Black institution building. Studying the African American women related to this movement 

including Sue Bailey Thurman, Marion Cuthbert, Louise Thompson Patterson, Juanita Saddler, 

and Celestine Smith also provides insights into the relationships between the liberal Christian 

internationalists and the Harlem Renaissance, which will be discussed in the following chapter.  

 The early YWCA had a complicated relationship with racial justice. Like many women’s 

clubs in the 19th and 20th centuries, the Association offered opportunities for Black women to 

organize, provide resources to their community, and work as leaders to further social causes.2 As 

with other civic groups though, these advances were often made through segregated city 

Associations or, when they were in integrated spaces, were subject to the whims and prejudices 

of white women who held the highest positions. Judith Weisenfeld and Nancy Robertson have 

identified the difficulties that African American women faced both within the National 

organization and at the local level. Besides the slow and decentralized policies that allowed 

white women to delay implementing programs towards social equality, the branch structure kept 

 
2 Judith Weisenfeld, “The Harlem YWCA and the Secular City, 1904-1945,” Journal of Women’s History 
6, no. 3 (1994): 62–78; Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow. 
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Black women secondary to the white groups. Despite the nominal commitments to sisterhood, 

womanhood, and the pursuit of the Kingdom of God, for decades the organization was unable to 

actually achieve the social change that these principles claimed to inspire. However, there are 

two important considerations that must be made in examining the role of the organization in the 

work of the cohort of Black internationalists to which Sue Bailey belonged. First, they were 

involved with the student group, which was more progressive than the larger association in their 

discourse and occasionally their practices.3 Second, the student movement’s relationship with the 

missionary movement provided an intellectual context for the development of an international 

outlook that challenged the traditional Christian missionary perspective. For African American 

men and women in particular, the interracial efforts of the student body and its connection to the 

World Student Christian Federation and the Student Christian Movement offered the opportunity 

to connect domestic racial tensions with a universal problem.  

 Their own experiences as African Americans distinguished their perspectives from those of 

their white contemporaries. Liberal Christian organizations like the Federal Council of Churches 

and the Y movement were deeply concerned with how Christianity could solve the problems of 

the post-WWI world. These groups saw the devastation that war, industrialization, racial 

violence, and moral decay were having on the world and like the Progressives and Social 

Gospellers at the turn of the century, they believed that systematic social and political change 

were necessary to alleviate these issues. Christianity could do just that through its message of 

universal brotherhood and neighborly love.  

 For African Americans involved in these groups, the international aims of the liberal 

 
3 Frances Sanders Taylor, “‘On the Edge of Tomorrow’: Southern Women, The Student YWCA, and 
Race, 1920-1944” (PhD Diss, Stanford University, 1984), University Microfilms International (Ann 
Arbor, Michigan 1985); Marion Cuthbert, “The Role of the Young Women’s Christian Association.” 
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Christian movement during the interwar years connected with earlier traditions in the Black 

Church, especially the sense of a global connection with others in the Diaspora. Combined with 

the stirrings of decolonization in India, conflict between China and Japan, and the growing Pan-

African movement, this sense of global connectedness affirmed the notion that the people being 

brought under the expanding global color line were also tied to African Americans’ destiny as 

Christians. Whereas earlier generations of Black Christians would have been concerned with 

redeeming those under the color line, the generation coming of age during the interwar period 

saw the goal as unity with other races, often requiring them to wrestle with their own 

assumptions of Western superiority in order to build commonality with other population groups. 

In contrast with some of their white peers, confronting imperial domination and the exploitation 

of non-white people was not simply a Christian responsibility for this group, but rather the 

essence of the religion itself. The concept of “personality” offered a way to reconcile the races 

and build systems of enduring peace through a recognition of God’s presence in mankind.  

 It should be stated that this cohort of African Americans was a small minority in both the 

international Christian movement and among the African Americans involved in the YM and 

YWCA. These were incredibly large movements with thousands of people affiliated between the 

international, local, and college associations. However, this group is significant for three reasons. 

First, they were involved at the national level, which allowed them to contribute to the 

development of interracial programming. Second, they were representatives of the organization 

to other major groups like the Federal Council of Churches, the Fellowship of Reconciliation, 

CORE, and the Congregational Churches of America, all of which had national influence. 

Finally, they went on to serve as leaders in major educational, political, and civic institutions. 

Benjamin Mays, Howard Thurman, Juliette Derricotte, Juanita Saddler, and Marion Cuthbert all 
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served as Deans at prestigious Black colleges and universities during their careers. Channing 

Tobias worked as the Senior Secretary in the Department of Interracial Services within the 

Colored Work Department and as the associate director of the Commission on Interracial 

Cooperation, while Max Yergan led the National Negro Congress and the International 

Committee on African Affairs. Dorothy Height served as the President of the National Council 

of Negro Women for forty years and Sue Bailey Thurman was the founding editor of that 

organization’s journal.  

 This is not a comprehensive list of these men and women’s accomplishments or the 

African Americans that were a part of this group; these will be revealed in the course of the 

following chapters. It is also not representative of the countless men and women who worked at 

the community level, facing undoubtedly different, and perhaps more difficult, challenges to 

racial equality. In fact, members of the cohort studied in the chapter were often called in to 

alleviate some of these problems and, due to the nature of their positions, could not remain in the 

communities to carry them through.4 However, this chapter does illustrate the influence they 

exerted on the development of Black, white, religious, and secular institutions in the United 

States. Therefore, we must consider their understanding of the world’s problems and how they 

intended to go about fixing them. This chapter will focus on the women in this movement. 

Biographies of most of the men exist and their impact on these institutions have been recorded 

while the women, in plain sight, have remained on the periphery of the story. By reconfiguring 

the actors, a view of women’s understanding of their distinct place in this expanding global 

 
4 For example, Juliette Derricotte wrote in 1922 that about a visit to Washburn College in Kansas “This 
was a one day visit and I fear things were done too hurriedly and too much like clockwork… The thinking 
of these students should be followed up another year with a longer visit.” Juliette Derricotte, “Reports of 
Visits in the Interest of Interracial Relations Reported by Juliette Derricotte - November 3-15, 1922,” n.d., 
box 784. folder 14, Record Group 7, YWCA SSC. 
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movement and how it impacted their joining of the spiritual with the material. 

 The concepts explored in this chapter — particularly personality and interracialism — 

provide a foundation for understanding Bailey Thurman’s own philosophical and spiritual 

practice as expressed through her activist work. Her public history projects, intercultural 

education initiatives, and journalism all present a view of freedom that is built upon a belief in 

the creative expression of God as being manifest in the individual. At the same time, her 

proximity and relationships with artistic and politically radical figures in the Harlem Renaissance 

invites reflection on the convergences between the different movements in matters related to 

Black self expression, representation, and freedom. This is not to suggest that they were in 

complete agreement or that they shared common goals, but rather that the interracial vision of 

African Americans involved in the YWCA and YMCA were not in opposition to or isolated 

from the efforts of those in the Harlem political scene. Therefore, Bailey Thurman’s work 

through the YWCA is best understood not as a comparatively moderate approach to the “race 

problem,” but a different interpretation of the problem which therefore necessitated different 

solutions.  

 Finally, the work with the YWCA created an international vision that was not based on 

racial nationalism or shared economic oppression. The latter of these was certainly understood 

and commented upon by Sue Bailey Thurman and other progressive Christians, but it was not her 

primary explanatory tool. The thing that united those who were dominated by economic 

exploitation around the globe was their inability to fully express themselves as human beings. 

Through their engagement with the World Student Christian Federation, especially in Asia, 

African American Christians saw imperial powers denying this dignity to colonized peoples by 

degrading their culture, perspectives, and spirit, and drew connections with their own 
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experiences in the United States. Thus, they came to understand the denial of humanity as the 

universal experience that united non-white peoples around the world. There were discussions of 

tactics - these women were not wholly idealists - but their discussions were filtered through the 

goal of dignity for all. As Marion Cuthbert wrote, “Only delusion asserts that living can be as 

simple as ideals; but, again, nothing can be more demonstrably clear than that there can be no 

living of a certain kind without ideals.”5 

 There are three major concepts that appear in the conversations taking place in the YWCA, 

liberal Christian organizations, and in the Harlem Renaissance, which define Bailey Thurman’s 

later work: interracialism, personality/creativity, and representation. These ideas, though not 

uniformly named or defined, appear throughout the writings and discussions of these groups 

during the interwar period. These chapters will use these concepts as anchors to explore the 

connections between these women, their organizational work, and the intellectual context for Sue 

Bailey’s international outlook. 

 

 

The Student YWCA:  A Distinct and Evolving Program 

 

 When the National Student Council (NSC) of the YWCA was created in 1922, there was a 

shift from the more traditional “colored work” within the organization to “interracialism” as a 

means of addressing race relations. The student YWCA had always been a driving force behind 

advances in racial matters in the larger body, beginning with the merger of the National and 

Student organizations in 1907 through the announcement of the Interracial Charter 1946- a fact 

 
5 Cuthbert quoted in Frances Williams and Lucy P. Carner, “Varieties of Racial Experience,” The 
Womans Press, November 1933, box 532, folder 8, Record Group 6, YWCA SSC.  



 

68 
 

 

 

which the African American women in the organization recognized – and in the years after the 

NSC’s creation they understood themselves generally as a “movement within a movement,” with 

different goals and challenges than the national organization.6 The primary difference between 

the two entities was the student association’s relationship to the Student Christian Movement, 

which, as will be discussed, connected them to a “world-wide student movement” beyond the 

concerns of the women’s group. Their obligations to the World Student Christian Federation 

were included in their new bylaws adopted at the 1924 convention, as was the fact that the 

Student Association would be guided by the principles of both the WSCF and the YWCA.7 The 

acting chairman of the Student Assembly’s Executive Committee, Esther MacDonald, explained 

to the Convention that student movements were sweeping the world after World War I. While 

these movements were typically political in nature, the youth effort in the United States was “a 

spiritual renaissance” and “a religious revival, which tries to put into social application the truths 

which we are seeking to find.”8 Their revival, part of a global transformation in how people 

related Jesus to their own lives and relationships, was a distinct calling from their Association 

counterpart, yet integral to the organization as a whole.   

 The National YWCA hired Sue Bailey Thurman because of the care and commitment that 

she had demonstrated in her work with the Hampton students which, though they were 

specifically addressing the racial paternalism of their college administration, was also reflective 

of changes taking place on campuses across the country. In the wake of World War I students of 

both races were questioning their views of the world, their obligations to it, and their complicity 

 
6 Eighth National Convention of The Young Women’s Christian Associations of the United States of 
America, Box 1: Series 1; Series 2, Reel 28, Conventions, eighth, Sophia Smith Collection of Women's 
History, MS 00324, Smith College Special Collections, Northampton, Massachusetts, 133. 
7 Eight National Convention, 130-131. 
8 Ibid, 132-133. 
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in systems that they saw as hampering human progress. In addition to the protests taking place at 

African American colleges across the South, at some predominantly white schools in the North 

and West, religion itself came under scrutiny.9 The secretary of the Oberlin YWCA reported in 

1926, the year of Sue Bailey’s graduation and move to Hampton, that “It has been a year of 

student unrest and Oberlin has had some experience with the ‘revolt of youth’ which other 

institutions felt earlier. Everything that IS has been questioned and naturally anything connected 

with religion has come under the keenest criticism.”10 Student focus was moving away from 

evangelism towards social matters that contributed to the greater common interest.11  

 Bailey Thurman was assigned to the Southern Region which included Virginia, North 

Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Tennessee, Kentucky, Alabama, Mississippi, and 

Louisiana,12 all of which maintained segregated schools during the period when Sue Bailey 

worked for the YWCA. Her new position required she travel the country meeting with students 

at African American colleges and universities to guide them in YWCA programming and help 

with any difficulties that they might be encountering with the administration or generally as 

young college women. She also worked with the white student secretary assigned to the region to 

try to convene meetings between the students from the segregated schools to promote interracial 

understanding and relationship building among the students. She organized the 1931 King’s 

Mountain Conference, which served African American students in the region, and worked with 

white secretary Carrie Meares to send African American representatives to the whites-only Blue 

 
9 For more on African American student protests, see Raymond Wolters, The New Negro on Campus: 
Black College Rebellions of the 1920s. 
10 Althea Rowland Woodruff, “Annual Report of the General Secretary 1925-1926,” n.d., series 1, box 6, 
YMCA and YWCA Records, Oberlin College Archives, 2. 
11 Mary Sims discussed the fact that they were interested in matters that superseded race because they 
applied to everyone. Mary S. Sims, “The Young Women’s Christian Association Convention at Detroit, 
April 25-May 1, 1930,” n.d., box 536, folder 4, Record Group 6, SSC. 
12 Taylor, 6. 
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Ridge Conference as guests.13 The National Student Council’s efforts at interracial work was still 

in its infancy during this period, having started in earnest only about six years earlier, but 

dedicated Black workers like Bailey Thurman pushed the organization to uphold its 

commitments.14  

 

 

Creating a New YWCA 

 

 The student YWCA was established in 1873 at Normal University in Illinois and quickly 

spread to other colleges in the Midwest. Similar to the traditional city YWCAs, which were 

started in the United States in 1858 and modeled on the British organization, the student YWCAs 

focused on helping women who were away from home and facing the dangers of moral and 

spiritual corruption.15 However, unlike the Women’s Christian Associations, they required their 

affiliates to be members of evangelical Protestant churches and they worked closely with the 

 
13 This practice was standard in the 1920s, but in 1928 the two groups voted to stop sending 
representatives from King’s Mountain because the girls refused to participate in an event where they were 
not treated as equals (they were not allowed to dine or sleep in the same places as the other conference 
attendees). It is not clear how Bailey Thurman came to the decision to overrule that policy or if it was 
ever actually followed in the intervening years. For report of vote see Elizabeth Smith, “Interracial 
Education in Summer Conferences, Southern, King’s Mountain-Blue Ridge Experiences - June 1930,” 
n.d., box 744, folder 6, Record Group 7, YWCA SSC; Sue Bailey Thurman, “One Last Thing” in box 16, 
folder 4, SBTC. 
14 Frances Taylor and Nancy Robertson detail the evolution of the YWCA’s racial policies in the 
Southern Region and the National Board respectively. The date referenced here is specifically the 
restructuring of the national organization in 1921 and the adoption of the student group as part of the 
national board in 1922. The new interest on interracial work rather than colored work is reflected in 
Juliette Derricotte’s reports, which change from “Special Worker for Colored Schools” in her early 
correspondence to “Interracial Work” in 1923. See Nancy Marie Robertson, Christian Sisterhood, Race 
Relations, and the YWCA, 1906-46 (Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2007) and Derricotte 
Reports, box 784, folder 14, Record Group 7, YWCA SSC.  
15 Smith YWCA History; Taylor, 20-22. 
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Student Volunteer Movement, which prioritized getting students into the foreign mission field.16 

On campus, the student groups tried to lead women to God by encouraging them to live a life 

close to that of Christ, focusing on Bible studies, worship, and service work in the local 

communities. In 1888 they created their own national organization called the National 

Association of Young Women’s Christian Associations, known informally as the American 

Committee, which grew as young graduates established organizations in their own cities of 

residence and chose to affiliate with the newer organization over the International Board of the 

Women’s Christian Associations (to which the more traditional city groups belonged). The two 

groups eventually merged in 1906 at which time there were around six hundred student 

associations with about forty thousand members, choosing the name Young Women’s Christian 

Associations of the United States of America.17  

 In the years after the merger, there was an unexpected shift in the dynamic between the 

city and student associations on the matter of social Christianity. Both groups were committed to 

the belief that members ought to live their lives in accordance with the teachings of Jesus, which 

included caring for the poor and downtrodden. However, the student YWCAs approached these 

matters through evangelism, emphasizing the personal piety and conversion of those that they 

helped, which aligned with their commitments to the missionary efforts of the growing Student 

Volunteer Movement. Meanwhile, the city YWCAs adhered to a social Christianity that was in 

line with the traditional Social Gospel of Washington Gladden and Walter Rauschenbusch, 

 
16 For more on Student Volunteer Movement, see Showalter, The End of a Crusade: The Student 
Volunteer Movement for Foreign Missions and the Great War; Michael Parker, The Kingdom of 
Character: The Student Volunteer Movement for Foreign Missions, 1886-1926 (William Carey Library 
Publishers, 2007); William R. Hutchison, Errand to the World: American Protestant Thought and 
Foreign Missions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987); Thompson, For God and Globe; 
Roberts, “The First Globalization.” 
17 See Robertson, 16-17 and Smith College Special Collections’ History of Student YWCA 
https://findingaids.smith.edu/repositories/2/resources/674. 
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which meant that they frequently worked with non-Protestants and had reservations about the 

students’ insistence on church membership. Within a decade though, the students changed their 

perspective and in 1920 they introduced a proposal at the Biennial Conference to change the 

requirement for Association membership from church membership in a Protestant Evangelical 

church to a statement of commitment to the YWCA’s purpose: “to lead students to faith in God 

through Jesus Christ; to lead them into membership and service in the Christian Church; to 

promote their growth in Christian faith and character, especially through the study of the Bible; 

to influence them to devote themselves, in united effort with all Christians, to making the will of 

Christ effective in human society, and to extending to Kingdom of God throughout the world.”18 

Clearly this amendment did not make the organization more secular, as personal salvation was 

still heavily emphasized alongside a commitment to bringing about the Kingdom of God. Yet, 

this final purpose began more and more to define the efforts of the organization, especially as the 

organizations with which the YWCA associated became more interested social problems. For 

example, during the interwar year the FCC began to focus on the relationship between business 

and labor, world peace, and race relations. 

 At the time of the merger, there was no concerted program dedicated to race relations. In 

1907 a meeting of white women was held in Asheville at which the Association’s work with 

African Americans was discussed and an official policy put into place. There were associations 

on the campuses of a number of African American schools including Spelman, State Normal at 

Talladega, and Tuskegee, and they had worked with the American Committee to generally 

 
18 This is from the 1920 proposed resolution in Mary Sophia Stevens Sims, The Natural History of a 
Social Institution; the Young Women’s Christian Association (New York: The Woman’s Press, 1936), 
234, https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/001413604. Holmes’ Crisis article suggests that this resolution 
was not passed until at least 1926. Josephine Pinyon Holmes, “Youth Cannot Wait,” The Crisis, July 
1924, 128-131. 
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positive ends, while the city Associations’ African American membership was quite limited. 

According to a report compiled in 1915, the members of the conference decided that the student 

branches could affiliate and continue their work, but that any efforts to increase African 

American participation in the city associations in the South would be halted. As they stated,  

… considering conditions, any work in cities where we had Associations 
in the South would not be expected; that no work was to be undertaken by 
our southern advisory committees… in promoting Association work 
among colored people in the cities in the South… [and] work in cities such 
as Philadelphia, Baltimore, etc., should be done without consultation.19 

 
 The council’s main concern was having integrated conferences, which would be 

necessitated if there was “any work among white or colored people.” African American women 

in the city associations were aware of the Association’s indifference to their groups and, 

rightfully, questioned the sincerity of the program. After repeated appeals and applications from 

Black women in cities across the eastern half of the country, the Association approved the first 

new African American branch in St. Paul in 1909.20 In the subsequent years, traveling secretaries 

Addie Hunton (in the East) and Elizabeth Ross (later Haynes in the West) met with these earlier 

branches and determined that a gradual approach should be taken in the development of city 

branches, establishing model branches in certain cities that were closely aligned with the 

National Board’s priorities and training African American women as secretaries to carry out the 

work. The feeling was that as more Black women were reaching out and affiliating unofficially, 

the organization needed to develop a program that would support the women and ensure that the 

Y’s program was carried out effectively. This was not a decision driven by progressive ideals, 

 
19 “Minutes and Reports Concerning YWCA of the USA Work with African American Women and 
Girls,” Record Group 11. Microfilmed headquarters files, YWCA of the U.S.A. records, Sophia Smith 
Collection MS324, Smith College Special Collections, Northampton, Massachusetts, 
https://compass.fivecolleges.edu/object/smith:799513, 11. 
20 “Minutes and Reports Concerning YWCA of the USA Work with African American Women and 
Girls,” 15. 
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but rather a reaction to the demands and actions of African American women taking initiative for 

their communities.21 It also represents the primary tactic of both the student and city national 

associations’ racial work in the interwar period: training. This commitment was first focused on 

developing African American leadership and then evolved into educational programs for 

interracialism in the 1930s.  

 

 

1914 Negro Christian Student Conference: A Turning Point in Racial Programming 

 

 The Student YWCA continued to grow in the years following the merger. By 1912, there 

were seventy five Associations at Black colleges and over five thousand young women enrolled 

at the schools. Similar to the city branches, Hunton and Haynes along with Cecelia Holloway 

and Eva Bowles focused on developing leadership in the schools and through the organization, 

as well as establishing viable programs that were aligned with the National Association’s goals. 

One of the first indications that the student movement was moving towards a racial and 

international program distinct from the larger movement was the 1914 Negro Christian Student 

Conference, convened by John Mott, at that point the Chairman of the Continuation Committee 

of the World Missionary Conference and the General Secretary of the World’s Student Christian 

Federation.22 The stated goals of the conference were to give the present generation of African 

 
21 See Taylor for a more detailed account of this process. 
22 Other members of the conference committee were Bishop Walter R. Lambuth, the founder of the 
African Mission of the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, Bishop J. S. Flipper of the A.M.E. Church, 
President John Hope of Morehouse College, and R. R. Moton, at that point of Hampton Institute but the 
following year he became the second President of Tuskegee Institute. Dr. James H. Dillard, Dr. S.C. 
Mitchell, Belle H. Bennett, and Lucy Laney were also committee members. The New Voice in Race 
Adjustments; Addresses and Reports Presented at the Negro Christian Student Conference, Atlanta, 
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American students a strong spiritual and moral impulse; to study thoroughly their responsibility 

for leadership in Christian work at home and abroad; to face the responsibility resting upon 

African American Churches of America to meet the claims and crises of Africa; and to consider 

what light Christian thought may throw on present and future cooperation between the races. 

Christianity was viewed by the speakers as the sole force able to resolve racial problems as the 

Kingdom of God drew closer. One speaker went so far as to say that pursuing a “racial 

interpretation of Christianity” would be African Americans chief contribution to “the progress of 

the world.”23  

  While relating the contemporary religious work of Black Christians with the redemption 

of the world was not novel, joining this with the social Christianity framework and its attention 

to the Kingdom of God, using religion to address systematic social problems, and linking the 

destiny of the Black world with the integrity of Christianity in America offered a new dimension 

to the liberal Christian discourse on race in the United States. Throughout the conference 

speakers emphasized the shared destiny of the races and urged cooperation. One of the barriers to 

the cooperation of the races was a lack of understanding, which the speakers believed could be 

overcome by learning from one another and promoting a spirit of collaboration. Dr. Charles V. 

Roman of Meharry Medical College said the “Southern white man that never held slaves knows 

not the Southern black man that never was a slave. Each mistrusts the other; and, with a vapid 

stupidity that would be laughable, were it not so tragic, each claims thoroughly to know the 

other.” He goes on to say that a “re-adjustment of standards is necessary. The white man must 

get acquainted with the Negro who is a free man, not a freed man. And the Negro must learn to 

 
Georgia, May 14-18, 1914 (New York city, Student volunteer movement, 1914), 1, 
http://archive.org/details/newvoiceinracead00negr. 
23 A.M. Trawick “The Negro Christian Student Conference” in The New Voice in Race Adjustments, 9. 
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know a white man that sincerely wishes for all men to be free… This is the new South that I see 

coming out of the Church, as the rapt vision of the pious revelator saw the New Jerusalem de- 

scending from a cloud.” In less religiously charged language, William Pickens, then of Talladega 

but later Dean of Morgan State College, explained, “mutual trust, like a well-nurtured plant, will 

grow out of understanding and respect, — and on trust will blossom the flower of Peace!”24 This 

type of relationship reflects the interracialism described by scholars like Glenda Gilmore and 

Lauren Kientz Anderson, in which men and women of both races worked together for tolerance 

and understanding in pursuit of social change.25  

 Yet, even in joining the prophetic and the Progressive it was clear that the practice’s 

capability for transformation was quite limited: space was opened for the naming of white 

hypocrisy and power imbalances, yet there was rarely a call for radical changes. White Christians 

were charged to correct their own sin through personal growth or, more rarely, systematic 

change, while African Americans were encouraged to stay the course and minister to their own.  

 In totality, Pickens’ remarks at the conference highlight the discontinuities of the earlier 

generation, which was committed to uplift work and the younger group that, while maintaining a 

commitment to religious sensibilities, began questioning the larger social and political systems 

that shaped their lives. Booker T. Washington’s comments are included just before Pickens’ and 

he emphasizes home missions and uplift, race progress, incrementalism, and service as the major 

religious themes or practices that should dictate the lives of African Americans. Of the final 

practice he said, “We must teach our people everywhere that we are going to gain more through 

 
24 William Pickens, “Christianity as a Basis for Common Citizenship,” in The New Voice in Race 
Adjustments, 39. 
25 Lauren Kientz Anderson, “A Nauseating Sentiment, a Magical Device, or a Real Insight? Interracialism 
at Fisk University in 1930,” in Higher Education for African Americans before the Civil Rights Era, 
1900-1964, ed. Marybeth Gasman and Roger L. Geiger, Perspectives on Higher Education 29 (New 
Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2012), 81. 
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Christian service than by making demands. In the last analysis, with us as with all races, service 

is the badge of sovereignty.”26 The same could not be said of Pickens’ assessment. Not only did 

he explicitly raise questions about Christianity’s role on the labor question (“for if colored folk 

are brothers in Christ, why are they not also brothers in the machine-shop and factory?”), but he 

also challenged outright the notion that sovereignty or freedom were things that had to be 

“earned.” He explained that Christ recognized the value and rights of the individual, so 

segregation and restriction on their freedoms were un-Christian.27  In Washington’s account, 

African Americans need the Bible to teach them how to live while in Pickens’ the Bible is used 

to emphasize the misalignment of white religious values with Christian teachings.  

 The differences between these two accounts highlight the evolution in Black religious 

thought and the importation of liberal Christian ideas into the social outlook of religious African 

American leaders. As was demonstrated by S.E. Bailey, part of the heritage of the Black church 

was institution building and relief work, more aligned with the perspective of Washington - in 

order for white people to integrate African Americans fully into society they had to demonstrate 

that they were just as responsible and civilized as their white peers. By 1914, there were changes 

to this view that highlighted the existence of one church and the impulse to make society look as 

the church did, or ought to. So, if there was one universal church, which was open to all, then 

society should reflect that same ideal. As Pickens said,  

  There is nothing in any religion that is clearer than the attitude of Jesus Christ 
on the relation of His church to all men and the non-exclusiveness of its 
principles and privileges. The true Christian Church is the best authorized 
and the most inclusive democracy in the world. If the Church believes in 
itself it must believe in the black man in this country, for there is no possible 
interpretation of the teaching of Christ which would exclude the American 

 
26 Booker T. Washington, “The Basis of Race Progress in the South,” in The New Voice in Race 
Adjustments, 28; C.V. Roman also discusses the problem of race pride and suggests that service 
counteracts these pitfalls. Ibid, 42. 
27 Pickens, The New Voice in Race Adjustments, 35. 
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Negro or any other race.28  
 

He continued, 

 The Christian Church, which lays so much stress on the value and importance 
of the soul and relatively so minimizes the importance of every other thing, 
can have but one consistent attitude on the question of the degradation, 
segregation, and ‘jim-crowing’ of colored Christians.29 

 

These statements also draw attention to the moral problems with segregation, which would be a 

major theme for Sue Bailey and Howard Thurman’s respective works. While they developed a 

theological and programmatic response to the harm restriction caused to the Black spirit, Pickens 

and others at the 1914 conference maintained a faith in the Church’s universality to correct and 

draw people onto a righteous path. Progress, whether in uplift or understanding, was always the 

goal and in fact, it was reflected in the faith itself. Dr. Roman captured this when he explained 

that the story of Jesus was a story of progress insofar as through his life and teachings the 

practice of forced service or subjectivity had been abolished. He explained that the “ethics of 

Moses made slavery possible; the ethics of Paul made slavery endurable; the ethics of Jesus 

made slavery impossible.”30 In this view, the faith was evolutionary in essence and therefore 

those called to embody its spirit would prepare the way for future generations to see the 

Kingdom.  

 Finally, John R. Mott’s role as the convener and acknowledged leader of this conference 

directly aligns it with the  Student Volunteer Movement and the World Student Christian 

Federation’s commitments to an international Christianity. Mott, perhaps the most famous and 

 
28 Ibid, 37. 
29 Ibid, 38. 
30 C.V. Roman, “The Church in Relation to Growing Race Pride,” in The New Voice in Race Adjustments, 
42. 
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certainly most influential lay missionary of the early twentieth century, was a leader in the 

YMCA and the Student Volunteer Movement, the founder of the World’s Student Christian 

Federation, and sat as the chair of numerous international ecumenical conferences, including the 

International Missionary Conference in Edinburg in 1910 and the Life and Work Conference at 

Oxford in 1937. He was asked to serve as the ambassador to China by Woodrow Wilson (he 

declined) and awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1946.31 Mott’s involvement in this conference 

suggests an important overlap between the WSCF and the development of race work in the 

United States and in many ways the transitional nature of the world student Christian movement 

from more conservative missioning practices to a progressive international movement is 

showcased in the character of this conference.  

 Despite the turn in the international Christian movement towards a more explicit 

questioning of missioning’s value in the years after World War I, Mott remained an evangelical, 

here defined as someone who believed that sharing the Gospel would lead others to salvation, 

and committed to the work of missioning. Further, he believed that through student efforts, the 

Gospel would be spread around the world “in this generation.” The goals of the WSCF reflected 

these principles: to unite student Christians around the world, to gather information about 

students across the globe, promote evangelism and Christianity on college campuses, and to 

make colleges the “strategic points in the world’s conquest.”32 While this view of missioning 

was contested in the years after World War I, the WSCF and the SCM became sites of possibility 

for an emerging generation of students, both white and Black, who were critical of the white, 

 
31 For more on Mott see Thompson and Hollinger; Robert C. Mackie, Layman Extraordinary: John R. 
Mott, 1865-1955 (New York: Association Press, 1965); Galen Merriam Fisher, John R. Mott, Architect of 
Co-Operation and Unity. (New York: Association Press, 1952); Basil Mathews, John R. Mott, World 
Citizen. (New York: Harper & brothers, 1934). 
32 Parker, 121. See also Thompson, For God and Globe, 103-105; and Robertson, 35. 
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Western view of Christianity that had defined the mainstream of the missionary movement in the 

preceding decades. Through international ecumenical conferences in the interwar years, 

International Christianity mounted a gospel-centered critique of imperialism and racism. The 

1914 Student Conference was convened by the Continuation Committee of the 1910 Edinburgh 

Conference, thus linking the international Christian movement and the race progress 

conversation in the United States. Further, the conference in Atlanta reflects much of what Mott 

and the WSCF represented in the liberal Christian movement - a belief that Christianity can bring 

about important changes in historical time, that individual virtue (or salvation) was still a 

primary concern of the religion and social good, and that racial understanding was a fundamental 

part of social progress.  

 One of the most oft repeated phrases of Mott and the WSCF in the student literature is the 

WSCF motto “that all may be one,” which was included in the Student Christian Conference 

proceedings in 1914. For example, on the first day of the conference, May 15, the “Morning 

Watch” prayer service instructed delegates to pray for unity, mutual consideration, and 

unselfishness, after reading John 17. In this chapter Jesus asks God for his own glorification, that 

of his followers, and all believers. In verses 21-23, conference attendees would have read:  

 That they all may be one; as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they 
also may be one in us: that the world may believe that thou hast sent me.  
 And the glory which thou gavest me I have given them; that they may be one, 
even as we are one: 
 I in them, and thou in me, that they may be made perfect in one; and that the 
world may know that thou hast sent me, and hast loved them, as thou hast loved me. 

 
All becoming one, based on this passage, would suggest that the unity of the world was not 

simply a mandate that there was “no Jew nor Gentile, slave nor free,” but that the work of 

unifying those groups was done to reflect the unity of the Father and the Son. For white 

Christians, this was a challenge to correct their sense of Western and/or racial superiority and to 
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actively pursue an inclusive faith, but for most of the students at the conference these sentiments 

were only one component of the message. Black students were beginning to pursue more 

aggressive stances in the realm of race relations on college campuses, so while their faith 

encouraged them to pursue unity and unselfishness they also confronted questions like those 

raised by Professor Pickens: “Do rights ever ‘come,’ or must they be gone after and repeatedly 

gone after until they are got?”33  

 This makes more clear the reason that the student council of the YWCA became the site of 

more progressive elements of the programming. Whereas city work was focused on resources, 

training, and integration for the African American groups, the students had a vision of a new 

world and a belief that they had a designated role in bringing it into existence. From the 

beginning of the twentieth century the student groups were closely linked with the Student 

Volunteer Movement and later the Student Christian Movement, tying them to the projects of 

making the world as one. Doing so, especially with the advent of a theology of personality, 

pressed black Christians towards an internationalism that promoted global equality without 

abandoning religious commitment. This was supported by African American secretary Josephine 

Pinyon Holmes’ report in which she pointed out that Mott connected the African American 

problem in the United States with a global problem beyond its boundaries - a “world issue, not a 

race issue” - and later when Eva Bowles wrote that the conference had put into motion “ideas 

whereby the American Negro may begin to develop and work out his contribution to the world’s 

problem.”34 Thus, it was arguably the student relationship to missioning that enabled the more 

progressive student race activism in the interwar years, in contrast with the city peers. The 

 
33 Pickens, The New Voice in Race Adjustments, 37. 
34 “Minutes and reports concerning YWCA of the USA work with African American Women and Girls,” 
44, 47. 
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connection between the missionary tradition and more progressive views on race relations should 

also not be interpreted as seamless, as, according to Black YWCA student secretary Francis 

Williams, the convention in Atlanta was called in response to criticism that the Student 

Volunteer Movement conferences were exclusionary towards African American students.35 

 Immediately after the convention, the African American special workers in the student 

YWCA announced that this was a “new era” in Christian race work.36 “Now there is something 

that will make people realize that the colored work is not a vague cause for sympathy and casual 

interest,” Josephine Pinyon Holmes wrote in her report to the National Council, “but a great big 

actual fact: - a force to be reckoned with, an integral and by no means negligible part of the 

responsibility assumed when the National Board was organized.”37 Inspired by Dr. Mott’s vision 

of a global student movement, the Black student workers realized that their work was not, or 

perhaps should not be, a small auxiliary to the movement, but a critical issue for the YWCA to 

address. This was “a student generation eager in its search for truth” and the national 

organization believed that it would be through their efforts on matters like race work that the 

organization would be led closer to the realization of its ideals.38 

 While the connection to a global movement motivated and excited the national leadership, 

the work of the day-to-day interracial program was quite measured. Until 1917 there was only 

one secretary for nearly one hundred African American school associations, most of which were 

in the South where, despite the more sympathetic view of the national staff, the majority of white 

 
35 Frances Williams, “Indianapolis Convention as an Interracial Experience, February 7, 1924,” box 535, 
folder 12, Record Group 6, YWCA SSC. 
36 “Minutes and reports concerning YWCA of the USA work with African American Women and Girls,” 
43. 
37 “Minutes and reports concerning YWCA of the USA work with African American Women and Girls,” 
47. 
38 Clara S. Reed, “Report of the Student Committee for Year Ending 1915,” n.d., box 782, folder 12, 
Record Group 7, YWCA SSC. 
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women were resistant to any advances for African Americans.39 Further, there was still no 

explicit interest from the Council in integration or equality, but rather a sense that more resources 

and programing should be directed towards the Black Student Associations in order to help 

African American women reach their full potential.40 Even in critiquing the white church’s 

discrimination, the impulse was still towards uplift for African Americans not a pathway to 

social equality. Josephine Pinyon Holmes called attention to the discrepancy in her 1914 report. 

Celebrating women’s advances on Black college campuses, she wrote “… if measured by the 

development of social consciousness and the spiritual reaction that has created a demand for a 

systematic study of Christ’s teachings, then [the progress of our African American student work] 

would have to be rated something over 100.” However, when it came to a systematic response to 

discrimination, the organization came up short. As she explained, “the Southern Methodist 

Episcopal church has suddenly entered the field with a well constructed program of cooperative 

work with colored women through the medium of the churches… [it is still] to be regretted that 

the [YWCA] is still far away from ready to contribute constructively to cooperation.”41  

 Holmes recognized that there was a spirit stirring within the Black students, but no clear 

direction towards which it could be directed. Nine years later she reflected on this period in an 

article she wrote about the 1924 Biennial Conference in The Crisis.42 She remembered how 

resentful she was after the 1915 national conference in Los Angeles because she felt that the YW 

had become a “spiritual farce” rather than a spiritual force insofar as it was unable, or unwilling, 

to carry through on the changes it claimed to make. In 1924, she was thrilled by the progress of 

 
39 “Report of 5th Convention 1915,” n.d., box 532, folder 1, Record Group 6, YWCA SSC.  
40 See Taylor. 
41 “Minutes and reports concerning YWCA of the USA work with African American Women and Girls,” 
48. 
42 Holmes, “Youth Cannot Wait,” The Crisis, July 1924, 128-131. 
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the movement. Whereas she had been the only African American delegate in the previous 

decade, she reported that there were nearly one hundred and fifty Black representatives at this 

meeting. Further, she was particularly enthusiastic about the students. Titling the article, “Youth 

Cannot Wait,” she argued that the primary contributing factor to the new spirit at the conference 

was “the dominant note of youth pulsing through the body vibrant, buoyant, insistent, fairly 

propelling the mass towards its own goal, the facing of facts as they are.”  In contrast with Dr. 

Roman’s notion ten years prior, the students were less reliant on the belief that the progressive 

character of the faith would ultimately lead to racial justice and instead took steps to ensure that 

it happened. They passed resolutions on war and race relations based on their commitments to 

Jesus’ Law and Way of Love, as well as passed the resolution to change membership 

requirements to anyone in sympathy with the purpose of the organization. There was contestation 

over the racial policy, which committed the organization to promote justice and understanding 

through relationships with women of different races, but Holmes wrote that ultimately almost the 

entire student assembly endorsed the measure with some women breaking into spontaneous 

prayer during the vote. This was a major victory for the new National Student Council, which 

had been formed only two years prior, and demonstrated that they were serious about their 

convictions. She also wrote of the pride that African American women had at Elizabeth Ross 

Haynes’ nomination as a member of the National Board and at the inclusion of Juliette Derricotte 

as a delegate to the WSCF’s General Committee Meeting in High Leigh. Derricotte and the other 

delegates took a pledge in front of the conference to “break down barriers, to deep thinking, to 

widen the reach of our lives.”43 She was accompanied overseas by Mrs. Minnie McAlpine 

Pickens, the wife of William Pickens who one decade earlier had challenged Christians to 

 
43 Holmes, 130. See also Eighth National Convention of The Young Women’s Christian Associations of 
the United States of America, 134. 
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consider the hypocrisy of a segregated Church.  

 

 

Defining Interracialism and Personality 

 

 Driven by the devastation of World War I, the National Council began to shift towards a 

more proactive approach to “race problems” and social reconstruction, placing the responsibility 

on the students to question their assumptions about race and seek solutions for national problems 

by considering the “application of the principles of Jesus Christ to daily relationships.”44  

The resolution passed by the majority of the Student Association stated not only that they sought 

to rid themselves of prejudice in order to promote justice and understanding, but also that in a 

social order based on Jesus’ way of love “every individual would find free scope for his fullest 

development.”45 These two ideas – freedom for individual development and justice – capture the 

spirit of the new interracialism that members of the student staff sought to cultivate during the 

interwar years. The programming that the students developed over these decades brought 

together the social and spiritual dimensions of the Association, which would allow women and 

girls to live complete lives. Looking back at the work of the group in 1959, long-time student 

staff member Winnifred Wygal observed that while much of what liberal Christian groups had 

done in terms of programs could have been considered good social work, the spirituality of the 

YWCA was distinct, leading her to believe that the organization “is both a social agency and a 

 
44 Report of the National Board of the Young Women’s Christian Associations of the United States of 
America to the Sixth National Convention at Cleveland, Ohio, quoted in Frances Taylor, On the Edge of 
Tomorrow, 6. 
45 Eighth National Convention, 134. 
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Christian movement.”46 They equipped people with the tools to alleviate social problems, as well 

as develop a strong sense of their own individual worth. Interracialism became a major site for 

these conversations as it got to the heart of the matter: how could people of different races not 

simply work together, but eradicate the systems that alienated them from one another and 

develop a citizenry that was self-aware, determined, and fearless in their self-determination and 

self-expression.47  

 The student role in the matter was not entirely self-directed. In 1921 the YWCA held an 

interracial conference in Louisville during which they recommitted themselves to racial work 

and explicitly recommended that special attention in the matter be given to the students, as it was 

through their training that Christian leadership for the African American work of the 

organization would be developed.48 Pushing the responsibility for race work onto the student 

groups was likely less a recognition of the student strengths than it was an attempt to avoid 

facing the conflict at the city association level head on, as most of the other resolutions from the 

Louisville Conference endorsed an approach that left the decision making in the hands of local 

groups, effectively allowing southern women to do what they felt best. The students answered to 

the National Board, so the more liberal minded leadership was able to experiment 

programmatically. The following year at the National Convention in Hot Springs, the National 

Student Council was created giving the students their own governing body through which they 

could contribute directly to the National Association. The NSC’s commitment to progressive 

 
46 Letter from Wygal to Frances Helen Mains, February 16, 1959, box 3, folder 3, Winnifred Crane 
Wygal Papers, Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College, Northampton, Mass. 
47 Margaret Flenniken, “Student Self-Expression,” The Association Monthly, April 1920, box 736, folder 
1, Record Group 7, YWCA SSC. 
48 Mrs. Arch Trawick and Mrs. O. V. Matthews, “Conference of the Young Women’s Christian 
Association on Colored Work Louisville, Ky., Feb. 15-17, 1921,” n.d., box 536, folder 12, Record Group 
6, YWCA SSC. 
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ideals should not be overstated, as they repeatedly capitulated to the racist demands of the 

Southern Region, but they did ensure that there was African American representation on the 

Council and in 1923 they accepted Josephine Holmes’ recommendation that any schools that 

sent an African American delegate to a conference would be accepted without special 

arrangements and that if a school for African Americans was accepted as part of the group, then 

they should receive the same treatment as the other schools.49 

 Over the following decade, a group of women assumed leadership of the student movement 

at the National Association and National Student Council who challenged the organization to 

uphold its stated principles and, more interestingly, opened a discourse in which the spirit of 

Christianity passed beyond the social functions that had characterized the race work of the 

organization’s first two decades to a program that sustained the spirit of African Americans 

while firmly asserting their dignity to their peers. Juliette Derricotte took a position in 1917, 

Winnifred Wygal in 1919, Juanita “Jane” Saddler in 1920, Frances Williams in 1921, Celestine 

Smith 1929, Marion Cuthbert in 1932 (she had befriended Derricotte and Bailey Thurman and 

lived in New York City prior to her employ), and Sue Bailey Thurman in 1928. They held 

different positions in the organization, but all were employed by the National Association and for 

at least a period their careers were engaged in YWCA student work. All of them were African 

Americans with the exception of Winnifred Wygal, but she was a friend and intellectual 

interlocutor with these women, was committed to a transformative Christian faith in the social 

realm, and was for many years the secretary of religious resources, which gave her a unique 

position to interpret the relationship between the organization’s programming, theology, and 

religious experience. She was also heavily involved in the interracial work through the 

 
49 This proved to not be the case in the Southern Region which maintained separate summer conferences: 
Blue Ridge and Kings Mountain. 
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headquarters’ Interracial Committee, and participated in events at the King’s Mountain 

Conference for African American students in the Southern Region in the 1930s. Through these 

women we are able to see how interracialism as a practice was at times interpreted with a deep 

spiritual significance, even as it was enacted through pragmatic institutional programming like 

organizing conferences, compiling bibliographies, and designing discussion courses. Despite 

their more professional orientation, these programs sought to promote an expansive view of 

human potential in relationships.   

 One of the marked differences between the efforts of the student work and the city 

associations is the students’ attempts to develop programs that facilitated interracial experiences 

for its members. Whereas the city associations often approached interracialism out of necessity - 

conflicts over the use of facilities, financial control over the branches, personnel matters, or 

conference meetings - the student organization actively pursued opportunities for integrated 

living.50 Their interracial education had, broadly, two strategies: promoting interracial contact 

through study and discussion groups, and being an interracial movement that promoted inclusion 

of African Americans at all conferences and meetings, the latter of which the southern region did 

not adopt.51  A full account of the interracial program is beyond the scope of this project, but a 

brief consideration of the events and intellectual evolution taking place in the years surrounding 

Sue Bailey Thurman’s employ offer evidence into her future efforts at interculturalism and social 

action.  

 In 1923 student secretaries prepared an “Outline for Discussion Course on Race 

 
50 For examples of administrative concerns of the National Association see Francis Williams, “Interracial 
Education as It Affects Negro and White Relationships from the Point of View of Administrative Groups” 
(n.d.), Record Group 6, box 538, folder 12, YWCA SSC. 
51 Interracial Education in the National Student Council, 1932, Record Group 6, box 536, folder 4, 
YWCA SSC. 
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Relationships in the United States” at the request of the students to help them approach 

discussions between white and African American students. The final product contained over one 

hundred questions and an appendix with information about lynching, African American 

economic progress, and African American cultural figures with their corresponding works.52 The 

outline did not offer recommendations for how to organize or convene a group, offering only 

content to lead conversations. At the National Convention the following year, both African 

American and white students spoke to the Association and endorsed the effectiveness of meeting 

with people of other races, both domestically and abroad through the WSCF.53 Their emphasis 

on developing friendships and offering space to share difficulties encountered by different races 

provided the chance to do exactly the work the organization desired: transforming relationships 

between people to bring them closer to Christ and make society in the image of God’s love.  

 The discussion group model was recommended in the first publication of the “Interracial 

News Bulletin” in March 1931. The Bulletin was published by the National Student Council 

Headquarters Interracial Committee, chaired by Hulda Niebuhr and co-chaired by Jane Saddler 

and Winnifred Wygal, and was designed to share the conversations and recommendations of the 

newly formed committee with students and keep them abreast of any political issues, events, or 

Association news that related to race relations. In their review of previous approaches to 

interracial matters, they explained that the “ethical-religious approach” had often resulted in 

paternalism and “lack[ed] reality,” while the “intellectual approach” had provided the young 

women with information about race problems, but often the students did not have a full grasp of 

how to solve the problems because, according to the editors, they were not fully equipped as 

 
52 Student Department of National Board, “Outline for Discussion on Race Relations in the United States 
(1923),” Record Group 6, box 538, folder 16, YWCA SSC. 
53 Eighth National Convention, 115-117, 125-128. 
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citizens. In other words, they understood that there was a problem and desired to fix it, but they 

did not appreciate the larger forces or structures that had caused the problems and thus their 

solutions were largely superficial (ie charity work rather than policy changes). Considering that 

two years later Jane Saddler and the Interracial Committee of the National Student Council 

announced that the Student Movement’s priority had to be efforts to “change institutions, such as 

laws, education, economic systems, church practices and those of character-building agencies 

which make for unfair discrimination,” and that the Student Council Executive Committee set 

these as social goals in 1934, it is clear that falling back onto charity work would be inadequate 

for the Movement.54  

 The final approach was the “appreciative approach,” which encouraged members to get to 

know one another by sharing experiences, developing personal friendships, and “increasing 

appreciation for personality through knowledge of the achievements and possibilities of 

individuals of another race.”55 The Interracial Committee envisioned a combination of the 

intellectual and appreciative approach as the foundation for the discussion groups. Placing 

people, specifically in the North and West where colleges and universities were already 

integrated, of different races in the same group to get to know one another, discuss problems on 

campus and their relationship to larger society, and to learn about how interracial problems relate 

to international education (interracial group, faculty-student group, and WSCF group 

respectively) would bring the students closer to the realization of the organization’s stated goal 

 
54 Discussion of this statement of policy can be found in Grace Towns Hamilton, “Because We Are 
Basically Interracial in Membership,” The Woman’s Press, May 1940, Record Group 6, box 532, folder 8, 
YWCA SSC. Reference to Saddler’s leadership in its development is referenced in “Historical Summary: 
Interracial Education and Race Relations in the National Student Council October 25, 1937,” Record 
Group 7, box 737, folder 7, YWCA SSC. Much of the statement is included in Interracial Education 
Committee, “A Study Outline Based on A Statement for Goals for Race Relations May 21, 1934,” Record 
Group 7, box 744, folder 6, YWCA SSC. 
55 “Interracial News Bulletin March 1931,” Record Group 7, box 781, folder 10, YWCA SSC, 4. 
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of a creative and full life for all people.56 Discussion guides included information about the 

structuring and schedules of the group - the May 1932 Bulletin states that groups should have at 

least five people and a 1930 outline emphasizes the importance of creating interest in the faculty, 

administration, and students - as well as some lists of reading to get students started on their 

studies — Langston Hughes’ “Not Without Laughter,” Melville Herskovits’ “The American 

Negro,” and “Anthropology and Modern Life” by Franz Boaz comprise one list.57 Some of the 

guides included facts and figures related to the material experience of African Americans 

including educational inequality, lynching, economic and labor exploitation, and occasionally 

voter suppression, alongside questions related to themes of Christian brotherhood and the 

teachings of Jesus.58 They also explicitly connected the racial situation in the US with global 

events. In November 1931, the Bulletin included a list of factors shaping the contemporary 

“interracial situation,” which included the end of white domination over peoples of color 

throughout the world alongside the disproportionate burden of unemployment on African 

Americans as marginal workers, an increased number of lynchings, the rise of leftist economic 

groups, the “new Negro,” and the new Youth “who cannot be enlisted for service under the timid 

programs of expediency.”59  

 The issue of immediacy in their work was raised in the Bulletin’s inaugural issue. The 

publication reported that committee members had raised questions regarding the role of protest 

 
56 They explicitly state that their included model is not for schools in the South and that they would 
release a special issue detailing what students in that region could do. Ibid, 2, 5-6. 
57 “Interracial News Bulletin May 1932,” Record Group 7, box 782, folder 1, YWCA SSC. “Interracial 
News Bulletin November 1931,” Record Group 7, box 781, folder 10, SSC, 3. 
58 Student Department of National Board, “Outline for Discussion on Race Relations in the United States 
1923,” Record Group 6, box 538, folder 16, YWCA SSC. 
59 “Interracial News Bulletin November 1931,” 1; Also included in Juanita Saddler, “Reasons for 
Including Race as One of the Main Emphases of the National Student Council January 13, 1932,” Record 
Group 7, box 737, folder 7, YWCA SSC. 
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in their policies asking: Can everything be achieved through education? Has pressure any place? 

Have not minority groups always used pressure? Where is the dynamic for effective action and 

living in racial relations? Is it religious, ethical, cultural, intellectual, in its essence? And finally, 

what moves people?60 Attention to these questions demonstrates that they were aware of the 

challenges they faced to actually move the needle on race relations and the tensions that existed 

between the Christian commitments that had been promoted - universal brotherhood and 

neighborly love - and the social reality for African Americans. This cohort of women were not 

naive. In her essay “Propaganda and Minority Techniques” Marion Cuthbert wrote “It will not be 

necessary to think of the total development of the Negro, they say; let us content ourselves with 

furthering only his economic condition… But where, one asks, in ancient or modern states, have 

adequate economic resources been provided for a group who had no voice in its own 

government? When was a government by the favored ever so considerate of those who had no 

part or redress in the state?”61  It is clear that for Cuthbert and her African American peers there 

were no illusions about the difficulties of overcoming race prejudice and their participation in 

interracial groups like the YWCA did not mean that they ignored systematic critiques of Black 

exploitation. We see the systematic critique explicitly in in Jane Saddler’s 1931 speech:  

In the past the Student Movement has been concerned with fostering the 
appreciation of cultural differences which would lead to a change in attitudes 
as intrinsic worth was revealed. It has been considered of primary importance 
to consider what is happening to the spirits of people in the present 
maladjustment due to race conflicts… This is still important, but it is well to 
remember that it is imperative to know what there is in the way that life is 
organized for people, majority and minority groups, that makes for this 
maladjustment and wounding of spirits.62  

 

 
60 “Interracial News Bulletin March 1931,” 4. 
61 “Interracial News Bulletin May 1931,” Record Group 7, box 781, folder 10, YWCA SSC. 
62 Saddler, “Reasons for Including Race as One of the Main Emphases of the National Student Council.” 
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Marion Cuthbert said it succinctly, “Music hath charms, but its powers are overestimated.”63 In a 

pointed essay in the Interracial News Bulletin of November 1931, Marion Cuthbert details the 

challenges faced by African Americans since they arrived in the United States and the constant 

degradation they had experienced in the form of labor, education, and spirit. She elaborated on 

these points in a pamphlet she prepared for the Council for Social Action in 1937 (while she was 

employed by the YWCA) titled “Democracy and the Negro,” in which, after discussing the 

unequal distribution of education, federal aid, and justice to African Americans, she offers a 

seven-point program for the church to apply the necessary pressure to “modify the opinions of 

the masses.” For her, no organized group had as much potential power as the church to change 

attitudes about race. Yet at that point, “white churches [were] closed to Negroes, and closed 

because of the prejudice against the color of their skin.”64 The seven points included 

desegregating the church, exerting influence in professional institutions like seminaries and 

hospitals to ensure African Americans received equal training, support laws for the protection of 

African Americans, and other actions that would assure the social equality that had been 

withheld from Black Americans at every turn. Marion Cuthbert believed that the church had the 

power to do this and to evade it any longer was to remain indifferent to the truth of Christ.  

 The place of pressure in the Association had to be confronted after the events at the 

Council of Christian Associations Faculty-Student Conference held in Detroit in 1931, which 

arguably inspired the more serious nature of the interracial programming in the 1930s. The CCA 

was established in 1922, the same year that the YWCA’s National Student Council was formed. 

The CCA was basically a collaborative organization for leaders in the YM, YW, and Student 

 
63 Marion Cuthbert, “Propaganda and Minority Technique” in “Interracial News Bulletin May 1931,” 13.  
64 Marion Cuthbert, Social Action: Democracy and the Negro, 14th ed., vol. 2 (New York: The Pilgrim 
Press, 1936), 29-31. 
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Volunteer Movement. Their 1930 conference was intended to be interracial, as, according to 

Winnifred Wygal, all of their national conferences since 1922 had entertained both races.65 In 

Wygal’s report after the fact, she explained that CCA members had contacted the Brook-Cadillac 

Hotel prior to the convention to ensure that the thirty-five African American attendees would be 

equally accommodated at the venue and the conference leadership was repeatedly assured that 

they would. When the time came for the event, guests at the hotel made trouble and the Cadillac 

staff immediately began moving the Black CCA delegates from their rooms to a segregated wing 

and they were refused service in the dining room. All of the coordination for the event had gone 

through the assistant manager of the hotel and during the tumult the manager refused to meet or 

speak with any member of the CCA’s Executive Committee.  

 Sue Bailey Thurman was in attendance at the event and after experiencing the insulting 

behavior of the white patrons, she and Marion Cuthbert, who were rooming together at the event, 

decided to leave the hotel and stay at the local Phillis Wheatley YWCA.66 Wygal wrote that most 

of the African American delegates withdrew from the hotel and the conference after a 

conference-wide vote determined that they would continue with the event at the hotel (it is not 

clear if Bailey Thurman officially withdrew from the conference, though evidence suggests that 

she did) and that about twenty white attendees also left the Cadillac. Bailey Thurman was not 

present for the vote, but she recalled drinking coffee with Reinhold Niebuhr and Buell G. 

Gallagher, a liberal Congregational minister who later served as the president of Talladega 

College, at the Wheatley YWCA the night before and seeing them off the next morning when 

they went to “see to it that this conference takes a stand.” Bailey Thurman recalled that they said, 

 
65 Winnifred Wygal, “Data RE Racial Situation - Detroit Dec. 27-31, 1930,” n.d., Record Group 6, box 
535, folder 12, YWCA SSC.  
66 BWOHP, 6; Rhude, “Biography of a Free Spirit: Sue Bailey Thurman” (n.d.), Box 1, Folder 3, SBTC. 
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“The moment has come for them to understand.”67  

 Regardless of the outcome, Bailey Thurman believed that the events at the conference were 

an important moment in the history of the student movement because there was a corporate 

testimony against the bigotry.68 Further, it seems reasonable to suggest that the events in Detroit 

influenced the development of the NSC’s Interracial Committee, as it was formed only three 

months later. It also forced the National Council to begin taking seriously the organization’s 

place in bringing about social change. The comments that Jane Saddler made about systemic 

changes to the social and political order were complemented by Wygal’s observation that the 

events at the Detroit Conference demonstrated that absolutist action in support of a minority 

group was a viable way to achieve social progress, even though this was not the path the majority 

of conference attendees ultimately chose.69 The Interracial News Bulletin continued to discuss 

more direct approaches to alleviating race discrimination. In their May 1931 issue, they shared a 

Discussion Outline that offered “techniques of adjustment” for race problems, ranging from 

segregation, to coercion, boycotts, and Gandhian non-cooperation.70 In 1932, someone raised the 

issue of whether the publication was biased in its more progressive positions and should 

therefore not be shared with all members of the YWCA. Doubling down on the publication’s 

social commitments, the committee affirmed the position of the students as distinct from the 

larger organization in their interests in racial matters. Their needs “must be met irrespective of 

the tastes of the general movement” and they should not compromise on principle because other 

members did not understand what the students were doing.71 Black secretaries in the South also 

 
67 BWOHP, 6. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Wygal, “Data RE Racial Situation,” 2. 
70 “Interracial News Bulletin May 1931,” 10. 
71 Minutes of the Meeting of the Interracial Committee of the National Student Council, November 1932, 
Record Group 7, box 744, folder 6, YWCA SSC. 
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continued to hold the organization accountable. At one point during her time as secretary, Sue 

Bailey Thurman simply stopped offering to have interracial meetings at the Black colleges.72 If 

the white students were not going to take any steps to accommodate African Americans at the 

schools, then it was not the Black students’ job to accommodate them either. 

 The second major influence on the approach of the interracial program of the 1930s was 

the death of Juliette Derricotte in 1931, which will be discussed in Chapter Four. Both Nancy 

Robertson and Frances Taylor identify the circumstances of her death and preceding medical 

negligence in Jim Crow Georgia, as a catalyst for a direct critique of the systems that supported 

segregation. In both of these instances, the Detroit Conference and Derricotte’s death, the white 

members of the YWCA were forced to confront the reality that their policies were not working 

and that if they truly desired social change they would have to take serious steps to do so. As 

they and other scholars have argued, the uncompromising spirit of the women did not result in 

major social transformations and most of the institutional changes prior to the YWCA’s adoption 

of the Interracial Charter in 1946 were quite modest, especially in the South.73 Yet, Marion 

Cuthbert explained in her essay on the YWCA and race relations in 1948 that the criteria to 

which the organization measured its progress were first, whether or not the principles were 

accepted emotionally and intellectually by its members, and second, whether the program was 

moving in the direction of the principles. For her, the answer to both was yes.74  

 
72 Taylor, 147. 
73 The Southern region may be the best and worst place to gauge the effectiveness of the program, as they 
faced the most stringent resistance and therefore saw the fewest gains. For example, despite the fact that 
the Southern Regional Council, which was comprised of the Region’s student leaders, was interracial 
their summer conferences remained segregated and the white leadership was unable to convince their 
constituent groups to provide African American delegates with equal accommodations when they were 
invited to attend. For more on this see Frances Taylor’s One the Edge of Tomorrow and Elizabeth Smith 
“Interracial Education in Summer Conferences, Southern, King’s Mountain-Blue Ridge Experiences - 
June 1930” n.d., box 744, folder 6, Record Group 7, YWCA SSC. 
74 Cuthbert, “The Role of the Young Women’s Christian Association,” 170. 



 

97 
 

 

 

 Cuthbert admitted that in all of the development that had taken place, the YW had still not 

come near its goals of equal treatment, representation, and respect before the law and in 

society.75 However, if one follows Cuthbert’s lead and turns the analysis away from the material 

goals of the interracial program, and the related metrics for success, and towards the spiritual 

dimensions of the commitments, then the a new horizon of possibilities is opened. Winnifred 

Wygal identified these two characteristics of the Association as being a “social agency” and a 

“Christian movement,” the former of which was not wholly sufficient while the latter required 

social application. It was the joining of these two components that, for Wygal, distinguished the 

YWCA from any other organization in America. Thus, we must consider the religious dimension 

in order to understand the intellectual context to which Bailey Thurman contributed. 

 

 

The Role of Personality 

 

 When the paternalism of “colored work” was replaced by the collaborative aims of 

interracialism over the course of the 1920s, the sense of charity or obligations that had plagued 

the racial efforts was, in theory, removed.76 In its place was a program in which relationships 

themselves became the site of Christian practice. As Cuthbert and Derricotte both pointed out, 

interracial work was difficult.77 Whereas service work could be done in a discrete action, 

interracialism required a living out of the ideals that would shape the practitioner’s life beyond 

the structured programs and a lifelong commitment for which students would be trained during 

 
75 Ibid. 
76 “Interracial News Bulletin March 31,” 2-4. 
77 See Juliette Derricotte “Reports of Visits in the Interest of Interracial Relations” and Marion Cuthbert, 
“Honesty in Race Relations,” Speech (Chicago , IL July 1, 1933), Reel 9, NAACP 1 papers microfilm. 
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their formative years of young adulthood. In its most correct form, interracialism was a spiritual 

practice. In the organizational materials that were circulated to branches or presented at 

conferences, the most obvious theological guidepost for the work was that Christ had called his 

followers to love their neighbor as a reflection of universal brotherhood in Christ. However, 

there needed to be a theology of transformation if the program was to bring the organization 

closer to realizing its goals. Dennis Dickerson has demonstrated that a cadre of African 

American ministers, most of which were involved with the YMCA, developed this theology 

during the 1930s and 1940s by joining Gandhian nonviolence, historical Jesus, the Black Church 

tradition, and social critique to argue that segregation was a sin.78 This new theology also 

advocated for nonviolent tactics as the most moral means to combat Jim Crow and held a belief 

in the “sacredness of personality.”  Personality is used throughout the YWCA’s interracial 

materials and thus the concept serves as a useful entry point into an exploration of the religious 

foundations of interracialism.79 

 Personality is not defined in the interracialism materials, perhaps because, as theologian 

George Cross suggested in 1925, the nature of the concept makes it impossible to do so.80 In the 

YWCA materials it often appears in direct relation to Jesus, such as in the 1929 Geneva Summer 

 
78 Dennis C. Dickerson, “African American Religious Intellectuals and the Theological Foundations of 
the Civil Rights Movement, 1930–55,” Church History 74, no. 2 (2005): 217–35. 
79 I am aware that much of this could probably be said for the YMCA and quite possibly the larger liberal 
Christian movement, or at least a dimension of it, as well. My goal is to show that personality as a 
theological concept was combined with a certain kind of institution building that was, at the very least 
conceived of by the women, as something that was unique to their gender. 
80 Howard Thurman studied with George Cross at Rochester Divinity School. Cross suggests in Christian 
Salvation: A Modern Interpretation, that personality, though central to Protestant Christianity, cannot be 
defined because of its relationship to self-consciousness. He wrote, “But personality presents a barrier to 
definition, not because its place in the context of life is obscure but because it is that out of which all else 
is known to us obtains meaning. All definition is for the self-consciousness but there can be no definition 
of the self-consciousness, since it is self-consciousness that defines… self-consciousness is and apart 
from it we cannot say that any thing else exists.” George Cross, Christian Salvation (Chicago, Ill.: The 
University of Chicago press, 1925), https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/001412570,144. 
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Conference’s central theme “A study of Jesus as a great transforming personality who was 

joyously awake to all of life and yet with whom we students may find ourselves quite simply at 

home,” which included discussions on the personality of Jesus. The same year the Blue Ridge 

Conference adopted the theme “to understand Jesus as a person and his relation to life today.”81 

Interpreting the personality of Jesus was a theological preoccupation for some liberal Christians 

in the early twentieth century and contained both metaphysical and historical components, so it is 

unsurprising to see these themes at work in the liberal student groups.82 In other places, the focus 

is turned towards human personality, such as the discussion prompt “Discuss the relation of 

citizenship rights to personality” or emphasizing the importance of “increasing appreciation for 

personality through knowledge of the achievements and possibilities of individuals of another 

race.”83 What stands out in these statements is that while personality does seems to relate to an 

individual, they suggest that it is in some ways also distinct from the person. For example, the 

latter quote could have read “increasing appreciation for others through acknowledgement of 

another race’s achievements.” Their use of the term reflects a spiritual interpretation in which 

one’s relationship to God constitutes the entire experience a person’s being. As Cross wrote, 

personality is the “eternal I AM of the Man.”84  

 In considering how the cohort of African American women and men in the YWCA and 

YMCA interpreted these matters, the 1948 Christian Way in Race Relations, edited by William 

 
81 “Report of the Meeting of the Federated Student Committee January 23, 1929,” Record Group 7, box 
760, folder 1, YWCA SSC. 
82 See Gary Dorrien “Making Liberal Theology Metaphysical: Personalist Idealism as a Theological 
School.” American Journal of Theology & Philosophy 24, no. 3 (2003): 214–44; Gary J. Dorrien, The 
Making of American Liberal Theology: Idealism, Realism, and Modernity, 1900-1950, (Louisville, Ky: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2003). 
83 “Outline for Discussion on Race Relations in the United States,” 4; “Interracial News Bulletin May 
1931,” 4. 
84 Cross, 135. 
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Stuart Nelson, offers some critical insights. The text featured writings from prominent African 

Americans in the YM and YW movements: Howard Thurman, George E. Haynes (whose wife 

Elizabeth Ross Haynes has been written about in this chapter), Frank Wilson, and Marion 

Cuthbert (the only woman) among others. The text was born of conversations taking place 

between members of the Institute of Religion, sponsored by Howard University. Nelson states 

that book represented four years of work, but considering the relationship of many of the 

contributors to the Student Christian Movement, and Dennis Dickerson’s claim that the 1931 

Yale Seminar on the Black Church was a starting point for the new theology on race and 

nonviolence, the text is actually a culmination of fifteen years of work and thus should be viewed 

as representative of the broader movement’s discourse.85  

 George Kelsey, Professor of Religion and Philosophy at Morehouse College, opened the 

titular essay by stating “[Christianity] is an ethic of the individual and mankind; it is not an ethic 

of a nation, class, or race. It is the theory of Christian life, which issues from the union of the 

soul with God. This life is thus absolutely individualistic.”86 The individual and mankind, and 

the relationship between the two, offer a useful framework for understanding how personality 

was used in the YWCA. The individual does not exist outside of his relation to God because, as 

Kelsey says, God created man as a counterpart to Himself.87 Quoting Swiss Reformed 

Theologian Emil Brunner, Kelsey writes “We are not simply men as a fox is a fox. But we are 

men only when God’s Word finds echo in us.”88 Thus, man is wholly derivative of God and, 

because of this “Creator-creature” relationship, every person contains in themselves the presence 

 
85 Dickerson, 220. 
86 George Kelsey, “The Christian Way in Race Relations,” in The Christian Way in Race Relations, ed. 
William Stuart Nelson (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1948), 29. 
87 Ibid, 30 
88 Ibid, 31. The quote is from Emil Brunner’s Our Faith (1936), 37-38. 
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of God. By surrendering his own will to the Creator, man allows His image to be reflected. 

Creating man in God’s image then does not mean material or physical likeness, but spiritual 

likeness, imbuing each person with boundless potential to express God’s creative purpose. 

Howard Thurman offered a similar interpretation during a 1955 sermon at Harvard Memorial 

Chapel, saying “There is no thing that is outside of the ebb and flow and pulse beat of the life of 

God… [a]nd within your limitation, there is available to you, at the point of your commitment, 

the boundless resources of God.”89 Man is undoubtedly alienated from God through sin, but 

because of the potential created in him by God, and the purpose that God assigned to him, he is 

able to reach beyond the confines of human limitation in order to enact the love of God in His 

creation.  

 Viewing the individual in this way eliminated the theological foundations on which society 

had built a racial philosophy that distinguished some races as more favored than others, either 

through evolution or divine machination. What made the faith an ethic for all mankind was the 

accessibility of all to the will of God through the Creator-Creature relationship. No racial or 

national group was inherently superior to another because, like the individual, they were 

constituted first and foremost by God’s expression through them. Marion Cuthbert offered her 

own interpretation of this idea in a 1934 issue of the YWCA’s publication The Woman’s Press:  

Let me not think of races as some curious divisions of dust, but of that 
boundless energy in its highest form - man. Beyond the dimmest years of 
our ancient past the god-soul flowered as man… the miracle moment of 
comprehension comes with that seeing in all of humankind sons of the 
Most High, of the Dawning - bearers all, though it may be little or much, 
of the inextinguishable flame of Life itself.”90 

 

 
89 Howard Thurman Sermon at Harvard Memorial Church, May 15, 1955, MS bMS 613, box 12, Harvard 
Divinity School, Audio Reels, 1950-1971, Harvard Divinity School Library. 
90 Marion Cuthbert, “Intimations of Religion,” The Womans Press, May 1934, Record Group 7, box 532, 
folder 8, YWCA SSC. 
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 In an undated manuscript, Sue Bailey Thurman goes so far as to state that this concept is 

the most important characteristic of the faith. She wrote, “Perhaps the true genius of xianity is 

Respect for Personality. This gives us the edge over other Religions. We begin wrongly to teach 

interest in propagating xianity by depreciating other cultures.”91 There are two important insights 

to Bailey Thurman’s religious outlook in this statement. The first is that missionary paternalism 

was completely out of line with the religion. The second is that personality was intimately related 

to collective expression. Culture was a reflection of the people who comprised it and, since they 

were part of the universal image of God, any cultural creation or expression was reflective of His 

creative spirit. Bailey Thurman’s interest in culture distinguished her from some of her male 

peers, including her husband, and it also distinguished her international project. She and Howard 

Thurman shared the belief that imperialism was hostile to the human spirit, but it was primarily 

though Bailey Thurman’s cultural programs that institutional interventions were developed. In 

this way, her international initiatives are directly related to the interracial programs of the 

YWCA. Like the interracial programs, Bailey Thurman used education and fellowship to 

encourage a full and creative life for all people, but, whereas the YWCA’s programs were 

largely directed towards altering the behaviors of white people, she did it primarily through the 

affirmation of non-white cultures and amplifying marginalized voices. 

 

 

 

 
91 Unlabeled notes in Internationalism and Intercultural Activities, box 1, folder 36, SBTC. 
Lack of “respect for personality” was also used in a report of the Blue Ridge Conference in November 
1932 as reason for race prejudice and while the authorship of the report is not disclosed, it should be 
noted that the summer conferences of that year marked the end of Sue Bailey Thurman’s employment 
with the organization. “Interracial News Bulletin November 1932.” 
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Women as Stewards of Relational Maturity 

 

 The connection between the interracial programming and Bailey Thurman’s later work is 

further strengthened when considering the specific gender dimension of the YWCA. Cuthbert, 

Kelsey, and the Thurmans all suggest that the relationship between the particular and the 

universal was fundamental to seeking a solution to broken race relations, yet the women in the 

YWCA believed their organization was uniquely positioned to leverage this belief into action 

because of women’s role in society. Marion Cuthbert argued that the YWCA’s commitment to 

young women was not unique during the first half of the twentieth century, but that their goal to 

“keep youth rightly related to maturity” was distinct from other organizations. Cuthbert’s insight 

about maturity moved the YWCA away from the service-oriented model that defined man other 

Christian associations at that time and toward the realm of stewardship. Women, as mothers, 

caretakers, social workers, and teachers, had an intimate knowledge of how social life fits 

together, which Cuthbert identified as a concern for the “how of life.”92 They observed and 

shaped children throughout their development, which prompted in women a concern for the 

nature of relationships, introspection about small experiences, and recognition of growth through 

shared experience, all of which provided them with an intimate knowledge of the development of 

human life and the arc of existence.93 In other words, the “how” of life was defined by intimacy 

and the related vulnerabilities of acquiring new self-understanding. In this assessment, 

cultivating personality is again at the center of the program. Personality was developed through 

 
92 Cuthbert’s italics; Cuthbert, “The Role of the Young Women’s Christian Association,” 165. Cuthbert 
explains more than once that she would not claim that there is no exchange between the men and women, 
or that either does not display masculine or feminine qualities in their respective spheres. She is merely 
reflecting on the observable work of each group. 
93 Cuthbert, “The Role of the Young Women’s Christian Association,” 165. 
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relationship with God and others, and women had a particular insight into the development of 

relationships. By helping young women acquire an understanding of themselves and their place 

in the world, the YWCA helped them establish an appreciation for the possibilities of creating 

meaning in their daily lives. What further distinguished the women’s approach to these matters 

was their ability to create. Cuthbert explained “Women learn, in the most intimate ways, to live 

with what they must; and from this constraint has evolved some perception and understanding of 

the possibilities in the diversities of human beings which are overlooked in immature living.”94 

That maturity in women was marked by their ability to create meaning in spite of their social 

limitations provided them with key insights into accepting people and thus sharing God’s love in 

the world.  

 Winnifred Wygal also argued that the YWCA’s interest in maturity distinguished it from 

religiously motivated social work and that the foundation of maturity was an understanding of 

the self. In a letter to a friend, she explained the “task” of Christianity as 

…to help individuals to maturity in terms of finding their relationship to (x) 
themselves (y) others (z) the universe or in my terminology-God… Things 
like community organization fall under (y) as does social justice, race 
relations etc. I do not believe that it is possible to achieve (x) and (y) without 
(z) and that people have to find that out too if they are to be at home in their 
universe which is what I think maturity means… The TASK so defined could 
be made to sound like the terminology of good social work and in a loose 
sense it is but I think in most schools of social work (x) and (y) are taught but 
not (z). I think this is why the Y W C A is both a social agency and a Christian 
movement.95  

 

Wygal argued that the organization’s attention to methods should not overpower the heart of the 

faith, which, beyond “sympathetic understanding and rendering people free,” was to help people 

 
94 Ibid, 166. 
95 Wygal to Mains, February 16, 1959, box 3, folder 3, Winnifred Crane Wygal Papers, Sophia Smith 
Collection. 
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to an understanding of the whole self or “maturity” as discussed above. Based on these accounts, 

aiding young people to maturity, which required teaching young women about the centrality of 

God to their existence and the relationship of their existence to everyone else, was a fundamental 

part of the YW’s student program.   

  If these women emphasized that maturity was firstly a spiritual position, it was not at the 

expense of preparing them for citizenship. Interracialism was a means of moving the young 

women towards maturity insofar as it equipped them with an understanding of the social reality 

for African Americans and encouraged integrated living, both of which would encourage them to 

advocate for Black equality when they left college. Not only did the group call for social equality 

of the races earlier than many other interracial groups in the South, but through their attention to 

personality and individual relationships they promoted the idea that segregation was spiritual 

impoverishment.96 As George Kelsey wrote, “Segregated souls cannot meet in God.”97 In 

practice, this meant prioritizing engagement in the organization as a mirror to larger society. The 

spiritual effect of exemption in society was discussed by both William Stuart Nelson and 

Howard Thurman. Nelson wrote that “[o]f all the offenses from which Negroes have suffered, 

none is so tragic as that which has affected their spirit.”98 Thurman connected this directly to 

participation in civic affairs in his essays “The Will to Segregation” and “A ‘Native Son’ 

 
96 Francis Taylor discusses the significance of the student YWCA’s commitment to social equality 
compared to the race policies of other groups like the Council for Interracial Cooperation in The World 
Tomorrow, especially Chapter 3. The moral dimensions of segregation are discussed in Dickerson, 
“African American Intellectuals.” 
97 Kelsey “The Christian Way in Race Relations,” 33. 
98 See “The Will to Segregation” in Howard Thurman, A Strange Freedom: The Best of Howard Thurman 
on Religious Experience and Public Life ed. Walter Earl Fluker and Catherine Tumber. (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1998). Howard Thurman, The Luminous Darkness: A Personal Interpretation of the Anatomy of 
Segregation and the Ground of Hope, (New York: Harper and Row, 1965); Kelsey in “The Christian Way 
in Race Relations”; Kelsey, Racism and the Christian Understanding of Man (New York: Scribner, 
1965); William Stuart Nelson, “Introduction” in Christian Way in Race Relations, 20. 
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Speaks,” which together argue that even in northern cities, African Americans live on the 

periphery of society where “his position is a perpetual threat and constant disgrace to 

democracy.”99 He writes that civic character is only possible where there is civic responsibility 

and thus, requiring them to pay taxes while largely excluding them from the franchise, public 

office, and public space generally places them only “two or three steps removed from what may 

be regarded as normal life for other members of the community.”100 These practices teach people 

that other races are less than themselves and upholds a system of power that denies dignity to 

entire groups of people. 

  Decades before Nelson and Thurman’s essays were published, Juliette Derricotte 

commented on the obligations of the YWCA to promote full participation and observed the 

detriment that their current policies caused to young Black girls. During a visit to the University 

of Pennsylvania in 1924, Derricotte observed that the African American students were denied 

from full participation in campus life including student government, campus clubs, athletics, etc. 

When confronted, the white students acknowledged that they understood their actions were 

prejudicial, but according to Derricotte they relied on age-old stereotypes about African 

American intelligence, intermarriage, and threats to white safety to defend their position. 

Derricotte was shocked: “It seems unbelievable that a group of college students in this generation 

would be bound by such attitudes, with all the light history shed on many of them, with the 

honest efforts of science to break through the mystery of racial relations, to say nothing of 

Christian influences becoming stronger constantly, to regard all individuals as sacred 

personalities and accepting them on their worth as such.”101  

 
99 A ‘Native Son’ Speaks, in PHWT vol. 2, 246- 248. 
100 “The Will to Segregation,” 212. 
101 Juliette Derricotte, “Report of Visit to University of Pennsylvania - February 13 to 16, 1924,” Record 
Group 7, box 784, folder 14, YWCA SSC.  
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  Denying the girls access to these activities was a denial of their freedom and the result for 

the Black students was devastating, for not only had participating in the complete life of the 

university, which could be transferred to an observation about larger society, been removed from 

their minds entirely, but they had also become indifferent to the circumstances that had created 

the situation. Like Nelson and Thurman’s observations about the spiritual damage prejudicial 

treatment had caused to African Americans, the students that Derricotte met at University of 

Pennsylvania felt no joy in coming to campus and had no spirit to protest their treatment. They 

were alienated from their peers and from the Association. After visiting the State Agricultural 

College in Kansas, Derricotte reported that there had been some progress in interracial meetings 

since her previous visit, but that “[t]he colored girls do not feel the pulse of the Association, as is 

naturally impossible unless there is the chance to really know the inner workings. The colored 

girls do not assert themselves because they are not sure they are really wanted.”102 Exclusion and 

segregation wreaked havoc on a person’s sense of self, or personality, and so as the interracial 

programming developed over the course of the 1920s (Derricotte’s reports end in 1926), 

integration and social equality become imperatives for the organization.  

  Interracialism was a critical concept to the student YWCA and Sue Bailey Thurman. 

Through the interracial programs, the YWCA leadership was able to connect the spiritual, the 

civic, and the global. The concept of personality connected God with every individual, offering 

them access to the creative potential of God. As such, all races and cultures were created in the 

likeness of God, which was a spiritual rather than a physical trait. In the United States, this meant 

that policies like segregation were sinful because not only did they create spiritual distance 

between people, but it also denied those in the subordinated position dignity. The global 

 
102 Derricotte, “Reports of Visits in the Interests of Interracial Relations,” 2. 
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commitments of the Student Christian Movement encouraged young people in the YWCA to 

expand their view beyond the American borders, so that when students looked to India or Korea 

or China, they saw that imperialism denied dignity to people who shared an equal position in the 

Kingdom of God. Sue Bailey Thurman incorporated this perspective in her international work 

and by affirming the cultural validity of different national groups.  

  Much of the language in the YWCA materials was, unsurprisingly, directed at white 

people since they comprised the majority of the organization and generally viewed as the ones 

that needed to alter their behavior. However, one of the remarkable things about this theological 

outlook is that it was also a constructive tool for African Americans. Like the comments at the 

African American student conference in 1914, there was an inherently corrective dimension to 

the concept, but it offered an equally vital position through which oppressed groups could 

develop their own sense of self; personality was universal. The difference between a corrective 

and a creative religion is significant, as only the latter offers a pathway to reconciliation. The 

spirit of reform present in social gospel, which is often cited as the intellectual umbrella for these 

movements, allowed the spiritual action to only move in one direction. The theological emphasis 

on personality made creativity an overarching characteristic of a generative faith. These religious 

commitments to creativity were central to Bailey Thurman’s conception of freedom and provided 

a framework through which she could critique imperialism. The economic and political 

consequences of these systems were devastating and did not escape Bailey Thurman’s scorn. 

Yet, it was the limitations that colonialism placed on the human spirit that drove her to develop 

scholarships, archives, and church programming that amplified non-white voices.  

  The growing international student Christian movement was not the only “spiritual 

awakening” taking place during this period; it was not even the only one with which Sue Bailey 
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Thurman was engaged. While she traveled through the South promoting interracialism and 

helping African American students understand their own spiritual gifts, Bailey Thurman 

maintained her residence in Harlem. She shared her apartment with other women who worked as 

journalists, organized political meetings, and wrote poetry, all of whom were contributing to the 

cultural and political “New Negro Movement” animating the neighborhood. The cultural and 

artistic dimension of the movement, known as the Harlem Renaissance, was explicitly defined as 

a spiritual emancipation by Alain Locke, who had counseled Bailey Thurman during the protests 

at Hampton Institute. Locke’s cultural romanticism and the Renaissance’s concern with 

representations of African Americans reinforced Bailey Thurman’s interest in creativity as a 

spiritual act and rooted it in a particular racial context.   



 

110 
 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 
 
 

Watching the Harlem Renaissance Parade 
 
 
Negro life is not only establishing new contacts and founding new centers, it is finding a new 
soul. There is a fresh spiritual and cultural focusing. We have, as the heralding sign, an unusual 
outburst of creative expression. There is a renewed race-spirit that consciously and proudly sets 
itself apart.  

Alain Locke, Foreword to The New Negro: An Interpretation1  
 

 While the student YWCA was experimenting with new programming in pursuit of a 

transformed race relations, Sue Bailey Thurman was splitting her time between the South and 

New York City, where the YWCA’s headquarters were located near the intersection of Lexington 

Avenue and 52nd Street. Sue Bailey and Louise Thompson made their home north of midtown in 

Harlem, a setting which put them at the center of the New Negro Movement, which spread 

across the United States and into other countries like Mexico, Russia, the Philippines, and Cuba.2 

Bailey Thurman’s participation in the events at Hampton had already drawn her into the 

movement, as Hampton was one of many colleges across the South including Fisk and Howard 

Universities where students drew on the spirit of the “New Negro” to demand that paternalistic 

administrators treat their students with respect and relinquish their belief that white people were 

best suited to lead African American institutions.3 However, in New York City she was immersed 

in the Harlem Renaissance and developed networks of men and women who sat at the nexus 

between this artistic awakening and the growing Black Leftist movement.  

 
1 Alain LeRoy Locke, The New Negro: An Interpretation (New York, NY: Albert & Charles Boni, Inc., 
1925), 8. 
2 Davarian L. Baldwin and Minkah Makalani, Escape from New York: The New Negro Renaissance 
Beyond Harlem (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013). 
3 See Raymond Wolters, The New Negro on Campus: Black College Rebellions of the 1920s (Princeton, 
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1975).  
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As mentioned in the previous chapter, the specific contours of Bailey Thurman’s time in 

Harlem are relatively difficult to trace and she offers scant details on that period of her life in her 

own biographical reflections. However, it is clear that in this period she nurtured a distinct 

professional network connected to the progressive and artistic intellectuals of the city, which 

reinforced the aesthetic interests that Bailey Thurman already held based on her training as a 

musician. As her career developed over the subsequent two decades, culture would move to the 

center of her international engagement and anti-colonial critique especially as it regarded matters 

of representation of colonized peoples. During this period, she and other African American 

women were also able to make connections with sympathetic members of the progressive 

Christian and Christian internationalist movement who were able to support them in their 

international travels. They also offered a platform for Renaissance writers and political activists 

to share their message with white Christian audiences. Finally, these overlapping networks 

suggest that there was an intellectual link between the religious themes of the Harlem 

Renaissance and the racially-informed liberal Christianity emerging from the Y movements.  

Harlem was a wellspring of Black aesthetic excellence and political fervor in the years 

following World War I. The Great Migration shifted thousands of African Americans from the 

South to New York City, where they encountered African Americans from the northern United 

States and growing number of Afro-Caribbeans.4 In recent years there has been a proliferation of 

studies by historians on the neighborhood’s Leftist politics and Marcus Garvey’s UNIA 

movement, while religious scholars have been interested in the impact of the Great Migration 

and the development of a Black social gospel.5 These forces were a part of a broader campaign 

 
4 For Caribbean influence see Baldwin and Makalani, Escape from New York; Winston James, Holding 
Aloft the Banner of Ethiopia: Caribbean Radicalism in the Early Twentieth Century America. 
5 On Garvey and UNIA see Blain, Set the World on Fire; Ewing, The Age of Garvey. For Harlem radical 
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for racial equality that came to be known collectively as the New Negro movement, which 

extended into the educational, cultural, and social domains. The artistic dimension of the 

movement, the Harlem Renaissance, in many ways remains comparatively understudied outside 

of biographies of the major figures and literary studies.6 This section will draw on existing 

interpretations of this period to better understand Sue Bailey Thurman and explore the 

connections between the Harlem Renaissance and the rise of Black liberal Christianity through 

the YWCA and YMCA programs.  

Josef Sorett has suggested that while scholars have often treated religion and secular arts 

as parallel forces, the racial aesthetics of the Renaissance period were in fact a place where Black 

intellectuals wrestled over the tensions between liberal religious ideas and the particularities of 

the African American experience. He described this process as a “spiritualization of the arts that 

embraced cosmopolitanism and ecumenism in order to address the persistent, if changing, 

‘problem of the color line.’”7 Religion was not only a motif in the art that was being created, but, 

especially through Alain Locke’s machinations as editor of the Renaissance’s defining anthology, 

 
activism see Minkah Makalani, In the Cause of Freedom: Radical Black Internationalism from Harlem to 
London, 1917-1939; Jeffrey B. Perry, Hubert Harrison: The Voice of Harlem Radicalism, 1883-1918 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2010); Erik S. McDuffie, Sojourning for Freedom.  On religion 
see Gayraud S. Wilmore, Black Religion and Black Radicalism. Milton C. Sernett, Bound For the 
Promised Land: African American Religion and the Great Migration, (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 1997); Gary J. Dorrien, The New Abolition: W. E. B. Du Bois and the Black Social Gospel (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2015).  
6 See Jeffrey C. Stewart, The New Negro: The Life of Alain Locke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
Incorporated, 2018); George Hutchinson, The Harlem Renaissance in Black and White (Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1995); Nathan Irvin Huggins, Harlem Renaissance, 2nd ed. 
(New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2007); Barbara Foley, Spectres of 1919: Class and Nation in 
the Making of the New Negro, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2008); Henry Louis Gates Jr. and 
Gene Andrew Jarrett, "Introduction" in The New Negro: Readings on Race, Representation, and African 
American Culture, 1892-1938 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007). 
7 Josef Sorett, “‘We Build Our Temples for Tomorrow’ Racial Ecumenicism and Religious Liberalism in 
the Harlem Renaissance,” in American Religious Liberalism, ed. Leigh E. Schmidt and Sally M. Promey 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2012), 194. See also, Josef Sorett, Spirit in the Dark : A 
Religious History of Racial Aesthetics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016). 
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the movement itself was assigned spiritual significance. Further, there were tangible connections 

between the Harlem Renaissance and progressive Christian groups like the Congregational 

Church’s Council for Social Action and the publication The World Tomorrow. These groups 

provided platforms for African Americans to discuss racial discrimination for a predominantly 

white audience, and, because of their location in New York City, they engaged directly with 

many of the Renaissance intellectuals including Wallace Thurman, Marion Cuthbert, Louise 

Thompson, and George E. Haynes. Therefore, not only were religious ideas influencing African 

American art, but the particular vision of Harlem was also making its way into progressive 

Christian circles. It was not only that the spirit and fundamental questions of the Renaissance 

shaped Sue Bailey’s understanding of African American expression, but that Harlem was also a 

site for an exploration of the relationship between, as Sorett has more recently written, racial 

authenticity and religious orthodoxy.8  

As the previous chapter demonstrated, during this period a transformation took place in 

the YWCA from “colored work” to interracialism, dovetailing a growing interest in white liberal 

Protestantism in ecumenism. At the same time, African Americans involved in the movement 

were expanding their interpretation of “personality” in a way that affirmed Black dignity and 

refuted Christian racial prejudice. Though focused on African American expression, scholars 

have noted that Alain Locke’s personal interest in multiracial cosmopolitanism was ultimately 

reflected in the character of the Renaissance movement. The interracial nature of the movement 

was a central concern for the acknowledged first scholar of the movement, Nathan I. Huggins, 

who went so far as to suggest that the Renaissance was as much about white people as it was 

 
8 Josef Sorett, Black Is a Church: Christianity and the Contours of African American Life (Oxford 
University Press, 2023). 
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African Americans.9 The larger critical discourse about the failures and successes of the 

Renaissance, and the role of white influence, is less significant to the present analysis than the 

fact that the questions surrounding white patrons, collaborators, and audiences reflect the artists’ 

wrestling with asserting their place in American culture.10 This element of the Harlem 

Renaissance’s legacy was meaningful to Bailey Thurman who continued to promote a multiracial 

worldview following her employment with the YWCA, but did so while focusing on supporting 

African American women and students.  

Though she pursued the Renaissance’s central concern with representation and creative 

expression, Sue Bailey Thurman did not embrace Locke’s folk framework or his inclination 

towards primitivist motifs in her own writings or cultural work. She was interested in the 

growing Pan-African movement and the possibility for international political advocacy, and she 

often invoked an amorphous shared racial history when discussing Black women, but she was 

ultimately more committed to the concept of personality and the ability of each person to express 

themselves. As such, this section seeks to understand how Bailey Thurman’s interest in 

representation was aligned with Locke’s focus on African American “self-portraiture.” Despite 

the valid criticisms of Locke’s larger interpretation of modern African American life and the 

Harlem Renaissance, his preoccupation with Black expressive autonomy cannot be denied.11 

Through his work, first on the Survey Graphic special edition and then The New Negro, Locke 

cultivated a sense of spiritual vitality that, as Arnold Rampersad suggested, was subversive in its 

 
9 Huggins, 11. 
10 For a summary of the debate of white influence on the Harlem Renaissance see Hutchinson, Harlem 
Renaissance in Black and White. 
11 For more on critics of Locke see David Levering Lewis, When Harlem Was in Vogue (New York: 
Knopf, 1981); Foley, Chapter 5; Arnold Rampersad’s Introduction in Alain Locke, The New Negro 
(Simon and Schuster, 1992). 
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joy and energizing in its potential for African American liberation in the twentieth century.12 

These feelings also characterize Bailey Thurman’s later initiatives. 

Bailey Thurman knew Locke personally, first as a teacher to her brother Isaac and then as 

her own friendly acquaintance. After seeking his counsel on the matters at Hampton, she 

remained in touch with him throughout the following decade and he supported her professional 

ventures by speaking at the African American YWCA southern conference and supporting the 

Juliette Derricotte Scholarship. They were brought together again once Sue Bailey and Howard 

Thurman were married, as the latter assumed a position at Howard University where Locke 

taught philosophy. There is not enough information to fully understand the relationship between 

Sue Bailey and Alain Locke, but like her other friendships born of this period there is enough to 

establish her place among the Harlem artistic establishment. Perhaps most importantly, her 

relationship with artists and intellectuals in Harlem, especially the young women, invites 

reflection on the relationship between more radical political figures like Louise Thompson, 

artists like Meta Warwick Fuller, and liberal activists like Ethel Nance and Bella Taylor. Through 

the available vignettes a view of a vital exchange between religious idealists and political 

activists who were engaged in a shared project using different means emerges.   

 

 

Alain Locke and African American Self-Portraiture 

 

Alain Locke’s legacy in the Harlem Renaissance is uncontested if not uncontroversial. 

Perhaps most often cited is that Locke, born in Pennsylvania, never lived in Harlem. He was 

 
12 Rampersad, “Introduction,” in The New Negro, xxiii. 
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educated at Harvard, Oxford, and the University of Berlin before completing a PhD in 

Philosophy at Harvard in 1917. He was the first African American Rhodes Scholar, as well as the 

first African American to receive a PhD in Philosophy from Harvard. While completing his final 

degree he taught English at Howard University, but was fired when he advocated for pay equity 

between white and black faculty members. In 1928, two years after the institution’s first African 

American president Mordecai Wyatt Johnson began his tenure, Locke was rehired as an Assistant 

Professor of Philosophy. He remained in that position until his retirement in 1953.13  

Locke’s position as the “father” or “dean” of the Renaissance was the result of a fateful 

meeting in April, 1925. After attending a dinner organized by Charles S. Johnson and hosted by 

Opportunity magazine in 1924, the editor of Survey Graphic, Paul Kellog, reached out to 

Johnson and Locke to discuss having them develop a special edition of his magazine that would 

explore the Black literary awakening in the context of the vibrant Harlem neighborhood.14 

Survey Graphic was a partner publication to The Survey, a magazine for professional social 

workers established in the late nineteenth century.15 Over the subsequent decades, Survey came 

to reflect the scientific developments of the social work profession and engaged Progressive Era 

causes like tenement living, labor conditions, and child welfare. Kellogg was one of Survey’s 

editors and he created Survey Graphic in 1921 in order to reach a broader, socially-engaged 

public.16 

Kellogg’s editorship of the Graphic and his pursuit of a Harlem edition is one of the sites 

 
13 Biographical information collected from Stewart, The New Negro. On Locke’s time in Europe see 
Stewart Chapters 6-12; On Johnson rehiring Locke, see Chapter 31.  
14 This story is recounted a number of times, but a detailed account of the events leading up to the 
publication can be found in Stewart, New Negro Chapter 24.  
15 Cara A. Finnegan, “Social Engineering, Visual Politics, and the New Deal: FSA Photography in 
‘Survey Graphic,’” Rhetoric and Public Affairs 3, no. 3 (2000): 336.  
16 Ibid, 336-337. 
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of overlap between the liberal Christian movement and the Renaissance intellectuals. Though not 

a religious figure himself, Kellogg was a supporter of progressive Christian initiatives like the 

Committee for Cultural Relations with Latin America, founded by Congregational minister 

Hubert C. Herring, which will be discussed at greater length later in the subsequent section. 

Kellogg led a session at the 1930 meeting of the CCRLA’s Mexico Seminar titled “Education as 

a Social Factor in Mexico” and attended the Seminar in 1935. 

The impetus for the special edition in 1925 was partially a response to The World 

Tomorrow’s May 1923 edition titled “Making a Living: What the Negro Faces” that featured 

many of the contributors to Locke’s Survey Graphic number including Charles Johnson, W.E.B. 

Du Bois, and Langston Hughes.17 The World Tomorrow was published by the Fellowship of 

Reconciliation’s Fellowship Press, whose offices were down the street from the YWCA 

headquarters on Lexington Ave. Following World War I, the Fellowship of Reconciliation 

became the pacifist organization of the Western world and during the 1940s laid significant 

groundwork for the success of the nonviolent civil rights movement.18 The magazine was edited 

by some of the most preeminent Christian socialists in the country including Norman Thomas, 

A.J. Muste, Kirby Page, and Devere Allen. It was also briefly led by Wallace Thurman, the 

Harlem playwright and founding editor of Fire!! A Quarterly Dedicated to Young Negro Artists. 

Two years after his time at the helm of the magazine, he married Louise Thompson.19  

Though both Charles and Alain Locke were invited to the meeting with Kellogg, Johnson 

missed their engagement the following April, at the conclusion of which Locke had secured the 

 
17 Rampersad, “Introduction,” in The New Negro, x.  
18 See Joseph Kip Kosek, Acts of Conscience: Christian Nonviolence and Modern American Democracy 
(New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2009). 
19 World Tomorrow 6, No. 5, (May, 1923) accessed June 28, 2023, 
https://credo.library.umass.edu/view/pageturn/mums312-b215-i250/#page/1/mode/1up. For more on 
Wallace Thurman and The World Tomorrow, see Thompson, For God and Globe, 194.  
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editorship and Johnson’s role became practically nonexistent. Locke’s biographer Jeffrey Stewart 

acknowledged that the speculation that Locke had pushed Johnson out of the position is not 

entirely unfounded and others have long remarked that Johnson or Jessie Fauset, the literary 

editor of The Crisis, were more sensible choices.20 Langston Hughes referred to the three -Locke, 

Johnson, and Fauset – as “midwives of the movement.”21 However, what made Locke appealing 

to Kellogg was his impulse to turn away from the more sociological considerations of the 

problems that African Americans faced, which was Johnson and Survey Graphic’s area of 

expertise, and instead present an aesthetic study of life in Harlem.22 

Locke’s title, first “Enter the New Negro” in the Survey Graphic edition and then just The 

New Negro for the anthology, connected the undertaking to a larger discourse taking place in 

African American social and political spheres. The concept, which had been used in both the 

Reconstruction and Redemption periods of the nineteenth century, came to prominence in the 

years immediately following World War I. In both its nineteenth and twentieth century iterations, 

the concept was a refutation of depictions of African-descended peoples as being uncivilized and 

racially inferior, reflected in popular culture as stereotypes like “Mammy” and “Sambo.” 

However, African American experiences in World War I as soldiers abroad and citizens at home 

introduced a renewed urgency to their political demands.23 If the “Old Negro” had been depicted 

as content with second-class citizenship or satisfied with incremental progress, the “New Negro” 

demanded change now and their goal was nothing short of social equality. Radical political 

 
20 Stewart, 435. See Rampersad, Lewis, and Gates for discussion of Locke’s selection over Fauset and 
Johnson.  
21 Rampersad, “Introduction,” in The New Negro, xi. 
22 Stewart, 435. 
23 On World War I and New Negro see Chad L. Williams, Torchbearers of Democracy: African American 
Soldiers in the World War I Era (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010); Yuichiro 
Onishi, “The New Negro of the Pacific: How African Americans Forged Cross-Racial Solidarity with 
Japan, 1917-1922,” The Journal of African American History 92, no. 2 (April 2007): 191–213. 
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figures like Hubert Harrison, A. Philip Randolph, Marcus Garvey, and Cyril Briggs, some of 

whom had been active before the war, embodied this spirit in their political movements that 

advocated for Black autonomy, economic sovereignty, and international solidarity. 

Barbara Foley has argued that Locke’s supervision of the New Negro anthology and the 

Harlem Renaissance generally, prompted a transition of the concept from one of economic 

radicalism to romantic culturalism.24 Locke did not necessarily disagree with the positions of the 

more economically radical figures, and in fact he criticized the dominating class’s use of “ethnic 

fiction” to reinforce their own hegemony. However, his own philosophical training had led him 

to specific interest in “the folk” and culturalism.25 Beginning with “Enter the New Negro,” 

Locke distinguished his view of what was happening in the Renaissance from the “watch and 

guard of statistics” that had characterized Black research for the previous two decades.26 

Sociologists had used their research to make clear the social and economic difficulties that 

African Americans faced, under the belief that if people knew about the conditions, then they 

would take action. In Locke’s view, the facts and figures that had been so useful to the 

sociologist and philanthropist had prompted a larger crisis: African Americans were trapped 

under the weight of the “Negro problem,” which eclipsed African Americans themselves. As he 

explained, “[The African American’s] shadow, so to speak, has been more real to him than his 

personality.” Instead, Locke curated an offering of African American stories, poetry, essays, and 

visual arts as representative of African American brilliance. “By shedding the old chrysalis of the 

Negro problem” he explained in the opening of the anthology, “we are achieving something like 

 
24 Foley 6-7, Chapter 5; Gates and Jarrett, 23. 
25 Foley, 205-212; For Locke’s views on class hegemony, Foley, 208.  
26 Alain Locke, “Enter the New Negro,” The Survey Graphic Volume 53, no. 11 (March 1, 1925): 631–
34. 
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a spiritual emancipation.”27   

The key to this emancipation was assuring that the representation of African American 

life was done by African Americans themselves. In other words, the depictions needed to be “of” 

not “about” Black people.28 This self-portraiture offered an opportunity for the creative 

exploration of oneself beyond a discourse that was bound by stereotypes or primarily responsive 

to the sociological depictions of African American social conditions. Creative self-expression 

also captured one’s inner life, the changes to which Locke believed were as significant as the 

material improvements that had taken place thus far during the twentieth century.29 All but three 

of the thirty-five contributors to the anthology were African American and six were women. Both 

W.E.B. Du Bois and Charles Johnson were included in the volume, as were James Weldon 

Johnson, Robert R. Moton, and Kelly Miller. Therefore, though Locke did have a distinct 

interpretation of the movement, he incorporated the perspectives of his more prominent peers. 

Being a part of the YWCA, Sue Bailey Thurman would have been immersed in a 

sociological approach that presented the race problem for the organization’s majority-white 

membership. So, her embrace of romantic culturalism and concern over the matter of 

representation of non-white peoples (perhaps the central concern of the Harlem Renaissance) 

was born of her proximity to the movement. She was able to join her recognition of individual 

dignity with the promotion of Black humanity through the arts. Locke’s attempt to fashion a 

unified African American voice, though not entirely accurate, also contributed to Bailey 

Thurman’s belief that collective expression through culture was a representation of spiritual 

vitality. 

 
27 Ibid, 631.  
28 Locke, The New Negro, xxv 
29 Ibid. 
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Locke’s interpretation of the movement was also interracial and international, but not in 

the ways that Bailey Thurman would come to define the terms. In Locke’s titular essay for the 

New Negro anthology, he wrote that the idea that races existed separately was “fiction” and four 

decades later, Nathan Huggins observed that while the intellectuals of the Harlem Renaissance 

sought their own identity, “black and white Americans have been so long and so intimately a part 

of one another’s experience that they cannot be understood independently.”30 Both scholars were 

interested in demonstrating that, despite the history of racial animosity in the country, there was a 

shared national culture to which Black art and culture made a significant contribution. Bailey 

Thurman did not reject this contention, and in fact her later public history work in many ways 

sought to demonstrate similar themes through its attention to integrating African Americans into 

traditional historical narratives, but she perceived of interracialism as a practice to be pursued 

more than a reality to be addressed. Over the course of her career, Bailey Thurman tried to 

incorporate more racial plurality into African American spaces as a way of promoting racial 

reconciliation.   

 Locke’s international perspective can be best understood as a racial cosmopolitanism. 

though he included no representation of Marcus Garvey, the UNIA, or Pan-Africanism as a 

political movement, was a part of his New Negro movement. He saw Harlem as part of a larger 

“resurgence” of “the people” in places like Egypt, China, and India – some of which had been 

studied in previous Survey Graphic issues – and in the anthology’s pursuit of self-determination 

and expression, it also sought to bring forth a global consciousness that could lead to the “co-

operative development of Africa.”31 In the subsequent decades, Sue Bailey Thurman took up 

Locke’s international charge and translated Locke’s cosmopolitanism into explicit anti-colonial 

 
30 Locke, The New Negro, 9; Huggins, 11. 
31 Locke, The New Negro,14; Hutchinson, 392 
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critique and in so doing developed a tool that could be used to assert the dignity of the oppressed.  

 Sue Bailey Thurman sought counsel from Locke roughly three years after the publication 

of The New Negro and the two remained in touch over the subsequent years. At the end of her 

final semester at Hampton Institute, Locke visited the campus during which Bailey introduced 

him to Thompson and arranged a meeting between him and Hampton chaplain Laurence 

Fenninger.32 Fenninger was the YWCA advisor at the school and later became Dean at Princeton 

and then Assistant to the President of Union Theological Seminary. Along with Du Bois and 

biologist Ernest Everett Just, he also served as a recommender for Louise Thompson’s 

application for the National Urban League fellowship.33 Bailey Thurman kept Locke informed of 

her travels to Europe, the growing global student movements, and her new “fascinating if 

difficult” job as a traveling secretary.34 In a 1930 letter, Locke described her apartment at 435 

Convent as beautiful, suggesting that he had visited it during one of his trips to New York.  

 At times Bailey Thurman continued to act as a liaison between Thompson and Locke, 

which eventually resulted in the latter’s employment for Charlotte Osgood Mason, the white 

patroness of Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston.35 Her job was to type for Hughes and 

later Hurston when she and Hughes began collaborating on their ill-fated play “Mule Bone.” 

Langston Hughes was another of Bailey’s earlier acquaintances and she even warned Thompson 

about the possibility of Hurston’s jealousy in their working relationship.36 Though Thompson 

 
32 Sue Bailey to Alain Locke May 9, 1928, box 164-12, folder 4, Alain Locke Papers Howard University, 
Moorland-Spingarn Research Center (Washington, DC). 
33 Keith Gilyard, Louise Thompson Patterson, 60. 
34 Sue Bailey to Locke January 26, 1928, box 164-12, folder 4, Locke Papers; I believe the written date is 
incorrect based on Sue Bailey Thurman’s employment history. It should be 1929, as in January of 1928 
she was still employed by Hampton Institute.  
35 On the relationship between Mason and Locke, see Stewart, Chapter 4. On the arrangement between 
Hughes, Hurston, and Thompson see Stewart, 616-620. 
36 Gilyard, 72. 
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appears more frequently in accounts of Black radicalism in Harlem and has received her own 

biography, Sue Bailey Thurman’s relationships in Harlem predated Thompson’s and some of her 

key connections are a result of Bailey Thurman’s introductions. In addition to her introduction to 

Locke, Bailey assisted in securing Thompson’s later employment with the Congregational 

Education Society (CES). The CES provided the necessary funding for Thompson’s trip to the 

Soviet Union, during which Bailey Thurman helped to care for Thompson’s ailing mother.37 

 Rather than treating Bailey Thurman as a supporting character in the story of Harlem 

radicalism, it is worthwhile to place her at the center of a narrative. This is not to suggest that 

Bailey Thurman was a significant figure in the Harlem Renaissance, or that she was an active 

participant in the radical politics of the community. Rather, it offers a chance to reflect on the 

ways that different movements overlap; how relationships both sustain and transcend political 

movements; and how, for Sue Bailey Thurman, these networks contributed to a distinct 

understanding of African American freedom.  

 

 

Locating Networks in Harlem 

 

 Though the official impetus for her move to New York was her new job with the YWCA, 

Sue Bailey Thurman had started building relationships there prior to her formal departure from 

Hampton. In 1926, while still a student at Oberlin, she had secured a visit from Langston Hughes 

to the campus and that summer she spent her evenings dancing in downtown Manhattan with the 

young poet.38 Bailey Thurman greatly admired Hughes and believed that he had given countless 

 
37 McDuffie, Sojourning for Freedom, 65; Gilyard, 72. 
38 Louise Thompson and Sue Bailey Thurman Interview February, 1988, Tape A Side 1, LTPP. 
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gifts to African Americans through his writings. The two upon which she remarked at the San 

Francisco premiere of the documentary Langston Hughes: The Dream Keeper, were that he was 

“the first to sing about the beauty of Black Women” and that he “sang about the creative energy 

that [had] sustained [African Americans].”39 The exact purpose of her visit to New York that 

summer is unknown, but she traveled with Hampton’s physical education teacher Willie Louise 

Barbour and stayed at the newly opened “International House,” started by YMCA secretary 

Harry Edmonds.40 During the trip she was also introduced to other Renaissance figures including 

Charles S. Johnson. Her interest in Hughes, Locke, and other aesthetic figures is unsurprising 

given Bailey Thurman’s musical talents. Like Locke and the other Harlem aesthetes, her mentor 

at Hampton, R. Nathaniel Dett, focused on African American creativity, tradition, and 

representation and while Bailey Thurman would ultimately become an educator and journalist, at 

this point her life was dedicated to musical instruction.   

 Louise Thompson’s first visit to Harlem was the following summer, 1927, after she and 

Sue Bailey had met for the first time in Pine Bluff. Thompson traveled to the city with her friend 

Bella Taylor, who had recently been appointed as the YWCA’s Girl Reserve Secretary.41 Taylor 

and Thompson had met while the former was working for the YWCA of Chicago and the latter 

was residing in the city with her mother. The two women traveled first to Taylor’s hometown, St. 

Paul, Minnesota, and then to New York City by train. Thompson had fantasized about New York 

since she was a little girl and her first encounter did not disappoint. She danced in the Savoy 

 
39 Remarks of Louise Thompson Patterson at the Screen of Documentary Film, Langston Hughes: The 
Dream Maker, box 19, folder 12, LTPP.  
40 Baby to Darling Mama, October 22, 1926, box 16, folder 19, SBTC; Sixteenth Annual Catalogue of 
The Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute, 1926-1927, box 7, folder 1, LTPP. 
41 The Girl Reserves were started during World War I to promote patriotic and civic minded programming 
for young girls. On Taylor, see Richmond Planet, 44, Number 17, March 5, 1927, 8; “Report from CCW 
10/10/28” Record Group 6, box 533, folder 15, YWCA SSC; “Staff List” Record Group 6, box 533, 
folder 5, YWCA SSC.  
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Ballroom, visited Pod and Jerry’s Log Cabin speakeasy on 133rd Street, and “met more black 

writers and artists than [she] had ever known existed.”42 Most notably, she met and socialized 

with her future husband, communist lawyer and activist William Patterson, and Aaron and Alta 

Douglas. The introduction to the latter couple was made by Bella Taylor.43 

 In the spring of 1928 as the matters at Hampton were settling down, Bailey introduced 

Thompson to Alain Locke during a brief excursion to Washington D.C. Thompson biographer 

Keith Gilyard suggests that Locke was possibly the one who told Thompson about the fellowship 

program through the National Urban League that ultimately justified her own move to New 

York.44 That semester, Bailey also arranged another speaking engagement for Langston Hughes 

on the Hampton campus, which provided an opportunity for Louise Thompson to meet the 

“people’s poet.”45 These meetings were a fitting prelude to the women’s move to New York that 

summer where they would build on their activism at Hampton and began exploring the particular 

contours of their political characters: Thompson a communist and Bailey an international 

culturist. 

 Their first apartment on 142nd Street was shared with Bella Taylor and Marion Cuthbert, 

making Thompson the only non-YWCA affiliated housemate. Cuthbert was not yet employed by 

the organization, but she was a frequent contributor to the programming and was eventually hired 

as a National Secretary in 1932. Like the two roommates from Hampton, Cuthbert and Taylor 

later assumed significant roles in the Black freedom struggle. After her time with the Girl 

 
42 “Chapter 2 Draft C” box 19, folder 19, LTPP, 27.  
43 Thompson’s memoir says that she met them the summer before she moved, but Gilyard says 1928. He 
does not footnote where that date came from. Gilyard, 61; “Chapter 3 Harlem in the 1920s,” box 19, 
folder 20, LTPP.  
44 Gilyard, 59. 
45 “Remarks of Louise Thompson Patterson at the Screen of Documentary Film, Langston Hughes: The 
Dream Maker” box 19, folder 12, LTPP. 
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Reserves, Bella Taylor moved to Cincinnati, Ohio to work as the executive director of the local 

NAACP branch and during World War II she became the first Black U.S. Civil Service 

Commission representative. She supervised the Sixth Civil Service Region office of naval 

civilian appointments, which included Pearl Harbor.46  

 Marion Cuthbert, who like Thompson remained a close friend of Bailey Thurman until 

her death in 1989, was a poet and educator. She was also born in St. Paul, Minnesota and in 1920 

graduated with a degree in English and Philosophy from Boston University, which distinguished 

her as one of the few African American women to earn a liberal arts degree from a northern 

university.47 She worked as the principal of a private high school for African Americans, funded 

by the Congregational Church, and in 1927 she assumed the position of Dean of Women at 

Talladega College. Her residency in Harlem was seasonal for the first four years, as she spent her 

summers off from Talladega pursuing a master’s degree from Columbia University. In 1931 she 

began living in the city full time and pursuing a doctorate degree in psychology from Columbia, 

which she completed in 1942. Two years later she declined repeated offers from Charles Johnson 

to serve as associate director of his new Institute on Race Relations at Fisk University and 

instead began teaching at Brooklyn College where she eventually became the first African 

American Dean of Women.  

In addition to her dissertation “Education and Marginality: A Study of the Negro College 

Graduate,” Cuthbert published a biography of Juliette Derricotte after her death and three books 

 
46 Biographical information from Bella Taylor McKnight Papers, University of Washington Libraries, 
Special Collections. 
47 Biographical information from Linda Perkins, “Marion Cuthbert” in Susan Ware, Notable American 
Women: A Biographical Dictionary Completing the Twentieth Century (Harvard University Press, 2004), 
146-147. Her liberal arts degree from Boston University allowed her to contribute to the creation of the 
National Association of College Women in 1923. On National Association of College Women see Linda 
M. Perkins, “The National Association of College Women: Vanguard of Black Women's Leadership and 
Education, 1923-1954," The Journal of Education 172, no. 3 (1990): 65–75.  
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of poetry: April Grasses (1936), We Sing America (1936), and Songs of Creation (1949). Her 

artistic interests may have been one of the things that strengthened the bond between Bailey 

Thurman and Cuthbert, but her poetry also reflects a shared spirituality. In Songs of Creation she 

explored the creative nature of God and its relation to the individual, opening with the line “I told 

my child God could make worlds.” She writes later,  

 We talk about God’s law, God’s nature, the laws  
of the universe, universal law, 

  The unchanging and unchangeable verities, 
   the truth, the way and the life. 
  It is all one, the simplest and the deepest 
   Of all truth – 
  The very nature of the universe is the  
   Unchanging relationship of all things.48  
 
As will be evidenced in Bailey Thurman’s own reflections on creativity and culture, in these 

poems Cuthbert reflects on the fact that one’s knowledge of God can be drawn from the fact that 

man is the “only alive things can make over a world, or make a new one.”49 These reflections 

alongside her more recognizable contributions to African American advancement through 

education parallel Bailey Thurman’s spiritually-oriented activism. 

Cuthbert’s work also intersected with Thompson’s growing radicalism. In a letter to Sue 

Bailey in May of 1932, after confirming that she had addressed and mailed Bailey Thurman’s 

wedding invitations, Thompson told her roommate “I have made my debut as a revolutionary 

speaker… I was not rabid – I guess that will come later but I got through alright without being a 

bit nervous.”50 She had helped plan the event with the National Committee for the Defense of 

Political Prisoners to benefit the efforts to free the Scottsboro Nine, which had become central to 

Louise’s politics. Her work on that case connected her with other Leftist initiatives, including the 

 
48 Marion Cuthbert, Songs of Creation, (New York: Woman’s Press, 1949), 13. 
49 Ibid, 11. 
50 Louise Thompson to Sue Bailey May 17, 1932, box 4, folder 18, SBTC.  
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establishment of the National Negro Congress in 1936. The Congress developed out of the Joint 

Committee on National Recovery (JCNR) conference, during which delegates advocated for a 

popular front organization that could leverage the power of the disparate groups to combat racial 

discrimination.51 During the congress’ first meeting in Chicago, the eight hundred delegates 

elected A. Philip Randolph as the first president, leader of the JCNR and former editor of Fire!! 

John P. Davis secretary, and Marion Cuthbert treasurer.52 Cuthbert’s simultaneous employment 

by the YWCA offers another example of the organization actively pursuing women who were 

critical of accommodationist tactics.  

 In 1929 Sue Bailey Thurman bought an apartment seven blocks north of their original 

home at 435 Convent Ave. and both Cuthbert and Thompson came to live there. During her own 

remarks honoring Langston Hughes in 1987, Thompson described the apartment as a “gathering 

spot for many, many young artists and students attracted to New York by the Harlem 

Renaissance.”53 According to  Gilyard, the apartment was host Thompson’s communist 

discussions, placing it alongside the Douglas apartment and the Worker’s School, during which 

she lectured on the relationship between race and class oppression.54 Thompson and the sculptor 

Augusta Savage formally organized these discussion groups in 1933 under the name “Vanguard,” 

the goal of which was to promote radical Left-wing politics in Harlem’s artistic circles. They 

hosted parties at Savages apartment on Saturday evenings and then political forums the 

following morning. Though it only lasted a few years, it contributed to making Leftist politics 

 
51 See Erik S. Gellman, Death Blow to Jim Crow: The National Negro Congress and the Rise of Militant 
Civil Rights, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 2012).  
52 “Resolutions of National Negro Congress: Held in Chicago, ILL. February 14, 15, 16, 1936” 
https://brittlebooks.library.illinois.edu/brittlebooks_closed/Books2009-
08/randph0001resnat/randph0001resnat.pdf, Accessed, June 29, 2023. 
53 Remarks of Louise Thompson Patterson at the Screen of Documentary Film, Langston Hughes: The 
Dream Maker, box 19, folder 12, LTPP. 
54 Gilyard, 75. 
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part of the Renaissance scene.55  

Young artists were not the only visitors and residents at 435 Convent Ave. Louise 

Thompson’s mother, Lulu (Louise) Thompson, moved in with the girls at the 132nd St. apartment 

not long after they settled in. When her daughter married playwright Wallace Thurman in 1928, 

Mrs. Thompson moved in with the newlyweds. After six months Thompson and Thurman’s 

marriage had deteriorated and the Thompson women moved into the YWCA and eventually their 

own apartment.56 Unfortunately Mother Thompson was diagnosed with stomach cancer later that 

year, prompting them to move into Sue Bailey Thurman’s apartment on Convent Ave in the early 

fall. Sue Bailey came to love Mother Thompson during these years and ultimately helped to care 

for her when she was sick. Mrs. Bailey and Mrs. Thompson knew each other (Sue Bailey called 

upon her mother to send messages of cheer to Mother Thompson when she was lonely during her 

daughter’s travels) and the former was also known to Bailey Thurman’s networks despite her 

geographical separation.57 Celestine Smith, YWCA student secretary in the Southwest and later 

Nigeria, spent a few days in Arkansas with S.E. Bailey in 1931. Mrs. Bailey offered a “hostile 

[sp] to the weary,” and Smith told Bailey Thurman that she could not wait to return.58 Thus, like 

Mother Thompson, Mrs. Bailey was drawn into the world of New York intellectuals.  

 
 

 

 

 
55 “Vanguard” in Cary D. Wintz, and Paul Finkelman. Encyclopedia of the Harlem Renaissance (New 
York: Routledge, 2004), 1205. 
56 Gilyard, 70. 
57 Baby to Mama Darling, 1932, box 16, folder 19, SBTC; Mother T to Susie, box 4, folder 19, SBTC.  
58 Sue Bailey to Mother September 23, 1929, box 16, folder 19, SBTC; Celestine Smith to Sue Bailey 
March 16, 1931, box 4, folder 14, SBTC. 
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Building an International Profile 

 

Sue Bailey Thurman’s time in New York was limited by her obligations as a traveling 

student secretary, but also by her international aspirations. She spent a portion of summer 1928 

in Europe on a World Student Christian Federation Pilgrimage of Friendship, which took her to 

Munich, Rome, Paris, and Hungary.59 Upon her return, she integrated a global outlook into her 

lectures on Black college campuses, including Hampton. Not only did her return to campus take 

President James Gregg by surprise, but she stood before the students – a figure they had seen 

pushed out of the campus for helping them the previous year – and sought to “internationalize” 

their minds by connecting their experiences in Virginia to a global movement. She wanted 

African American students to know that across the Atlantic young people were interested in the 

same types of issues as students in Alabama, Tennessee, and Florida.60 

In this same spirit, she pursued participation in the Fifth Pan-African Conference that was 

supposed to take place in December of 1929, but was unfortunately cancelled when the French 

government prevented W.E.B. Du Bois from carrying out the event.61 Bailey Thurman appealed 

to Winnifred Wygal to advocate on her behalf to the National Staff for support to attend the 

conference because, as Bailey Thurman understood it, the Congress’ program directly related to 

the student work being done in the United States. She believed this to be the case for three 

reasons: domestic interracial work had to account for international trends among African 

peoples; the YWCA needed to have facts about the “African boycotts of Negro student 

volunteers,” which she anticipated would be discussed at the gathering; and she wanted to 

 
59 BWOHP, 21. 
60 Baby to Darling Mama, October 12, 1926, box 16, folder 19, SBTC; BWOHP, 5. 
61 Hakim Adi and Marika Sherwood. Pan-African History: Political Figures from Africa and the 
Diaspora Since 1787 (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2003), 50. 
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integrate African culture into her personal student work.62 The letter is filled with insights into 

Bailey Thurman’s understanding of how interracial and international work fit together, as well as 

how the arts supported the goals of each. On the first of these, Bailey Thurman explained “no 

inter-racial work anywhere involving the Negro and another group, can long be prophetic 

without expanding the interest to include a movement such as this.” She explained that she did 

not think any of the YWCA work could be constructive unless the organization understood the 

diasporic trends around the world and related those to the work in America. Doing this would 

allow the organization to “arrive happily at an international approach to the inter and intra-racial 

program of America.”  

Incorporating an international perspective into the YWCA’s race work would equip 

African American students with an understanding of the political discourse of the larger Black 

world and, in line with Bailey Thurman’s experiences with the WSCF, would provide all students 

with a global scope for their own experiences in the United States. Therefore, her vision was not 

only for a Black student movement, but a collective multiracial effort towards global liberation in 

which each students’ actions both contributed to and reflected a broader spiritual change in their 

generation. Further, Bailey Thurman’s sense that the interracial programming of the American 

YWCA had the potential, or destiny, to be prophetic and that in order to do so had to center 

Diasporic voices calling for colonial reform challenged the Association’s traditional orientation 

towards Africa. As has been discussed, the YWCA’s internationalism developed out of a 

missionary tradition and therefore, even in its more progressive iterations, struggled to eliminate 

its paternalistic orientation. Sue Bailey’s request placed Pan-African political affairs, not African 

missions, at the center of interracial work.  

 
62 Sue Bailey to Winnifred Wygal October 14, 1929, box 5, folder 7, SBTC.  
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Her desire to learn more about African culture and to use it in her programming reflects 

not only her passion for the arts, but also programmatic initiatives that predated her employment 

with the YWCA. Prior to her first semester at Hampton, in 1926, Bailey Thurman participated in 

summer school by giving two lectures at the campus discussing the need for music in the public 

schools, which prompted a number of principals in the surrounding area to request that she visit 

their schools in the winter semester. She told her mother that she desired to travel throughout the 

South to learn about the condition of each state’s educational practices so that she could “hit 

upon the millionaire” to support a music fund. Her goal, if she remained at Hampton long 

enough, was to get a music program in every southern state over the following five years. Music 

education was the bedrock of her later work as a cultural ambassador, and when combined with 

the growing attention to the question of representation and romanticism of the Renaissance 

movement and the international spirit of the WSCF, her distinct cultural program began to take 

form.  

Her arguments to the Council seemed to have worked. Before Du Bois cancelled the 

event, Bailey was included on the list of approved participants, alongside Mary McLeod Bethune 

and Cordella A. Winn, the Secretary of Colored Work for the National YWCA Board.63  

Though the conference was not realized, Bailey was still able to travel internationally that 

fall. Around Thanksgiving she traveled independently to Cuba, which was later described as a 

study tour.64 This appears to be her first venture into the Caribbean, but it would not be her last 

and over the subsequent decade she came to be known as a specialist in Latin American culture. 

In 1931, she and Louise Thompson traveled to Mexico with the Congregational Education 

 
63 “List of attendees for the fifth Pan-African Congress, ca. 1929.” W. E. B. Du Bois Papers (MS 312). 
Special Collections and University Archives, University of Massachusetts Amherst Libraries. 
64 Travel Schedule – Sue Bailey – Southern Region, box 3, folder 4, I.G. Bailey Family Papers.  
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Society (CES). Thompson had been hired by the CES’ director Hubert C. Herring in 1930 after 

the relationship between Zora Neale Hurston, Langston Hughes, and Charlotte Osgood Mason 

had soured, resulting in her termination as a typist for their literary projects. Marion Cuthbert and 

Sue Bailey had used their connections with the Congregational Church to introduce Thompson to 

Herring, who hired her as his personal assistant and researcher for the Department of Social 

Relations of Congregational Education Society’s monthly newsletter.65 

Hubert C. Herring was ordained as a Congregational minister in 1913. His father, also 

Hubert Herring, was a secretary of the organization’s National Social Service Commission and a 

member of the Executive Committee of the Interchurch World Movement.66 The younger 

Herring made his name as a reformer committed to progressive causes and international 

relations. He established the Committee on Cultural Relations in Latin America in 1926 after his 

first experiment with the Seminar in Mexico. Inspired by Sherwood Eddy’s European Seminars, 

the Mexico Seminar was held in Mexico City and eventually expanded to offer a Guatemala 

Seminar and a Caribbean Seminar that included Puerto Rico, Jamaica, Haiti, and Cuba.67 The 

Seminar and the CCRLA were intended to educate American social and civic leaders about 

Mexican life and culture in order to facilitate more positive relationships between the two 

nations. The Seminar included programming on Mexican politics, economics, religion, and 

 
65 McDuffie, 65; “Louie Thompson Patterson” in Encyclopedia of the Harlem Renaissance, 961; Gilyard, 
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66 See Congregational churches in the United States, National council, The Congregational Year-Book 
(Boston, Congregational publishing society; 1919), http://archive.org/details/congregationalye1919cong; 
Congregational churches in the United States, National council, The Congregational Year-Book (Boston, 
Congregational publishing society,1920), http://archive.org/details/congregationalye1920cong. 
67 Thompson, For God and Globe: Christian Internationalism in the United States Between the Great 
War and the Cold War; “Announcement of Activities 1935-1936” and “Seminar in the Caribbean” 
Miscellaneous Letters and Announcements, Committee for Cultural Relations with Latin America 
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culture and often included trips to surrounding areas.68  

Herring started this work while he was the secretary of the CES’ Department of Social 

Relations, which was later replaced by the Council for Social Action (CSA) in 1934, prompting 

backlash from more conservative members of the denomination who felt the group was too 

radical.69 The Department of Social Relations and CES also held a domestic Interracial Seminar 

in 1930, which Louise Thompson helped to plan, that brought an integrated group of thirty-four, 

split almost evenly between white and black, on a tour through the South to visit African 

American schools including Fisk, Hampton, Bennett, Morehouse, and Spelman. The group 

included Mary McLeod Bethune, Thyra J. Edwards, and Addie Dickerson.70  

The Department of Social Relations also published a newsletter and a magazine titled 

Church and Society, which was intended as a means of discussing different social issues and 

approaches to relieving social problems. As Herring and the other two editors – Katherine Terrill 

and Hannah Hume Lee – wrote in their inaugural issue, 

There are a large number of men and women in the Congregational 
Churches of the United States genuinely eager to make the Church a 
useful instrument in the rebuilding of the social order… They are eager 
that the Church shall be in the thick of the fight for world peace, industrial 
justice, racial appreciation and that sober ordering of society for the 
winning of the greatest good for the greatest number.71 

  
Thompson’s main contribution to these outlets was reporting on the Scottsboro case, 

 
68 See Programs in “Seminar in Mexico 1930-1940,” Committee for Cultural Relations with Latin 
America Collected Records, Swarthmore College Peace Collection. 
69 For more on the controversy see, “Outline of CSA Controversy” box 4, folder 4; “A Layman’s Concern 
at the Council for Social Action” box 5, folder 17; Dwight J. Bradley, “History of the C.S.A.” box 8, 
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70 American Interracial Seminar materials, box 1, folder 9, LTP papers. 
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Congregational Education Society records, RG 0755. The Congregational Library and Archive, Boston, 
MA. 
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which was done through articles and special reports that were independent of the newsletter.72 

She worked for the CES for just under two years before she left for Russia as a liaison for the 

proposed film Black and White about the struggles of Black workers in the United States and to 

promote interracial solidarity in the Communist Party.73 Though Thompson eventually became 

the chair of the film committee, she struggled to raise her own travel funds. After speaking with 

Herring about her dilemma, he provided her an advance on her pay, encouraged her to go, and 

said she could resume her position upon her return.74 

Marion Cuthbert also contributed to the Department of Social Relations Church and 

Society, as well as the CSA’s later Social Action. In September, 1936 Cuthbert wrote an issue 

titled “Democracy and the Negro,” in which she outlined the ways that “America forces a 

harassed people to weigh the grave issue of the whole course of democracy over against the most 

elementary guarantee of that democracy – the equality of all men before the state.”75 Cuthbert 

and Thompson’s engagement with the CES suggest that it sought the opinions of Black women 

as it tried to provide guidance to its predominantly white readership about the ways they could 

address the social crisis using the tools of the church.  

The intersections of the Harlem Renaissance and liberal Christian institutions like The 

World Tomorrow and the CES, support Michael Thompson’s argument that the interwar Christian 

internationalists were at times agitators against racism, imperialism, and capitalism. There is 

more to be understood about the simultaneous impulses towards ecumenism and universalism in 

both the liberal Christian movement and the Harlem Renaissance. Both Josef Sorett and David 

 
72 Helen G. Murray to the State Chairmen of Social Relations October 1, 1931; Newsletter May 1, 1932, 
box 37, folder 38, Congregational Education Society records, RG 0755. The Congregational Library and 
Archive, Boston, MA. 
73 See Gilyard Chapters 4 and 5. 
74 Louise Thompson to Sue Bailey May 17, 1932, box 4, folder 18, SBTC. 
75 Marion Cuthbert, “Democracy and the Negro,” box 1, folder 7, CSA records, 6. 
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Hollinger have challenged the presumption that American society became less religious over the 

course of the twentieth century and each offers an interpretation of how traditionally religious 

concepts like churches and doctrinal creeds assumed new places in secular culture. For 

Hollinger, these were recast as guiding principles of institutions that defined liberal America 

beginning in the middle of the twentieth century, while Sorett posits that Afro-Protestantism 

itself continues to define Black authenticity, evidenced through the cultural position of “the 

Black Church.”76 The conversations happening through Bailey Thurman’s networks in Harlem 

and the emerging contingent of African American liberal Christians in the Y movements invites 

reflection on how religious ideas like social justice, reconciliation, and freedom were shaped in 

different contexts — influenced by creed, race, class and gender — and then made meaningful in 

a broader cultural discourse.  

 

 

In 1929 Sue Bailey Thurman gifted Alain Locke a painting by Edwin Harleston, an 

African American painter based in Charleston, South Carolina.77 Harleston was never able to 

make a living as a painter, instead working as a funeral home director, but his depictions of 

African Americans were well-regarded and his portraits of more prominent figures including 

Aaron Douglas connected him with the Harlem Renaissance.78 Locke was pleased with Bailey’s 

gift and displayed it in his home in Washington D.C. Two years later, Harleston completed a 

portrait of Sue Bailey based on a photograph taken by his wife, Elise Forrest. Bailey met the 

 
76 David A. Hollinger, After Cloven Tongues of Fire: Protestant Liberalism in Modern American History 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013  and Sorett, Black is a Church. 
77 Sue Bailey to Alain Locke December 28, 1929 and March 6, 1930, box 164-12, folder 4, Alain Locke 
Papers. 
78 “Edwin Harleston” in Encyclopedia of the Harlem Renaissance, 529-530. 
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couple, like the Renaissance poet Anne Spencer, during a visit to South Carolina on YWCA 

business. Her portrait, “Miss Bailey with the African Shawl,” is considered one of Harleston’s 

best works and was accepted for the prestigious Harmon Foundation exhibition in 1931.79 Bailey 

Thurman’s portrait hung alongside Harleston’s painting of Aaron Douglas and “The Old 

Servant,” which won the Locke portrait prize that year. “The Old Servant” depicted an elderly 

African American woman wearing a head scarf and shawl, and is almost a mirror image of the 

Bailey portrait. Pieces created by Bailey Thurman’s future collaborator Meta Warrick Fuller, and 

Thompson’s Vanguard partner Augusta Savage were also selected and displayed at the Art Center 

on East 56th St. This captured Bailey Thurman’s position perfectly: alongside the Renaissance’s 

great women sculptors who would help her develop international women’s consciousness and a 

woman of an older generation that represented the great strength and beauty of those who had 

carried that creative spirit that sustained their race.  

 Sue Bailey Thurman’s life in Harlem – the relationships she developed and the 

international ambitions she developed — were entirely distinct from Howard Thurman. During 

this same period, Thurman was living in Atlanta with his first wife Katie Kelley and new 

daughter Olive, serving as Professor of Religion and Director of Spiritual Life at Morehouse and 

Spelman Colleges. He was widowed at the end of 1930. Sue Bailey and Howard Thurman 

crossed paths through the YWCA and YMCA, as Thurman was a regular speaker on college 

campuses and at conferences, but Sue Bailey’s experiences in New York and her comradery with 

Harlem’s artists and intellectuals prepared her to undertake her own project of cultural education 

and international women’s network building.  

 
79 “An exhibition of the work of Negro artists presented by the Harmon Foundation at the Art Center, 
1931” Watson Library Digital Collection, The Metropolitan Museum of Art Library, 
https://libmma.contentdm.oclc.org/digital/collection/p16028coll4/id/26138, Accessed 6/29/2023. 
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Prior to living in New York City Bailey Thurman was interested in musical education and 

international relations, but did not yet have an analytical framework that brought the two 

together. The Harlem Renaissance’s pursuit of positive African American representation and 

Locke’s particular belief in spiritual liberation through cultural production provided one 

component of the analysis that echoes through Bailey Thurman’s work. The practice of self-

portraiture complemented the demand for African American dignity emerging in Black liberal 

Christian discourse. It also resonated with the perspectives of Indian poet Rabindranath Tagore 

captured in his school Visva Bharati, which the Thurmans visited in 1936 and will be discussed 

in the following chapter. Bailey Thurman’s understanding of the need for creative self-expression 

was compounded by the experiences she had abroad over the following decade and therefore she 

integrated a global view into her work with Black women.  

Sue Bailey Thurman and her female peers carried the message of the Renaissance and 

Harlem into their respective pockets of the country and world, but continued to draw on one 

another to advance their goals. Though Sue Bailey’s approach to liberation for oppressed peoples 

was distinct from her roommates in Harlem, they understood one another as peers in the project 

of justice for the oppressed. Some, like Ethel Ray Nance, joined Sue Bailey in her pursuits. 

Nance served the San Francisco African American Historical and Cultural Society as an 

administrative assistant beginning in 1970 during which time which Sue Bailey served as the 

Society’s director.80 Or sculptor Meta Warrick Fuller, a dear friend who crafted a set of fifteen 

dolls representing great African American women like Sojourner Truth, Phillis Wheatley, and 

Mary McLeod Bethune to be used in Sue Bailey Thurman’s Traveling Museum Exhibit of 

 
80 “Ethel Ray Nance” in Encyclopedia of Harlem Renaissance, 857-858; Sue Bailey Thurman and Ethel 
Ray Nance Correspondence, box 4, folder 4, SBTC; For more on the SFAAHCS, see box 13, folders 17 
and 18. For details pertaining to Nance and SFAAHCS, see Memoranda October 31, 1970 from Sue 
Bailey Thurman, folder 18 and “Announcement of 1971 Officers and Staff” folder 17. 
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African American History.81 Others, like Marion Cuthbert and Louise Thompson, supported her 

from afar until the end of their lives.82 Finally, when Nathan Huggins was a student at University 

of California, Berkley, she helped connect him with Louise Thompson, Meta Warrick Fuller, and 

Langston Hughes, all of whom provided interviews for his dissertation that ultimately became 

The Harlem Renaissance.83 In these ways, Bailey Thurman continued to draw on her networks 

from in Harlem and incorporated the spirit of the Renaissance into her work as a historian, 

journalist, and cultural educator.  

*** 

These three influences — the feminist theology of her mother, liberal Christian 

interracialism, and the Harlem Renaissance’s concern for self-portraiture — prepared Sue Bailey 

Thurman to undertake her most ambitious international projects over the following two decades. 

They provided her with an intellectual foundation for interpreting the problems of imperialism in 

a way that was personal and prioritized a particular role for women. Unlike her socialist or 

communist peers who advanced an international political program based on shared racial and 

economic exploitation under capitalist systems, Bailey Thurman’s anti-colonial critique joined 

cultural romanticism with a religious understanding of universal dignity to suggest that the 

shared struggle was against political and social systems that denied their ability to express 

themselves. Like the women of her mother’s milieu, she understood that the spirit was central to 

liberation, but rather than employing a missionary practice that focused on individual salvation 

she turned to individual and corporate expression. Art and culture, as a reflection of inner life, 

 
81 See Sue Bailey Thurman Museum Exchange Program, box 14, folder 15, SBTC; Bailey Thurman and 
Fuller Correspondence box 3, folder 2 SBTC; Additional materials related to Fuller in box 9, folder 3, 
SBTC. 
82 For correspondence with Thompson late in life, see box 16, folder 31, LTP papers and box 4, folder 6, 
SBTC; For Cuthbert see box 2, folder 13, SBTC. 
83 Huggins, x-xi  
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was an external marker of the spiritual vitality of a people and therefore its production and 

promotion resisted the justification for the denial of self-determination abroad, and racial 

paternalism in the United States. Sue Bailey Thurman promoted multiracialism as a necessity for 

developing this interpersonal understanding and built institutions to support a transformed 

human relations. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 
 

“India… The Perfect Museum”: Developing an Anti-Colonial Critique Through 
Relationship Building and Cultural Study 

 
 
 
All civilizations are creations. They do not merely offer us information about themselves; but 
give outer expression to some inner ideals which are creative. 

 - Vivsa-Bharati Quarterly, 19231 
 
 
 On June 12, 1932 at 8:30 pm nearly two hundred guests convened at Lincoln Academy in 

King’s Mountain, North Carolina to witness the marriage of Sue Bailey and Howard Thurman. 

The school was host to the African American student YMCA and YWCA summer conferences, 

making it the perfect location for their celebration. The nuptials were held at the end of that 

year’s conferences since many of their friends and colleagues would already be gathered 

together. They intended to hold the event at the foot of Crowder Mountain, where the 

conference’s evening vespers often took place, but rain forced the event into the refectory, which 

had to quickly be transformed into a suitable space for the ceremony (both Thurmans later 

recalled a quip that they would spend their lives turning refectories into sanctuaries).   

 The ceremony had three parts: readings from Howard Thurman including Langston 

Hughes’ “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” and excerpts from Song of Solomon, Psalms, and First 

Corinthians; a musical presentation in honor of the bride, which featured a chorus comprised of 

the couple’s friends including Marion Cuthbert and Frank Wilson; and finally a silent vow 

exchange during which the bride and groom knelt before the altar of pine logs and mountain 

laurel. The candlelit ceremony was “a courageous departure from the conventional wedding 

 
1 “Visva Bharati,” Visva Bharati Quarterly, 1, no. 1 (April 1923): 1. 
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procedure” and was “unquestionably the most unique rites in the annals of modern matrimony,” 

but all reports stated that it reflected couple perfectly — their views on life, art, and, most 

importantly, love. Thurman broke their silent ceremony by calling out a prayer that 

foreshadowed their future together as political and social leaders:   

   Our little systems have their day, 
   They have their day and cease to be. 
   They are but broken lights of Thee 
   And Thou, O Lord, art more than they.2  

 
  After their honeymoon, which was spent in Virginia at the home of Harlem Renaissance 

poet Anne Spencer whom the bride had met during one of her secretarial trips, Sue Bailey 

Thurman wrote to her mother to thank her for coming to the wedding. She said “I never needed 

you in all the world before like on that occasion… I am glad you liked it too. If you hadn’t I 

would have been unhappy the rest of my life.”3 In the months and years following their marriage 

and the birth of the their child Anne Spencer, to whom Marion Cuthbert served as godmother or 

“Madrina,” Sue Bailey Thurman understood more intimately her mother’s life — the beauty and 

challenges of being a wife and mother; and in turn the potential pain of widowhood and child 

loss.4 The new Mrs. Thurman joined her husband in Washington D.C. after finishing the last 

 
2 For details related to the Bailey Thurman wedding see Thurman wedding see Howard Thurman, With 
Head and Heart: the Autobiography of Howard Thurman (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1979), 
85-86; BWOHP, 5; "Sue Bailey and Howard Thurman Wed among Hills," New Journal and Guide, July 
2, 1932, 14; Lucius Jones, "SOCIETY SLANTS: A VERSION OF THURMAN-BAILEY 
NUPTIALS." Atlanta Daily World June 14, 1932, 3. "THURMAN-BAILEY ENGAGEMENT IS 
ANNOUNCED: PRETTY DINNER PARTY HONORS BETROTHAL OF PROMINENT PAIR." 
Atlanta Daily World, May 5, 1932, 3.; Juanita Paschal Toomer, "Thurman in Charge of Own Wedding 
Ceremony: RAIN MARS PLANS FOR AL FRESCO CEREMONY AT KING'S MOUNTAIN," Atlanta 
Daily World, Jun 16, 1932, 2.; "Y. W. C. A. Secretary Pretty Bride of Howard Thurneau." The Chicago 
Defender (National Edition), July 2, 1932, 6.; "Y. W. C. A. Secretary to Wed Minister." Afro-American, 
June 11, 1932, 22. 
3 Baby to Mama Darling 1932, box 16, folder 19, SBTC. 
4 “Sue Bailey Thurman to Susan Ford Bailey February 12, 1934” in PHWT, vol. 2, 175; “Sue Bailey 
Thurman to Susan Ford Bailey, March 1935” in PHWT, vol. 2, 244. 
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administrative tasks of her job and resolving things at her New York apartment, and their new 

life began on the bustling Howard University campus.5 Just after their first anniversary, their 

friend and religious leader of the YWCA Winifred Wygal met with Howard Thurman in 

California and reported to Bailey Thurman “how Howard loves you & carries you in his heart… 

He is a great man Sue & you & he are building and can build a great thing into our world. We 

who know you & love you & are a part of your company rejoice in you both & in the fellowship 

we all have together.”6 

 Thus, the Thurmans were joined in matrimony and mission — compliments to one 

another in their work for African American students and Black equality. Over the next decade 

they both achieved professional successes that changed the course of their lives. The most well-

known of these events was their six-month visit to India, Burma (Myanmar), and Ceylon (Sri 

Lanka) in 1935-1936, which culminated in their meeting with Mahatma Gandhi and a shared 

vision at the Khyber Pass. Both of these events were used by Howard Thurman and his 

biographers as anchors in the story of Fellowship Church and his experiments in interracial 

religion, which will be explored in the final chapter. Bailey Thurman also reflected in later years 

that everything she and Howard Thurman had done in Washington D.C. was in preparation for 

Fellowship Church. Yet, the Thurmans’ move to San Francisco was still nearly a decade away 

and therefore considering the intervening years solely as preparation for that venture obfuscates 

the character of their response to their experiences in India. The following two chapters will 

explore Bailey Thurman’s work during the 1930s and 1940s including her preparation and 

contributions to the Pilgrimage of Friendship, as well as the initiatives she undertook upon their 

return through which Bailey Thurman distinguished herself as an internationalist and cultural 

 
5 Baby to Mama Darling, 1932, box 16, folder 19, SBTC. 
6 Winnifred Wygal to Sue Bailey Thurman July 20, 1933, box 5, folder 3, SBTC.  
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expert. This chapter will focus on the India trip and Sue Bailey Thurman’s development of the 

Juliette Derricotte Scholarship, which funded women from African American colleges to study in 

India. Combined with her contributions to the National Council of Negro women, which will be 

discussed in the following chapter, one can see her own view of the relationship between 

internationalism, theology of personality, and social change coming into focus.  

 For Bailey Thurman India was as much if not more of a creative awakening than a 

political one. Through her encounters with Tagore, Gandhi, and “movement women” she 

developed a view of India in which diversity, sovereignty, and spirituality were not only related, 

but found unity through creative expression. When she returned to the United States, she began 

building spaces for African American women to explore these themes. They permeate her 

writings during this period, both as the founding editor of The Aframerican Woman’s Journal and 

in other outlets of the Black press, and her institutional work with the National Council of Negro 

Women (NCNW). The latter of these included a cultural exchange program with Cuba (and an 

unsuccessful attempt with Haiti) and the establishment of a Black Women’s Archive. These 

programs explored the relationships between African Americans, and peoples in Central America 

and India, while establishing an integrated Black historical narrative that was built on women’s 

work. Through these decisions we see that Bailey Thurman believed existing structures to be 

insufficient to support the type of interpersonal transformations necessary to support her vision 

of internationalism.  

 Transforming relationships was a key part of Bailey Thurman’s view of internationalism 

because of the role of personality. As is clear from her writings about India and her commitments 

to Black creative expression through history, the core of her critique of colonialism was that it 

restricted the oppressed’s ability to express themselves and degraded indigenous cultures. As the 



 

145 
 

 

 

collective expression of human personalities, culture was a way for Sue Bailey Thurman to 

promote international understanding between people, honor the dignity of those whose traditions 

were different from her own, and draw connections between the experiences of oppressed 

groups. This view also earned women a central role, as they were creative beings and held 

special places as community leaders. Drawing on the legacy of her mother, Nannie Helen 

Burroughs, and Virginia Broughton, Bailey Thurman wed the missionary leadership of women 

with the spirit of Marion Cuthbert’s observations about women’s understanding of human 

relationships to establish a place for women as facilitators of expansive world building in the 

Black community. This synthesis illustrates the transition from missioning to Christian 

internationalism that, in many ways, mirrored the shift from “colored work” to interracialism in 

the YWCA, discussed in Chapter Two. 

 This approach also distinguished her from her Leftist contemporaries insofar as she did 

not foreground systematic reform as a solution to imperial domination. Rather, she believed in 

facilitating interpersonal relationships and education to change opinions about colonized peoples, 

especially in domestic women’s spaces, and then leveraging these voices to promote collective 

democratic change. Not only was this form of collective organizing a fundamental tenet of the 

NCNW, but Bailey Thurman’s fundraising lectures for the Juliette Derricotte Scholarship were 

held at YWCAs, sorority meetings, and women’s college departments, suggesting that her 

intention was to develop a sense of commonality between African Americans and Indians within 

this female constituency. This is further evidenced by the character of the Derricotte scholarship 

and the fact that the NCNW eventually welcomed Madame Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit as an official 

affiliate member. She, in turn, authorized the entire the All-India Women’s Congress to join the 
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organization.7 Bailey Thurman also chose to frame women’s unique contributions as being built 

upon their historic role as leaders in religious and civic groups rather than intersecting 

oppressions.  

 It should be noted that around the time of Sue Bailey Thurman’s departure from the 

YWCA, the organization made a turn towards a more social scientific approach to understanding 

racial disparities and developing solutions. The older approach of interracial goodwill or 

individual relationships was replaced by the dissemination of statistics, legislative reviews, and 

institutional surveys, all of which were intended to provide white members with objective facts. 

This was particularly useful during the 1930s when race and labors issues were joined in 

response to the Great Depression.8 It would be wrong to assert that Bailey Thurman did not 

support this approach and it was perhaps most useful for the majority-white membership of the 

YWCA. However, her departure from the Association and her turn towards majority-Black 

organizational spaces provided her the chance to emphasize the needs and perspectives of 

African Americans like she had done as a student secretary and teacher. It also provided the 

opportunity for the first clear and coherent interpretation of her anti-imperial and internationalist 

view. Bailey Thurman utilized two tactics to cultivate an international consciousness and anti-

colonial critique: promoting cultural pride and historical consciousness in Black venues and 

facilitating interracial and international relationships in these spaces. These are seen most 

 
7 On India lectures, see box 14, folder 5, SBTC; Mary McLeod Bethune to Sue Bailey Thurman 
November 11, 1945, series 4, box 11, folder 1, National Council of Negro Women Papers, National 
Archives for Black Women’s History. (From this point NCNW Papers) 
8 See Interracial News Bulletins in Record Group 7, box 781, folder 10, YWCA SSC and Bulletin of the 
Federal Council of Churches, Congregational Library and Archives; See also Harvard Sitkoff, A New 
Deal for Blacks: The Emergence of Civil Rights as a National Issue (Oxford University Press, 1979); 
Glenda Gilmore, Defying Dixie: The Radical Roots of Civil Rights, 1919-1950 (W.W. Norton & 
Company, Inc., 2009); Robin D.G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists During the Great 
Depression (University of North Carolina Press, 1990). 
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explicitly in her creation of the Juliette Derricotte Scholarship, the creation of a Black women’s 

archive, and her public history writings. Through these activities, Sue Bailey Thurman joined the 

interpersonal approach of YWCA work with the women’s organizing tradition of her mother’s 

generation.9  

 Finally, Mrs. Thurman understood that her husband’s role as a minister distinguished 

them as a couple from other members of the professional class because the scope of issues or 

challenges that fell into his purview were far more expansive than some of the peers. Not only 

was Rankin Chapel integrated and open to the broader community, but the nature of pastoral care 

encompassed the entire person.10 Howard Thurman sought to protect students in spiritual 

strength, which was “the heart of their living”11 and over the following decades, he came to be 

known as a sort of spiritual sage for civil rights leaders and students involved in the movement. 

Bailey Thurman did this as well, but using different tools. She fortified students in their dignity 

through an understanding of the significance of their own history and tried to teach them to 

recognize that value in others internationally.   

 

 

Encountering India: The Pilgrimage of Friendship  

 

  The Thurmans’ trip to India under the sponsorship of the Student Christian Movements of 

India and the United States is perhaps the most well-known event of their life. Referred to as the 

“Pilgrimage of Friendship,” the trip’s greatest champion was the Reverend A. Ralla Ram, the 

 
9 See Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent: The Women’s Movement in the Black Baptist Church, 1880-
1920. 
10 BWOHP, 27. 
11 Ibid, 18. 
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executive secretary of the Student Christian Movement of India, Burma, and Ceylon and vice 

president of the WSCF. During a visit to America in 1931, he became interested in the parallels 

between the Indian caste system and the plight of African Americans in the United States. Ram’s 

persistence resulted in the formation of a committee in 1933 to select and coordinate a group of 

African American Christians to tour South Asia speaking on their experiences as oppressed 

peoples who maintained a Christian faith. Ram believed that their perspectives would be 

significant to Indians who would be able to see through the delegation’s testimonies that 

Christianity was meaningful to non-white peoples who faced with the challenge of sharing a faith 

with those who dominated them politically.12  

  The members of the “Committee on the Negro Delegation to India,” known as the India 

Committee, were Luther Tucker, Elizabeth Harrington, Warren Scott, Roland Elliott, Frank T. 

Wilson, and Marion Cuthbert, the latter two being the only African Americans. Cuthbert’s 

relationship with the Thurmans was documented in the previous chapter, but Wilson was also an 

intimate acquaintance of the couple. He worked with the Student YMCA and for the National 

YMCA, and later as Dean of Religion at Howard University. Wilson had also previously traveled 

to India along with Juliette Derricotte as representatives to the WSCF general conference in 

Mysore in 1928, which gave him a unique insight to the situation in India.  The committee 

determined that there should be an equal number of men and women, and that their talents would 

complement one another. The members would need to effectively express the “philosophical, 

mystical approach of personal religion and the practical and ethically compelling demand for 

social justice” to those of different religions.13 Howard Thurman was the first member selected 

 
12 All of this information is drawn from “Pilgrimage of Friendship,” PHWT, vol. 1, 180-192. More details 
are provided in Eisenstadt and Dixie, Visions of a Better World, Chapter 3. 
13 Eisenstadt and Dixie, 73. 
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and five additional names were submitted after consultation with Black student leaders: Celestine 

Smith, Jane Saddler, Fenorah Bond Logan, Benjamin Mays, and Frank Wilson. Smith was the 

second choice, though she ultimately did not want to be considered, and Edward Carroll was 

added shortly after the first list was compiled.  

  The exact reason and processes for Sue Bailey Thurman’s inclusion on the committee is 

unclear. The first mention of her participation comes in a letter from Winnifred Wygal to Howard 

Thurman following a long meeting between the two during which Wygal placated Thurman’s 

fears regarding the delegation’s evangelical obligations (Thurman wanted none) and the politics 

of an oppressed minority speaking on American Christianity to another. In her letter thanking 

him for the opportunity to lecture at Howard University, she wrote that the committee was 

“unanimous in hoping that not only yourself but your wife will be available for the India 

delegation.”14 Shortly before this declaration, she had commended both Howard and Sue Bailey 

Thurman for the “unique thing” they were doing at Howard and the “unique way” in which they 

were doing it. Though Eisenstadt and Dixie suggest that Bailey Thurman’s inclusion on the 

committee was perhaps a way to entice Thurman’s commitment, Wygal’s comments capture the 

dynamic of their relationship: partners in their work as advocates for students and in their vision 

of a spiritual transformation.15 Not only did Sue Bailey Thurman have more international 

experience than her husband at this point, having traveled to Europe on another pilgrimage of 

friendship under the auspices of the WSCF prior to her assumption of the YWCA secretaryship 

in 1928, an independent study trip to Cuba in 1929, and to Mexico with Hubert Herring and 

Louise Thompson in 1931, but she had also spoken on international affairs and African American 

history to college students across the South as a staff member of the YWCA. Thus, while her 

 
14 Winifred Wygal to Howard Thurman May 16, 1934, PHWT, vol. 2, 192. 
15 Eisenstadt and Dixie, 66. 
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fears of perceived bias because of her marriage were understandable, Bailey Thurman’s 

participation in the delegation undoubtedly reflected of her own accomplishments.  

  The Thurmans’ insistence on Sue Bailey’s distinct participation in the delegation was so 

serious that when Phenola Carroll, the wife of the third confirmed member of the delegation 

Edward Carroll, was selected as the final member of the delegation at the last minute, Bailey 

Thurman withdrew her acceptance to avoid appearances that the women were selected based on 

their relationships. Thurman wrote to the committee, “It will be impossible to convince anyone 

that the selection of the team plus the responsibility reposing on each member has not been done 

because they are man and wife and because they are four individuals who in the judgement of the 

Committee are the four persons best able to do this particular job.”16 This decision came only 

three months before the departure, so the Thurmans ultimately reconciled themselves to the 

decision and carried on with the other couple. There is no record that the Thurmans held any ill 

will towards the Carrolls and ultimately the couples remained friendly throughout the rest of 

their lives.17 In her reflections about the trip decades later, Bailey Thurman said, “I went because 

I was needed. Howard couldn’t have done this alone. They needed an American woman, and 

they needed an American Black woman who was sure of herself, that she could interpret our 

dreams, that we could inspire Indians’ defense and make an impression on them…”18 

  There was also an age disparity between the two couples. The Thurmans were in their 

early and mid-thirties, while the Carrolls were in their twenties. Mr. Carroll had just completed 

his graduate training at Yale Divinity School two years prior.   The Carrolls were closer to the 

demographic desired by the Committee, which specified that they wanted at least one member 

 
16 Howard Thurman to Elizabeth Harrington July 11, 1935, PHWT, vol. 2, 273. 
17 Eisenstadt and Dixie, 81; Phenola Carroll to Friend, April 20, 1939, box 10, folder 19, SBTC. 
18 BWOHP, 24. 
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under twenty-six years of age, and some members were worried that Howard Thurman was too 

old to represent student interests. However, both Thurmans had up to that point not only been 

fixtures in the student movement as speakers, and in the case of Sue Bailey a staff member, but 

they were also wholly committed to student life. Especially after her efforts at Hampton, Sue 

Bailey Thurman felt that she had a particular skillset that could aid young people understand 

themselves. As she explained it, “I had learned all kinds of ways to make things happen for 

students, to sort of nurture their hopes and dreams, and that kind of thing, while I was in the 

YWCA.” She went on “Howard was doing the same thing. So we had not been at Howard 

University more than a year, to get our bearings and then we started out. We were young, the sky 

was the limit.”19 Even though they had technically outgrown the student movement, the 

Thurmans remained committed to opening windows, as Sue Bailey Thurman liked to say, for 

young people to expand their understanding of the world to which they belonged.  

  The Student Christian Movement and WSCF in particular were also sites of lofty dreams. 

Michael Thompson has demonstrated that during the interwar period leaders in the student 

YWCA and YMCA challenged longheld the assumptions of nineteenth and early twentieth 

century Christians that missioning ought to emphasize the importance of Western culture as 

fundamentally related to Christianity, meaning that non-Western groups had to abandon their 

own culture in order to adopt the new faith. Leaders in this new Christian international 

movement including Sherwood Eddy, Reinhold Niebuhr, and Kirby Page were, not only friends 

with the Thurmans, but they along with T.Z. Koo, Toyohiko Kagawa, and A. Ralla Ram appeared 

throughout student programs and publications during this period.20 Not only did the student 

 
19 BWOHP, 27. 
20 See David P. King “The West Looks East: The Influence of Toyohiko Kagawa on American Mainline 
Protestantism” Church History, Vol. 80, No. 2 (June 2011), 302-320; Thompson, For God and Globe; 
David A. Hollinger, Protestants Abroad;  Azaransky, This Worldwide Struggle. 
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organizations press the issues of race relations forward because of their relationship to 

missioning, as Chapter Two demonstrated, but the missionary tradition also developed a critique 

of imperialism, especially in Asian countries.21 This is not to suggest that, as was true in the case 

of domestic race relations, the organizations’ actions were entirely aligned with their ambitious 

language. However, the tools were still available for those like the Thurmans who wished to 

draw on this new spirit to advance their own cause.  The tensions over the place of missionaries 

in the larger international movement was remarked on by both Howard Thurman and Juliette 

Derricotte. In his final report to the committee after they returned, Thurman critiqued the student 

movement in India as too dependent upon missionaries instead of the students themselves.22  

  Prior to their departure, Sue Bailey Thurman traveled with their oldest daughter, Olive, to 

Mexico to take classes on art and culture. Since the delegation was intended to be composed of 

members of diverse, though complimentary, talents Sue Bailey and Howard Thurman determined 

that the former’s obvious contribution would be in the realm of culture. Bailey Thurman decided 

to travel to Mexico City to take courses on Mexican art and music, with attention to the different 

Spanish and Indigenous influences.23 The exact reasoning for choosing the University of Mexico 

to complete these courses is unclear, but Bailey Thurman often referenced that she desired to 

offer expertise on all of the Americas during their travels, which aligned with Howard Thurman’s 

inclusion of Native Americans in his own preparation for the trip.24  

  Getting to Mexico proved to be more difficult than anticipated, as the country was 

observing an unofficial immigration policy that prevented African Americans and other non-

white peoples from entering the country. Like the United States and many other countries during 

 
21 See Thompson and Hollinger. 
22 “India Report,” PHWT, vol. 2, 132. 
23 BHOHP, 24.  
24 Eisenstadt and Dixie, 82; BWOHP, 24. 
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this period, Mexico enacted official and unofficial policies limiting the number of immigrants 

and travelers who belonged to “undesirable races.”25 Even though Mexico’s first official 

immigration law “to exclude individuals who, by their moral character, nature, customs and other 

personal circumstances, are undesirable or constitute a threat of physical degeneracy for our 

race,” was passed in 1926, for years before and after internal “confidential circulars” were 

distributed to immigration agents and the consular service that listed the qualifications for 

undesirability.26 For example, in April of 1934, one year before Bailey Thurman’s travels, 

Circular 157 specified that limitations should be placed on "African, Australian, yellow, 

Hindustani and Malayan races."27 The Thurmans appealed at different times to the Mexican 

Embassy, Hubert Herring, William Stuart Nelson, Charles Houston, and Walter White for their 

insights and aid in securing Sue Bailey’s travel.28 Ultimately, Sue Bailey and Olive were able to 

make their ten week trip to Mexico City, during which time they lived with a Mexican family 

and engaged with cultural education through the local Y.W.C.A29 

  Like her previous trip with Louise Thompson, there is little information about Bailey 

Thurman’s itinerary during the roughly two monthsof her residency. Olive was enrolled in a local 

private school, and learned folk arts and dancing at the YWCA.  In addition to her courses at the 

 
25 Pablo Yankelevich, “Mexico for the Mexicans: Immigration, National Sovereignty and the Promotion 
of Mestizaje.” The Americas vol. 68 no. 3 (Cambridge University Press: 2012), 405–36. On U.S. policies, 
see Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America (Princeton 
University Press, 2004). 
26 Yankelevich, 420-423. 
27 Yankelevich, 428. 
28 See Sue Bailey Thurman to Mexican Embassy December 19, 1934, box 5, folder 7, SBTC; “Howard 
Thurman to Hubert Herring November 10, 1934” PHWT, vol. 2, 217; “Hubert Herring to Sue Bailey 
Thurman February 12, 1935” PHWT, vol. 2, 238; “Thomas D. Bowman to William Stuart Nelson 
February 2, 1935” PHWT, vol. 2, 242. 
29 “Sue Bailey Thurman to Mother March 1935” PHWT, vol. 2, 244; “Howard Thurman to Hubert 
Herring March 22, 1935” PHWT, vol. 2, 248; “Passport Held up a Month-She’s in Mexico Now,” Afro 
American, March 16, 1935, 16; and “How Far from here to Mexico?,” The Crisis (September 1935): 267 
and 274. 
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university, Sue Bailey Thurman attended some events at the YWCA and gave a lecture on the 

music of the United States, including African American, Native American, and “cowboy” 

music.30 In extant correspondence there are two significant themes that emerge which clearly 

informed her contributions in India and subsequent career. First, the trip enhanced her 

international profile and further distinguished her as an expert on international affairs. Building 

on her tour of Europe in 1928, Sue Bailey Thurman’s fourth international trip raised her visibility 

as an internationalists in the same company as African Americans like Derricotte, Mary Church 

Terrell, and Ida B. Wells. Terrell, who was an acquaintance of Bailey Thurman and international 

comrade in the NCNW, had also studied another country (though hers was more intensive as she 

spent two years in Europe studying French, German, and Italian languages) and her international 

experience allowed her to become a global activist for women’s suffrage and racial justice issues.  

  Mexico was different, as was Asia, because it offered an opportunity to shift the center of 

solidarity from Europe, where earlier African American women sought to leverage their 

relationships with white women to advance their cause, to places where the legacies of 

colonialism shaped cultures and politics in a way that was similar to the African American 

experience in the United States.31 Amidst continued efforts at creating pan-American 

relationships through the Good Neighbor Policy and especially as decolonization movements 

accelerated across the following decades, Central and Latin America and the Caribbean became 

critical sites of international solidarity for Black Americans.32 Over the following decade, Bailey 

 
30 “LECTURES ON MUSIC OF THE UNITED STATES” box 14, folder 6, SBTC.  
31 Michelle Rief, “Thinking Locally, Acting Globally"; Fatma Şamdanı “Afro-American Women 
Activists as True Negotiators in the International Arena (1893-1945)” European Journal of American 
Studies, vol 10, no 1 (March 2015). 
32 See Frank Andre Guridy, Forging Diaspora: Afro-Cubans and African Americans in a World of 
Empire and Jim Crow; Baldwin and Makalani, Escape from New York; Lara Putnam, Radical Moves: 
Caribbean Migrants and the Politics of Race in the Jazz Age (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
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Thurman not only lectured on Central American culture but also developed seminars for the 

NCNW focused on these regions. Further, based on her own experiences of discrimination in 

trying to enter the country, this trip arguably strengthened her belief in the negative effects of 

propaganda on non-white groups.  

  Her expertise on these areas was confirmed in correspondence from Walter White in 1940 

and 1943. White first contacted her to solicit translations of at least five papers on the subject of 

Central and Latin American criticism of the United States’ racial policies, which had been 

included in the NCNW’s Cuban Seminar that summer. Three years later, White notified Mrs. 

Thurman that she had been selected to serve on an NAACP committee that would “present the 

cause of the Negro, not only of America but of the West Indies and Africa” at an upcoming peace 

conference.33 There is no evidence that Sue Bailey Thurman accepted this invitation, but clearly 

this preparatory trip helped establish her reputation as an internationalist in Black political 

circles. 

  The first Pilgrimage of Friendship had cultivated in Bailey Thurman a sense of shared 

student consciousness, but her travels in Central America also expanded her view of women’s 

movements. Not only did she connect with the local YWCA, called Association Cristianna 

Feminina, but she saw direct correlations between the women’s movements in Mexico and the 

United States. As mentioned in the first chapter, she wrote to her mother not long after their 

arrival and reported on a banquet she had attended with women doctors, lawyers, teachers, and 

the president of the YWCA. She connected their labors on behalf of youth with her mother’s 

home mission work in the United States and positioned their shared projects as contributions to 

 
Press, 2013); Theodore W. Cohen, Finding Afro-Mexico: Race and Nation after the Revolution (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2020). 
33 Walter White to Sue Bailey Thurman September 10, 1940 and Walter White to Sue Bailey Thurman 
June 17, 1943, box 5, folder 2, SBTC.  
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national progress.  

  These two influences — women and internationalism — are reflected in the subjects of 

Bailey Thurmans’s speeches in India. Over the course of their nearly six months overseas, the 

group delivered at least 265 speaking engagements, with Thurman giving the lion’s share at 

135.34 Sue Bailey Thurman was second with sixty-nine speeches and she offered her musical 

expertise in other meetings, leading the group in song and training local choruses to sing the 

spirituals. In addition to the broader themes of African American Christianity and the Black 

experience in the United States, Bailey Thurman often spoke on matters related to women and 

internationalism. Some of the talks that she gave included “Internationalism in the Beloved 

Community,” “Social Work among Women in America,” “Education through the Arts,” 

“Explanation of the Negro Spirituals,” “Internationalism through Music,” “Social and Religious 

Forces among Women in America,” “Negro in American Civilization,” and various devotionals 

and poetry readings of Black women.35 Based on the surviving itinerary that Thurman presented 

to the India Committee in 1938, which was compiled from Thurman’s own notes and does not 

include all of the talk titles, Bailey Thurman was the only delegate to speak on internationalism 

and the only one to discuss the “beloved community,” affirming that her expertise for the trip 

was in cultivating community and integrating these lessons into young peoples’ education. 

  Though there are no extant transcripts of their speeches, the titles suggest directions for 

Sue Bailey Thurman’s future work. For all of the delegates, African American culture was a 

frequent subject of conversation as their Indian audiences were interested in learning more about 

them, however Bailey Thurman’s talks like “Education through the Arts” suggest that she was 

exploring a different use for culture than her colleagues. Influenced by her own musical training 

 
34 Eisenstadt and Dixie, 87. 
35 “Detailed Schedule,” PHWT, vol. 2, 294. 



 

157 
 

 

 

and time in Harlem, Bailey Thurman seemingly offered culture as a tool for education. As Locke 

had posited, the arts — poetry, literature, music, drama — offered a way for people to connect 

with those that were different from them while developing a more intimate understanding of their 

inner life. When combined with the conversations on internationalism, education through art 

could become a site of interculturalism.  

  An Indian magazine titled Hindu provided reports of the delegations’ talks, which remain 

the best account of the content of their speeches. In an article titled “Emancipation of the 

Negroes: Mrs. Thurman’s Address,” which was given in Cochen, the reporter explains that after 

reflecting on African American history generally, Bailey Thurman spent much of the talk 

discussing the contributions of women to Black history.  According to the article, Bailey 

Thurman said that Black women “kept alive the courage of their men during their days of trial 

and tribulation.” Echoing the culture of her mother, she explained that women were concerned 

with educating younger members of their communities especially through women’s 

organizations like the National Association of College Women.36 Her discussion reflected a more 

traditional role for women in which they support their families and husbands through social 

uplift. However, the final part of her talk turns to the formation of what is most likely the NCNW 

(the reporter refers to it as the National Association of Negro Women), which was established the 

same year that the Thurmans were traveling in India. In her reflections on this organization, 

Bailey Thurman explained that they were creating a magazine that explored the “life and 

thought” of Black women. She drew special attention to female poets, who distinguished African 

 
36 “Emancipation of the Negroes: Mrs. Thurman’s Address” PHWT vol. 1, 308. The report states that she 
discussed an organization that was only for college graduates, so I am assuming that she is referencing the 
National Association of College Women. See Perkins. Linda M. Perkins, “The National Association of 
College Women.” 
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Americans as among the “greatest people of the day.”37 She went on to explore how they were 

involved in “village reconstruction” through the creative works like handicrafts and other cottage 

industries. In contrast with the view that women’s roles as mother gave them the influence over 

the perception of their race, Bailey Thurman’s examples elevate women artists as providing 

social esteem for the race.  

  Again, these are reports from a witness to her talks, not necessarily Bailey’s own words. 

However, there is an undated set of notes that Bailey Thurman wrote sometime after the trip 

reflecting on the lessons she learned from Gandhi and poet Rabindranath Tagore. In those 

reflections, she wrote the following about African American women:  

     I wish to remind myself that the Negro woman is the symbol of all  our 
racial strength, she breathes in us a sense of power, making us aware of 
the Kingdom of heaven within and the wide, broad, generous expressions 
of it we, as 12 millions, must give to the [writing unclear] world. She is 
the interpreter, and if you will, the philosopher of the passing scene, who 
reiterates to the racial young, to the men and children, that nothing walks 
with aimless feet, that there is purpose, meaning, and sanity to the privilge 
[sp] and opportunity which we call life.38  

 
This joins the uplift tradition of women as mothers, educators, and wives with a view of women 

as intellectuals who contributed to to their race through a distinct creative ability. Regardless of 

whether a woman was a mother, she was a keeper of history with an intimate understanding of 

the complexities of spiritual life and a strength that guided the Black community. This view 

aligns with Cuthbert’s assertion about women’s particular interests in relationships and the “how 

of life,” as Bailey Thurman’s synthesis places women in a unique position in which they are able 

to understand the complexities of human relationships, including the subjugation of their race, 

and translate those experiences into meaning for others. Finally, Bailey Thurman’s framing of 

 
37 “Emancipation of the Negroes: Mrs. Thurman’s Address” PHWT vol. 1, 308. 
38 Unlabeled Manuscript, box 1, folder 13, SBTC. 
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women as philosophers, combined with her own position as musical leader of the delegation, 

suggests that she understood women as spiritual authorities and that she herself was viewed as 

such.  

 
 

Drawing Inspiration from the Prophet and the Poet 

 

  During their travels, the delegation had meetings with the two most prominent Indians of 

the period: Mahatma Gandhi and Rabindranath Tagore. They met with Rabindranath Tagore first 

in January of 1936 in Santiniketan, the site of the poet’s college Visva-Bharati. The delegation 

had spent time at many universities across the country, but Visva-Bharati was distinct in that it 

was founded to celebrate and preserve the educational traditions of India as opposed to those of 

the West, many of which, including Women’s Christian College in Madras and Isabella Thoburn, 

were founded and sustained by missionaries. Tagore’s school was an intentional departure from 

the British model. Santiniketan, the land on which the school was built, initially belonged to 

Tagore’s father Debendranath Tagore who established an ashram where people of any religion 

could meditate on the Supreme God. In 1901, Rabindranath Tagore established an experimental 

school on the property and in 1921 it was formally established as Visva-Bharati. They 

emphasized creative practices, camaraderie between faculty and students, and convened classes 

outdoors.  

  The school’s mission was twofold: (1) to recover and promote an ideal life that pursued 

Truth (2) to establish India’s contributions as one of the great civilizations of the world while 

promoting a global view of humanity. The school was anchored by the belief that civilization 

was a creative act that revealed the inner nature of the people who comprised it. The modern 
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world’s obsession with utility and mechanization had depleted cultural vitality, which in turn 

limited a group’s ability to pursue truth. By building a curriculum around “great idealism,” 

Visva-Bharati sought to provide a new life to India. Further, Tagore’s criticism of nationalism 

comes through strongly in the first issue of the school’s journal in 1923. It states, “the collective 

egoism of the Nation has been cultivated in our schools, and has given rise to a nationalism that 

is vainglorious and exclusive…” It goes on, “it will be necessary now to establish a new 

education on the basis, not of nationalism but of a wider relationship of humanity.”39 So, while 

the school was attentive to and valued the strengths of Indian civilization, it resisted a 

nationalistic outlook. This manifest in the belief that the school needed to celebrate not only the 

contributions of India, but all of the East and West and, especially the ways that the country had 

supported each. Sue Bailey Thurman captured this spirit in her reflection on the country later that 

year, writing “Nations have come and gone leaving some earmark of their conquest, but more 

often India has left her imprint deep on the culture of her conquerors.”40  

  A global sensibility was therefore built into the foundations of Visva-Bharati, which is 

translated as the communion of the world with India. Shortly after the India Delegation’s visit, 

the school established Cheena Bhavana, an institute for the study of Chinese language and 

culture. Cheena Bhavana was intended to promote international cultural studies while also 

strengthening students’ understanding of the relationship between the two countries. The effects 

of nationalism — armaments, tariffs, and passport regulations — created deformities in peoples’ 

moral nature. As an antithesis to that, the school believed that that “Love hungers for perfect 

knowledge,” including knowledge of the self and knowledge of others. Thus, the school was 

“India’s invitation to the world, her offer to sacrifice to the highest truth of man.” Sue Bailey 

 
39 “Visva Bharati,” Vivsa-Bharati Quarterly, 1, no. 1, (April 1923): 3. 
40 “India... the Perfect Museum” Atlanta Daily World, May 17, 1936, 4.  
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Thurman had dreams of a similar center for African Americans. Margaret Bush (Wilson) held 

meetings with administrators about the matter during her time at the school as a Juliette 

Derricotte scholar in 1939 and Bailey Thurman even secured books from Alain Locke to put in 

the library.41  

  Attention to the spirit of the school is critical because, whereas Howard Thurman was 

disappointed with his meeting with Tagore, he was arguably as meaningful to Sue Bailey 

Thurman as Gandhi.42 Tagore was the first non-European to win Nobel Prize in Literature, which 

he was awarded in 1913 for his book of poetry Gitanjali, and his artistic spirit clearly resonated 

with Bailey Thurman. She invoked him throughout her writings and included him alongside 

Juliette Derricotte as guiding figures in a chapter of meditations that she wrote in 1947. During 

their visit to Visva-Bharati Bailey Thurman spoke on “History of Negro Music,” and then 

remained at the school three extra days to “visit Music Departments” while the rest of the group 

went to Patna and Benares.43 While the others were away, she was instructed on how to play the 

veena, one of India’s oldest instruments, and took courses from Tagore himself. She spoke with 

him about his paintings, a lesser-known artistic gift of the poet, and studied his eyes that “could 

see into eternity.”44 These were great days for Bailey Thurman and the things that she learned 

there shaped her later lectures on “The Beauties of Indian Civilization,” which funded the 

Derricotte Scholarship. 

  About one month after their visit with Tagore, the group met with Mahatma Gandhi at 

 
41 “The Juliette Derricotte Scholarship: From the Desk of Margaret Bush Wilson,” Bears Repeating: 
HISTORY AND HAPPENINGS FROM WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY ARCHIVES, Washington 
University, March 27, 2013, http://wulibraries.typepad.com/bears_repeating/2013/03/the-juliette- 
derricotte-scholarship-from-the-desk-of-margaret-bush-wilson.html.  
42 Howard Thurman, With Head and Heart: The Autobiography of Howard Thurman, 128-130. 
43 “Detailed Schedule,” PHWT, vol. 2, 294. 
44 BWOHP, 25; Sue Bailey Thurman, “Personalities of Springtime” in Meditations for Women, 121-124. 
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Bardoli, the first time African Americans spoke with the Indian leader in person. In 1928 Juliette 

Derricotte was scheduled to meet with him, but had to cancel because the group’s plans were 

delayed.45 The conversation lasted for three hours and covered topics related to the African 

American experience, nonviolence, and spirituality. According to Peter Eisenstadt, Sue Bailey 

Thurman, the only woman in the meeting as Mrs. Carroll was recovering from illness back in 

Bombay, repeatedly asked the most difficult questions of the Mahatma.46 Gandhi’s personal 

secretary Mahadev Desai also described her as being “nobly sensitive to the deeper things of the 

spirit.”47 Sue Bailey Thurman pressed Gandhi on his negligence of Africans during his 

movement in South Africa twenty years prior, to which he responded that he chose not to include 

them because they would not have understood the purpose of nonviolence, as well as asked him 

about what she ought to do, theoretically, if she saw her own brother being lynched.48 Gandhi’s 

response was self-immolation, which reportedly did not fully satisfy the members of the 

delegation. She also asked him to come to America to teach African Americans about 

nonviolence, a request he denied because he felt he could not leave India while the people were 

suffering from internal strife between Muslims and Hindus and the practice of untouchability.49 

Assuming the role she had filled throughout the trip, Bailey Thurman led the group in singing the 

spirituals at the conclusion of the meeting. 

  The report of Sue Bailey Thurman’s questions for Gandhi suggest that she was 

 
45 Juliette Derricotte to My Very Dear Own Family November 27, 1928, box 1, folder 7, Ken Oilschlager-
Juliette Derricotte Collection, Department of Archives and Special Collections of the University of 
Mississippi (From this point Oilschlager- Derricotte). 
46 Eisenstadt and Dixie, 101. 
47 Desai, “With Our Negro Guests,” PHWT vol. 1, 334. 
48 On Gandhi in South Africa see Ashwin Desai and Goolam Vahed, The South African Gandhi: 
Stretcher- Bearer of Empire (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016). 
49 Bailey Thurman’s interaction with Gandhi is recounted in both Desai’s report and Esienstadt and Dixie, 
101-111. 
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particularly interested in the application of Gandhi’s beliefs to practical matters. Rather than 

looking to Gandhi for a strictly spiritual experience, she sought to engage him in conversation 

about concrete actions that could be taken to bring about social change for the Black minority in 

the United States, and, as her question about South Africa indicates, the Black world more 

broadly. Like her husband, Bailey Thurman ultimately interpreted nonviolence in a manner 

beyond direct action protest, engaging instead with Gandhi’s view of nonviolence as an 

expression of the individual pursuit of Truth. In other words, through her attempts to capture the 

individual’s connection to God and creative expression in her programming, arguably using 

Tagore’s views on culture as a model for practice, Bailey Thurman translated the fundamental 

tenets of satyagraha in a manner other than nonviolent direct action.  

  The delegation remained in India for about a month after their meeting with Gandhi, but 

it was certainly the pinnacle of the trip. Much has been written about the impact of the India trip 

on Howard Thurman. However, aside from the Derricotte scholarship, there has been little 

reflection on the trip’s impact on Sue Bailey Thurman.50 The tangible consequences of these 

encounters will be considered in the subsequent discussion of her work with the NCNW, but 

there are two observations that Bailey Thurman made in summarizing the lessons of her travels 

and meetings with Tagore and Gandhi. 

  In her reflections on her lessons from Tagore, Bailey Thurman references the theme of 

suffering multiple times. In the aforementioned notes in which she discussed the role of Black 

women, she also wrote “Tagore said in essence that because we were close to all those who 

suffer that we might save America from absolute and complete crassness, callousness and 

 
50 One exception is Dennis Dickerson, “Gandhi’s India and Beyond: Black Women’s Religious and 
Secular Internationalism, 1935-1952,” The Journal of African American History (Winter 2019), 60-83. 
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materialism and that this is the part we must aspire to play.”51 She echoed this in a later interview 

stating that Tagore told them, “the suffering that you have, that you experience in America may 

make it possible for black people to save the soul of your country, because your country will be 

lost without it. And the soul comes only through suffering.”52 Redemptive suffering was a 

significant theme in African American Christianity and, as Gandhi’s self-immolation comment 

suggested, there was a commonality in this motif with the satyagraha practices of the Mahatma’s 

movement.53 So, it is unsurprising that this concept would resonate with Bailey Thurman. 

However, a collection of Bailey Thurman’s notes on Edith Hamilton’s 1930 book The Greek 

Way, offers some perspective of how she conceptualized this suffering as fitting into her own 

spiritual framework and her understanding of the universal.  

  The notes are on a section of Hamilton’s work that discusses the Greek tragedies. 

Hamilton suggests that what makes them so effective is that they capture the larger Greek 

aesthetic of a universal ideal in which everything is connected to a larger whole, while tapping 

into the individual experience of suffering. Tragedy drew on this insight by depicting a certain 

type of suffering that transcended cruelty and pain to capture the capacity for true suffering of an 

individual. In other words, a character had to be universal enough for audiences to see in the 

widest lens the struggle between good and evil, yet personal enough to know the human 

suffering contained therein. Paraphrasing some of these arguments, Sue Bailey Thurman wrote 

“Portraying the dignity and significance of human life, our power to suffer makes us greater than 

the sparrows, our potential capacity for pain.”54 Joining these reflections with Bailey Thurman’s 

 
51 Unlabeled Manuscript, box 1, folder 13, SBTC. 
52 BWOHP, 18. 
53 James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1970).  
54 Unlabeled Notes on Tragedy, box 1, folder 18, SBTC. This is drawing almost explicitly from 
Hamilton’s writings on pages 233-234. Edith Hamilton, The Greek Way (New York: W.W. Norton and 
Co., 1942). 
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observation that “the soul comes only through suffering,” it seems that her conversations with 

both Tagore and Gandhi pressed her to wrestle with the relationships between the universal and 

the individual, and the importance of understanding one’s own personal experiences as 

expressions of the Kingdom.55 To return to the concept of personality, the humanity of the soul 

was established through its connection to God and the pain that one might experience was a 

reflection of a “deeper more ultimate reality than the one in which our lives are lived.”56 From 

this, Sue Bailey Thurman believed that people could find new insights into the “secret decencies 

of the heart” and the possibility for one to be more than what they were, but rather what they 

may imagine themself to be.57 Sue Bailey’s musings on this subject led her to the conclusion 

“Never set mind against spirit but reconci[le] [the] ‘Truth mind knows with Truth spirit 

knows’”58 The Truth the mind knows is a universal connection; the Truth the spirit knows is the 

depth of human dignity.  

   Through these reflections on suffering, the connections between Gandhi’s spiritual and 

political program and the concept of personality begin to become more clear. The theology of 

personality was undoubtedly aligned with Gandhi’s views of love, Truth, freedom, and self-rule, 

all of which pointed toward man’s relationship with God. The related conclusion that Bailey 

Thurman often referenced was that all people had a contribution to make, especially younger 

people who often struggled to make sense of their own place and suffering in the world. 

Summarizing her work after India, she explained that she spent a lot of time reminding young 

people that they had a gift even though “your trials and tribulations and the deprivations are so 

great that you don't have energy enough nor leisure enough to think about what you have and 

 
55 BWOHP, 18. 
56 Unlabeled Notes on Tragedy, box 1, folder 18, SBTC; Bailey Thurman quoting Hamilton, 238. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid. 
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incorporate philosophy as a group of people that have hearts; and they're willing to think with 

their hearts and then learn to feel with their minds." Their pain and suffering was a reflection of 

this more ultimate reality; of the human dimension of the struggle between good and evil. This 

observation aligned with Gandhi’s teachings that through one’s own struggle towards Truth, they 

would transform their own spirit towards one of active love towards others.59 These refections 

also suggest that Sue Bailey Thurman was as engaged in spiritual reflection as her husband. 

  When the Thurmans returned they got to work incorporating these lessons into their work 

at Howard University and in the Washington D.C. community. For Sue Bailey Thurman, this 

manifest in the Juliette Dericotte scholarship and her emerging work as a journalist and public 

historian through the NCNW. Howard Thurman began incorporating more creative elements into 

worship at Marsh Chapel including the famous living Madonna series. Beth Rhude asked her 

after Howard Thurman’s death whether there was ever any conflict between the two on this 

dream and how it ought to be applied. Bailey Thurman responded: 

 ST: No, no, we didn't have conflict on anything. That's a fact. 
 BR: No wonder your energy was free for so much. 

ST: Well, I will say this. We learned to understand each other in those early days, because we 
marveled at this, that he was a masculine expression of my thought, and I was the feminine 
expression of his. It was one thought. We went to India together, knowing what we were 
going to do. We read all the way to India, all kinds of books. We were just full of knowledge, 
and then we brought back the wealth of the Indians with us.60 

 
 
 

 

 
59 For examples, see Letter from Gandhi to Hanumanprasad Poddar, April 8, 1932; “Non-Violence — The 
Greatest Force” The Hindu, November 8, 1926; “Satyagraha — Not Passive Resistance” September 2, 
1917 all printed in Mahatma Gandhi, The Essential Writings, edited by Judith Brown (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2008). 
60 BWOHP, 27. 
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The Juliette Derricotte Scholarship  

 

  When they returned from India, Sue Bailey Thurman got to work establishing the Juliette 

Derricotte Memorial Scholarship, which funded female African American college students to 

study in India. The award’s namesake was a longtime YWCA secretary and Dean of Women at 

Fisk University, who died in 1931. She and three Fisk students were traveling from Nashville to 

Athens, Georgia, the place of Derricotte’s birth, when they were involved in an automobile 

collision near Dalton, Georgia. Because of their race, Dean Dericotte and the other student in 

critical condition were taken to a private home rather than a hospital to be treated and then 

transported to Chattanooga where they could treated in better facilities. The other student, Nina 

Johnson, died during the trip and Juliette Derricotte died shortly after her arrival in Tennessee. 

  The circumstances of Derricotte and Johnson’s death drew national attention from the 

NAACP as evidence of the cost of Jim Crow policies in the South. Other institutions that 

expressed their indignation included the Southern Commission on the Study of Lynching, 

American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, Commission on Interracial 

Cooperation, American Missionary Association, Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in 

America and a number of colleges and universities.61 As Ethel Gilbert, a white woman who 

served as Fisk University’s Director of Publicity and one of the first to arrive at in Chattanooga 

after the accident wrote in a letter to Leslie Blanchard of the YWCA, “I shall always have to 

remember that, within one-half hour after the accident, I would have been in a modern hospital. I 

shall always have to think of Juliette dying in a place that could not be dignified by the name of a 

hospital except that the beds were a few inches higher than the beds would have been in a 

 
61 Fact Sheet on Derricotte’s Life and Death, Juliette Derricotte Biographical File, Fisk University Special 
Collections. 
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boarding house and that they had a few bed pans.”62 

  Sue Bailey Thurman was with Juliette Derricotte at Fisk the night before the accident. 

Sitting in the guest room of Magnolia Cottage, the two friends read poetry, including some of 

Derricotte’s own writing, told stories of fond memories past, and looked forward to exciting 

things to come. Thinking back on that evening, Bailey Thurman remembered Juliette Derricotte’s 

kindness — a quality on which many remarked in the following weeks. Bailey Thurman 

described it as “Deep, exquisite, kindness, often so penetrating as to give her friends the same 

strange ache that comes when one listens to music that is too… beautiful…”63 At her memorial 

service, Howard Thurman gave an oft-quoted eulogy in which he said “There is work to be done 

and ghosts will drive us on; this is an unfinished world; she leaves an unfinished task, who shall 

take it up? Driven by the power of her spirit we dedicate ourselves anew to the process…”64 So, 

even before their marriage, the two shared a special relationship with Juliette Derricotte.  

  Beyond her martyrdom, Derricotte was an obvious choice as the scholarship’s namesake 

because of her travels throughout Asia in 1928-1929. The main purpose of her visit was to 

represent the United States at the World Student Christian Federation conference in Mysore, but 

over the course of roughly five months she traveled across India and on to Singapore, China 

(Hong Kong, Mukden, and Shanghai), Japan (Kobe and Tokyo), and finally Hawaii.65 Prior to 

this trip she had represented the United States at the WSCF conference in High Leigh, United 

Kingdom in 1924 and served as a member of the WSCF’s General Committee from that point 

until her death in 1931. Before her travels in Asia, Derricotte had been an outspoken advocate of 

 
62 Quoted in "Juliette Derricotte: Her Character and Her Martyrdom," The Crisis. 39, no. 3. March 1932, 
84–85.; Full letter in Record Group 6, box 533, folder 1, YWCA SSC. 
63 Ellipses are Bailey Thurman’s own; Derricotte Scholarship Christmas Card, 1939, box 10, folder 18, 
SBTC.  
64 The Crisis, March, 1932, 85. 
65 Letter from Derricotte to Family January 20, 1929, box 1, folder 13, Oilschlager- Derricotte. 
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interracialism in the YWCA and on college campuses.66 In India, she applied these principles to 

the new people and cultures she encountered. She struggled at times to balance her strong 

reactions to the poverty and cultural practices with her own commitments to interracial 

understanding.67 Regardless, Sue Bailey Thurman remembered her as the woman who opened 

African Americans up to the East and embodied the ideals of Christian Internationalism. An 

example of the vision that Derricotte had for the international student movement is captured in a 

reflection she wrote after her trip to the Mysore Conference: 

… this is what can happen to all the world. With all the differences and 
difficulties, with all the entanglements of international attitudes and 
policies, with all the bitterness and prejudice and hatred that are true 
between any two or more of these countries, you are here friends working, 
thinking, playing, living together in the finest sort of fellowship, fulfilling 
the dream of the World’s Student Christian Federation ‘That All May Be 
One.’68   

 
  This concept of “All May Be One” and international friendship was the particular type of 

internationalism that Sue Bailey Thurman sought to capture through the scholarship. It was 

distinct from a racial nationalist, liberal, or Marxist view of international politics that 

characterized the other prominent voices of the time. As a pioneer of interracialism in the 

YWCA, it is fitting that Derricotte’s view of international relations would serve as the model for 

Sue Bailey Thurman who hoped to build a new world for students.  

  In more immediate terms, the Derricotte Scholarship was largely a response to the 

Thurmans’ confrontation with negative propaganda related to African Americans during their 

time in India. Bailey Thurman wrote, “They know nothing about us — nothing about our history. 

 
66 Lauren Kientz Anderson, “A Nauseating Sentiment, a Magical Device, or a Real Insight?."  
67 Letter from Derricotte to Family December 10, 1928, box 1, folder 12; Derricotte to Family January 17, 
1929 and January 20, 1929, box 1, folder 13, Oilschlager- Derricotte. 
68 Quoted in Twila L. Cavert, “Juliette Derricotte,” Clipping, n.d., box 31, folder 2, The Thomas Elsa 
Jones Collection, Fisk Special University Collections.  



 

170 
 

 

 

They saw ‘Gone with the Wind’ and think we didn’t want to be free.”69 In all media — radio, 

film, literature — the primary depiction of Black people to which Indians were exposed ridiculed 

African Americans. In an article published upon their return, she put it in pointed terms “Both 

[African Americans and East Indians] are victims of the most careful astute, invidious 

propaganda that modern imperialism has yet perfected. This particular kind never lets up. It 

militates against us when we are in our beds asleep. The sun never sets on the end of its 

operations.”70 While in India, Bailey Thurman tried to plant seeds to address these problems by 

encouraging those in her audience to learn about African Americans from books and other media 

created by people of that race as the Delegation had read books by Indians in their preparation 

for their lecture circuit.71 However, their own presence in India was the most effective practice, 

which they sought to replicate through the scholarship. Howard Thurman described it as offering 

a “flesh and blood answer to propaganda.”72  

  Encountering African American women would be a first step in refuting stereotypes, but 

the more meaningful intervention would be for the women to build relationships with Indian 

women through their studies. The four women that were ultimately awarded scholarships — 

Marion Martin, Anna Vivian Brown, Margaret Bush, and Elizabeth McCree — all took classes at 

some of the major educational institutions in the country including Women’s Christian College in 

Madras, Isabella Thoburn College, and Visva-Bharati. There, students were expected to fully 

integrate into academic and social life. Some of the courses they took included literature, Hindi, 

the Indian Constitution, and Indian economics. In addition to the classes, they attended festivals, 

pageants, and picnics with fellow students. They also acted as official representatives in meetings 

 
69 Unlabeled Notes, box 1, folder 35, SBTC.  
70 Sue Bailey Thurman, “The Indian Press and the Negro,” New Journal and Guide (June 27, 1936): 9. 
71 “Emancipation of the Negroes: Mrs. Thurman’s Address” PHWT, vol. 1. 308. 
72 “Howard Thurman to Howard B. Ingalls May 27, 1937” PHWT vol. 2, 33. 
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with college administrators, local religious groups, and civic leaders.73 

  The range of student experiences was captured in one of Marion Martin’s letters back to 

Sue Bailey and Howard Thurman in 1937. In addition to her courses, she witnessed 

demonstrations in the streets during which protestors decried the Taluqdars as landlords and 

called for the end of their tax regime. She then attended a legislative meeting that was convened 

to discuss the matter. In the same letter, she wrote about little pranks that her fellow classmates 

played on one another. Martin also reported that she had been meeting with a number of Muslim 

students and visiting Muslim homes. Capturing the spirit of the scholarship she wrote, “My 

entire attitude on people has changed in such a short time.”74  

  Marion Martin spent most of her time at Isabella Thoburn College in Lucknow and her 

counterpart, Anna Vivian Brown of Oberlin was enrolled in the Women’s Christian College in 

Madras.75 Martin also visited Tagore’s school in the early months of 1938. The second two 

students —Margaret Bush and Elizabeth McCree— were primarily at Visva-Bharati and briefly 

visited Isabella Thoburn. There, they met both Jawaharla Nehru and his sister Vijaya Lakshmi 

Pandit demonstrating that their education incorporated a political component, alongside the 

classroom and social aspects.  

    The political dimension of the Derricotte Scholarship was certainly inspired by growing 

independence movement in India and the larger significance of the movement to African 

Americans, but it was also a reflection of Sue Bailey Thurman’s own encounter with politically 

 
73 Martin discusses speaking at Student Christian Conferences, Lucknow Women’s Club, Chapel services. 
Martin to Mrs. Thurman August 5, 1937 and October 1, 1937, box 3, folder 12, SBTC. See full itinerary 
of Bush and McCree in Report Juliette Derricotte Fellows 1939-1940, box 10, folder 18, SBTC.  
74 Martin to Mrs. Thurman August 5, 1937, box 3, folder 12, SBTC. 
75 Report of the WCC Council 1937-1938, box 2, folder 4, Women's Christian College, Madras, India, 
Records, 1914-1979, bMS 499, Harvard Divinity School Library, Harvard Divinity School. 
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engaged women while touring the country.76 The most prominent of the women’s organizations 

was the All India Women’s Conference (AIWC), which was established in 1927 to contribute to 

the educational and social improvement of women. During their early years they focused on 

primary and vocational education and soon expanded their agenda to include lobbying for the 

end of child marriage, the improvement of working conditions, and women’s right for divorce.77 

The president of the AIWC, Hilla Rustomji Faridoonji, wrote to Bailey Thurman while the latter 

was traveling through India. Faridoonji was a progressive activist who in the early 1930s 

proposed the elimination of caste distinctions and segregated religious schools.78 Bailey 

Thurman was unable to attend an AIWC meeting in 1935, but sent a telegram with a message of 

friendship, which the Congress reciprocated.79 There is some evidence that she visited with them 

at a later date, but the exact nature and location of that visit is unclear. However, Marion Martin 

and Anna Brown engaged with both the AIWC and All-India Student Conference during their 

scholarship year.80 The final two students also had a meeting with Mahatma Gandhi. Therefore, 

like what Bailey Thurman saw in Mexico, the young Black women in the United States joined 

with those in India who were creating a new day for their people. 

  In total, only four women were ever able to travel to India as Derricotte Scholars as the 

onset of World War II caused the suspension of the program. In the 1990s alumni Margaret Bush 

Wilson, an esteemed civil rights lawyer and the first woman to chair the NAACP’s Board of 

 
76 “India Report February 10, 1938” PHWT, vol. 2, 121-142. 
77 See Ch. 4 in Emily Rook-Koepsel, Democracy and Unity in India: Understanding the All India 
Phenomenon, 1940-1960. Milton: Taylor & Francis Group, 2019. 
78 Mrinalini Sinha, Specters of Mother India: The Global Restructuring of an Empire, Radical 
Perspectives (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006), 243. 
79 Faridoonji to Bailey Thurman  January 8, 1936 and Faridoonji to Bailey Thurman August 16, 1936, box 
10, 8, SBTC.  
80 This is Martin’s title, but I think she is referring to All-India Student’s Federation. Martin to Mrs. 
Thurman August 5, 1937, box 3, folder 12, SBTC. 
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Directors, sought to re-establish the scholarship under the United Negro College Fund.81 

However, the experiences of the Derricotte Scholars contain the essence of Bailey Thurman’s 

view of a transformed international relations. Through interpersonal relationships the young 

women were able to learn about the experiences and inner lives of their Indian peers. Not only 

did these relationships allow for the probing of personality, but upon them the girls were able 

build a broader political consciousness. The shared struggle against oppression would have been 

made legible to them in a more tangible way, especially through their participation with the 

larger student movement.  

 
 

Raising Funds and Raising Consciousness: The Derricotte Lectures 

 

  The Derricotte Scholarship was funded primarily by Sue Bailey Thurman’s lectures and 

private donations. Some of the patrons were a part of the Thurmans’ student movement and 

religious network including The Mayses, the Tobiases, the Wilsons, the Carrolls, and Marion 

Cuthbert, but she also received funds from Dr. Alain Locke, Dr. Mary McLeod Bethune, 

Langston Hughes, and Dr. and Mrs. Charles S. Johnson.82 The lectures were typically referred to 

as “The Beauties of Indian Civilization,” which were the most popular and explicitly linked with 

the Scholarship, but she also gave lectures on Indian women, Mexico, and the representation of 

African Americans in both the Mexican and Indian press. Taken together, Bailey Thurman drew 

 
81 See Juliette Derricotte Scholarship Proposal in box 10, folder 18. Wilson was also part of the counsel 
for the Shelley v. Kraemer case in which the Supreme Court ultimately ruled against racial restrictive 
covenants in real estate. Bailey Thurman and Wilson had established a plan for the scholarship including 
selection criteria for both the awardees and the selection panel. The UNCF had accepted and signed the 
Letter of Understanding, but it is not clear to me what ultimately happened to the plan. 
82 Patrons of New York, box 10, folder 18, SBTC.  
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on her expertise as a cultural ambassador and spread information about the themes she found 

most salient to this internationalism.  

  Though there are no transcripts or notes that are explicitly related to these lectures, the 

programs offer a chance to understand how Bailey Thurman interpreted her experiences in India 

and Mexico and, in particular, how the arts served as a method of translation for her audience. 

Tagore was far more prevalent in Bailey Thurman’s talks than Gandhi (albeit, Gandhi would 

most likely have been much better-known by her audience and thus his integration into the 

programs might be less necessary) and many of the printed programs including an excerpt from 

his Gitanjali. This supports the claim that Tagore’s interpretation of cultural expression, captured 

in Visva-Bharati and his art, resonated with her and shaped her own expression of the meaning of 

India for African Americans. She also read poetry by the politician women’s rights activist 

Sarojini Naidu.83  

  One of the marked differences between Sue Bailey’s programs and Juliette Derricotte’s 

reflections on India is the former’s willingness to celebrate Indian religious practices and 

incorporate them into her presentations. Derricotte was challenged by some of the religious 

practices that she saw, especially in the holy city of Benares. Her correspondence after that 

experience is one of the few times that she regarded Christianity as a superior religion, writing “I 

felt too what our Christian faith had saved us from and to. The message of Christian missionaries 

must sound awfully tame to people who go through all that we saw in Benares.”84 In her other 

correspondence, Derricotte advocates for something closer to a plurality of religions more in line 

with Bailey Thurman’s interests. The 1939 version of the traveling Indian exhibit included a the 

piece of cotton given to the Thurmans by Gandhi, a Muslim prayer rug, temple and household 

 
83 Programs for India Lectures, box14, folder 5, SBTC.  
84 Derricotte to Family January 17, 1929, box 1, folder 13, Oilschlager- Derricotte.  
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lamps, and Hindu temple robe. These ephemera were cultural artifacts of the religions, but she 

also seemingly incorporated the religious practices as well. In April of 1937 she put on a 

program for the Howard University Women’s Department of Physical Education titled an “Indian 

Offering,” which included the temple ritual along with “A Call to Prayer in Indian Religions,” a 

segment titled “To the God Krishna,” and a lamp lighting ceremony.  

  During an event entitled “An Oriental Soiree” for the Omicron Sigma chapter of Delta 

Sigma Theta, the second stanza of Harlem Renaissance poet Jessie Fauset’s “Oriflamme” was 

included at the bottom of the program.85 While the sorority may have designed the program 

independent of Sue Bailey, it is still noteworthy that they would choose to include a poem about 

the “Symbolic Mother” Sojourner Truth (a favorite figure of Sue Bailey Thurman) as inspiration 

for the fight against against white supremacy as appropriate to accompany a presentation on 

India. This could have been a nod to Bailey Thurman’s own relationship to Harlem, but also a 

reflection of the way that the Delta Sigma Theta women and Bailey Thurman understood 

women’s place in cultural work.86 These observations are only strengthened through an 

assessment of Bailey Thurman’s published articles on India for the Atlanta Daily World and The 

Woman’s Press. Bailey Thurman worked on the latter of these, which was the YWCA’s journal, 

while traveling in India.87 Titled “Veena — Lady of India,” the article reports on the music of 

India and related practices by women, while inviting connections between her (predominantly 

white) female readers and her subjects. Her opening editorial note explicitly named connections 

between the two groups as a motivation by explaining that the musical notations included in her 

report do not match the complexity of its original Indian rendering because “it is hoped that these 

 
85 Included stanza read “Symbolic mother, we thy myriad sons, /Pounding our stubborn hearts 
on/Freedom’s bars,/Clutching our birthright, fight with faces set,/Still visioning the stars!” 
86 An Oriental Soiree, box 14, folder 5, SBTC.  
87 “India Report February 10, 1938” PHWT, vol. 2, 121-142. 
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songs and many others like them may take their place in various women’s gatherings in this 

country.”88 In “Veena,” Bailey Thurman demonstrates her use of culture as an expression of both 

the universal and the particular while simultaneously offering insights into the political work of 

non-white women.  

  After offering a brief account of the Veena’s creation folklore — born of India’s oldest 

instrument the Yazhl and given as a gift to the goddess of learning Sarswathi by the Great 

Brahma — Bailey Thurman writes that the instrument is the “woman-soul of India.”89 Beyond 

the literal playing of the instrument, Bailey Thurman identifies the woman-soul of the nation in 

the work of women as ritual leaders in the home, hostesses to foreign visitors, and in the ministry 

of leaders like Rustomji Faridoonji, Sarojoni Naidu, and professor and vice-president of the 

World YWCA Mona Hensman, all of which Bailey Thurman identified as “laboring in the high 

cause of India’s magnificence, yielding the perfect music of their kind.” Music, then, was to be 

interpreted as an expression of synchronized feminine practice in service of the Indian spirit. 

  She also incorporated an international dimension into the article, suggesting that while 

the Veena was a unique part of Indian culture, her spirit was universally accessible to all women. 

Toward the end of her reflections, she mentions an American woman she met in India who 

contributed a complementary western tone to the cause of Indian women and connected this 

woman to an American that she met while in Mexico. Bailey Thurman describes them as a 

trumpet and an oboe, geniuses of their respective musical families. Both women were 

“movement women” (involved with the YWCA) and through their work they were able to 

contribute to the cause of the respective indigenous women, making them transnational. She also 

refers to a shared feminine consciousness when she acknowledges that the wailing of a widow 

 
88 “Veena – Lady of India” The Woman’s Press (September, 1936): 405-406, box 679, YWCA SSC. 
89 “Veena,” 405.  



 

177 
 

 

 

was often expressed melodically, but not in a strictly eastern style. Rather, the tone of that music 

was accessible to all women who had experienced intimate partner loss.  

  Her blending of Latin American and Indian established commonality among those 

cultures that had been subject to imperial domination. In the last paragraph of “Veena” connects 

the plight of India with the African American experience by noting the similarities between 

Indian and African melodies. Bailey Thurman explains, “There were chords in us that vibrated 

spontaneously to the tune of an eastern voice. We could understand, therefore,  more easily than 

would have been possible for some, the inner secret of the Veena’s message.” This is the only 

time race is mentioned in the article and it is an important attempt to establish transnational 

solidarity between the women of the colonial world, while also signaling this distinct experience 

to white readers. Thus, like the clubwomen before her, Bailey Thurman does not allow the 

universality of womanhood fully eclipse the racial experience of Black women.   

  Her second article “India… The Perfect Museum” also assigned culture political meaning 

through its reflection on the complexities of India that Bailey Thurman and the Delegation 

observed during their travels. This article was published in the Atlanta Daily World, and 

therefore joined the larger discourse in the Black press about the Indian Independence Movement 

and Gandhi’s protests.90 However, in her typical style, Bailey Thurman’s article is more lyrical 

than political. Through romantic prose, she explores the diversity of India using the metaphor of 

a museum, inviting her readers to reflect upon India’s place as a powerful civilization in human 

history. While this framing could invite the charge of spectacle or orientalizing, Bailey 

Thurman’s aesthetic sensibility guides the article towards a different conclusion. Rather than 

 
90 “India... the Perfect Museum,” 4. See Gerald Horne, The End of Empires: African Americans and India; 
Jonathan Seth Rosenberg, How Far the Promised Land? World Affairs and the American Civil Rights 
Movement from the First World War to Vietnam. Slate, Colored Cosmopolitanism; Kapur, Raising up a 
Prophet. 
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interpreting the country inside of dichotomies like progress/stagnation or civilized/uncivilized, 

she moves the entire question of India’s identity outside of the imperial framework. Therefore, 

despite its style, it is arguably best understood as a response to the claims of imperial 

sympathizers, like Katherine Mayo’s Mother India, a racist polemic that attempted to undermine 

the Indian fight for self-governance.91  

  In Mother India, Mayo claimed to use “public health” as a method of inquiry to better 

understand the “ordinary” India and the “common things in daily human life.” Mayo ultimately 

argued that the problems the country faced were a direct result of Hinduism, making the 

impoverishment of the country a result of its social character, not political or economic 

exploitation. As she writes in the opening chapter,  

The British administration of India, be it good, bad, or indifferent, has 
nothing whatever to do with the conditions [of India]. Inertia, 
helplessness, lack of initiative and originality, … weakness of life-vigor 
itself--all are traits that truly characterize the Indian not only of today, but 
of long-past history… His soul and body are indeed chained in slavery. 
But he himself wields and hugs his chains and with violence defends 
them.92 

  
The book’s publication generated international debate on the future of Indian society and 

colonial rule more broadly. The book reassured Western readers that the threat of Indian 

sovereignty was empty and attempted to restore confidence in the permanence of British 

domination. Mrinalini Sinha has argued that by 1930 Mayo shared the world’s spotlight on India 

only with Gandhi.93 Mother India inspired debate in South Africa, China, and Iraq, affirming 

how the press served as a critical site of contest for both sides in the struggle over a new world 

 
91 Katherine Mayo, Mother India (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Co., 1927). 
92 Mayo, 16. 
93 Sinha, Specters of Mother India, 2. 
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order.94 Though it had been published nearly a decade before Bailey Thurman’s article, the book 

continued to cloud people’s interpretation of the country. In fact, after describing the things she 

saw in Bombay, Juliette Derricotte referenced the text, writing, “I realize that this letter so far 

sounds like that awful book Katherine Mayo wrote last year called ‘Mother India’.”95  

 “Perfect Museum” does not match Mayo’s tone or directly refute its claims, but rather 

uses a different lens in order to make sense of some of the elements of Indian culture that other 

commentators might critique. The first sentence of the piece reads, “It must have been in the 

mind of the great Curator of men and Places to make of India the perfect museum of past present 

things.” By introducing a divine Curator, Bailey Thurman implies two critical arguments about 

Indian culture. First, whatever contrasts existed in India were intentional. Second, by suggesting 

that the design of the culture was an expression of the Ideal, it placed the country into a spiritual 

framework that reflected both the Christian interpretation of a creative God and Tagore’s 

articulation of expressive ideals in culture.  

 While critics like Mayo insisted that India was resistant to progress, Bailey Thurman 

pointed to the ways that “the ancient yesterday and the modern today” met in various mediums. 

In one section of the article, she explains that when traveling through the streets one will see ox 

carts sharing the roads with buses, covered wagons moving alongside the newest English touring 

cars. Through this description Bailey Thurman posits that India was not behind other countries in 

its technological advances, but rather that it contained a type of economic and technological 

diversity with which Western readers might be unfamiliar. Linear progress was most useful for 

those creating a tiered interpretation of societies, but not for understanding complexity. “Perfect 

 
94 For more on backlash in India, see Sinha and Mohandas K. Gandhi, ‘‘Drain Inspector’s Report,’’ The 
Nation, November 2, 1927, 488, 490. 
95 Derricotte to Family December 18, 1928, box 1, folder 12, Oilschlager- Derricotte.  
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Museum” places Indian culture entirely outside of that discourse by suggesting that past and 

present are often working together, synthesizing and adapting to different historical contexts.  

 The museum that Bailey Thurman describes, while displaying great diversity, is still a 

cohesive exhibit. As she wrote in her conclusion,  

… what is this oneness expressed in their faces? It is, in my opinion, the 
hidden wonder of the Country itself. For India’s mind turns inward. She is 
solemn, reflective, lost in her own mysteries. Only in India would asylum 
be given to the three groups of religious worshippers who grope for 
Reality… “Allah Ko Akbar,” the voice of the Moslems. “Ahurha Mazda!” 
the call of the Parsis. “Naray Yana,” the prayer of the Hindus. 

 
Despite their differing castes, religions, or languages the Indian people reflected a harmony that 

could only be achieved by thousands of years of political and social evolution. The contrasts that 

Bailey Thurman enumerated were the evidences of these changes, but the larger spirit of the 

country revealed its maturity. By taking this approach Sue Bailey Thurman affirmed the dignity 

of the individual Indian and imbued the society with spiritual significance, which was critical in 

her outlook on international relationships. As a part of a larger anti-colonial discourse, it is 

notable that Sue Bailey Thurman’s does not mention Mayo by name. The article does not 

mention Gandhi. In fact, it does not mention nationalism, independence, or self-rule. Rather, Sue 

Bailey Thurman asks her reader to consider a different question of the imperial order – one that 

prioritizes the inherent worth of different cultures rather than its resemblance to Western culture. 

As a result, she added a new dynamic to the anti-colonial struggle that equipped her African-

American readers to connect with India not just politically, but spiritually as well.  

 Using “Veena” and “Perfect Museum” as representative of the programs that she gave for 

the Derricotte Scholarship we are able to see how Bailey Thurman interpreted cultural 

expression, dignity, and politics as being related to each other. Rather than interpreting colonial 

struggle through the lens of economic exploitation, as was the perspective of her Marxist and 



 

181 
 

 

 

socialist peers, Bailey Thurman offered her audience a pathway to coalition building that 

transcended a strictly political interpretation. Instead, she cited cultural resistance to white 

domination as evidence of a shared spiritual struggle for personal freedom. Imperialism’s 

degradation of Indian culture placed limits on the Indian peoples’ ability to creatively express 

themselves, which was a reflection of their relationship with God. This is distinct from a 

romantic interpretation of India’s past in which there was prosperity and peace until the arrival of 

the British — “Perfect Museum” demonstrates how she utilized synthesis over historical 

romanticizing — offering instead an aesthetic rendering that used unity as a balance to conflict 

and chaos.  

  This is not to say that Bailey Thurman and other African Americans did not struggle with 

the material reality of some of the living conditions of people in India; she acknowledged the 

extreme poverty that afflicted many in the country. Like claims made against African American 

people by whites in the United States and abroad though, Sue Bailey Thurman saw that 

interpreting these conditions as a result of Indian culture devalued Indian people. India was a part 

of the great Curator and like African Americans they were being oppressed by a system that saw 

no value in their individual existence. Using this approach allowed her to build political 

solidarity both literally and metaphorically between the two groups. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
 

Preserving African American Women’s Voices: The Aframerican Woman’s Journal and the 
NCNW Archives 

 
 
Papers. Records. These we must have. Without documents; no history.  Without history; no 
memory. Without memory; no greatness. Without greatness; no development among women. 

- Mary Ritter Beard, March 3, 19311 
 
 
  As the couple settled into their routines after India, Sue Bailey developed her own 

professional identity both as a complement to her husband, supporting his work as a faculty 

member at Howard University, while simultaneously distinct from his position. Much of her 

energy in the immediate years after their return was dedicated to the Derricotte Scholarship, but 

it was not her only priority. She also organized the Howard University Faculty Wives Club, 

served as the founding editor of the Aframerican Woman’s Journal, and chaired the National 

Council of Negro Women’s (NCNW) Museum and Archives Committee. Her youngest daughter, 

Anne Spencer Thurman, remembered that her mother was “in her prime” in Washington, D.C. 

“She was always busy and having people in and out of the house to see her…. She was doing 

work. I remember she was very happy,” Anne Thurman explained, and “…she was very active. 

She enjoyed very much [Howard Thurman’s] life, and she enjoyed her own.”2  

  Unlike her earlier experiences in multiracial spaces, these initiatives were carried out in 

institutions that were led by and served African Americans. The first Black president of Howard 

University, Mordecai Wyatt Johnson, was in his sixth year when the Thurmans arrived on 

campus and he had already made significant steps towards expanding the university’s faculty, 

 
1 Mary Ritter Beard to Dorothy Porter March 31, 1940, box 1, folder 19, Mary Ritter Beard Papers 
Schlesinger Library. 
2 BWOHP, 12. 



 

183 
 

 

 

budget, and infrastructure to make it one of the preeminent institutions in the country. The 

NCNW was created by the prominent educator and leader of President Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt’s Black Cabinet Mary McLeod Bethune, who served as the organization’s president 

until shortly before her death in 1955. Though they were Black-serving institutions, both the 

Howard University Faculty Wives Club and the National Council of Negro Women (NCNW) 

cultivated a sense of global interconnectedness and interracial cooperation as part of their 

program for women. In each case, Bailey Thurman contributed a specific practice of 

internationalism that used interpersonal relationship building and cultural education to equip 

women with an understanding of themselves and their global significance.  

  During these years she also became involved with the World Center for Women’s 

Archives and the related NCNW’s Museum and Archives Committee, which jumpstarted her 

career as a public historian. For many people this would be Bailey Thurman’s legacy, as she 

spent the remaining decades of her life promoting Black history through her writing, service to 

the San Francisco African American Historical and Cultural Society, and the Sue Bailey 

Thurman Traveling Museum Exhibit. Placing her work on the Aframerican Woman’s Journal in 

the context of her early public history career highlights how her previous commitments to 

African American creativity and representation, both of which had the potential for a spiritual 

interpretation, were joined with a woman-centered practice of history in which women were both 

celebrated and designated as having a specific role in the transfer of historical knowledge.  
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Creating New Institutions 

 

 Sue Bailey Thurman made her mark on the Howard University campus by forming the 

university’s Faculty Wives Club, which fostered fellowship between the wives and brought them 

together to support the campus through preservation, student resources, and community 

engagement.3 This took the form of gift drives, social dinners, lectures, recitals, and a successful 

Student Loan Fund for students with financial need, which had raised $8,031 by the end of the 

1966 school year.4 Members of the club included Blanche Wright Nelson, who, with her husband 

William Stuart Nelson, would follow in the Thurmans’ footsteps and travel to India in the late 

1940s; Dorothy Porter, who served with Bailey Thurman on the Museum and Archives 

Committee and traveled with Bailey Thurman to Cuba in 1940; and President Johnson’s wife 

Ethelyn Johnson. The group was first convened to provide a tea in honor of the Haitian 

Ambassador to the United States, Élie Lescot, and his wife Georgina Lescot (St. Aude), which 

was held on April 30, 1938. The event was titled “A Haitian Coffee Fest” and featured Haitian 

coffee and baked goods from local restaurants, as well as a dance presentation by the esteemed 

choreographer Katherine Dunham.5  Sue Bailey Thurman organized the event which, though she 

was never president of the organization, made her the acknowledged founder of the club. Not 

only was the Haitian soiree reminiscent of the lectures the was giving on India and Mexico to 

 
3 Howard University Faculty Wives Club: A Brief History, box 10, folder 5, SBTC; Sue Bailey Thurman 
to The Howard University Faculty Wives Club December 20, 1941, box 10, folder 5, SBTC; Report of 
Activities 1942-1943, box 10, folder 5, SBTC.  
4 Excerpt from Rayford Logan, Howard University: The First One Hundred Years, box 10, folder 5, 
SBTC; Untitled essay on club history, box 10, folder 5, SBTC. Blanche Wright Nelson was remembered 
as the president who grew the fund significantly while at the helm. 
5 Invitation to Haitian Affair, box 10, folder 5, SBTC; Remarks at the Faculty Wives Luncheon by 
Dorothy Porter, 1957, box 10, folder 5, SBTC; Nikki Nakatani, “A Walk Back in Time for Howard 
Faculty Wives,” The Afro-American, December 12, 1981.  
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support the Derricotte Scholarship during the same period, but it also supported Bailey 

Thurman’s interest in building transnational relationships with women of color to promote 

interpersonal understanding.6  

 The club continued to cultivate an international spirit through their Howard faculty 

lecture series, which included Professors Valaurez Burwell Spratlin on South America, Ralph 

Bunche on Africa, and Rayford Logan on Haiti, as well as programming from Madame Nehru of 

India and Shirley Graham (later Du Bois).7 The home of Ethelyn and Mordecai Wyatt Johnson 

was known as the “Seat of Great Culture” because they hosted different lectures and meetings 

for the wives and their spouses on behalf of the Faculty Wives Club (Mrs. Johnson was the 

organization’s honorary first president). Though Sue Bailey Thurman was traveling during the 

early years of the club promoting the Derricotte Scholarship, she remained a large presence in 

the group and contributed through committee work after the scholarship was suspended due to 

World War II. Through this programming and the involvement of women like Sue Bailey and 

Blanche Wright Nelson, the Faculty Wives Club contributed to a culture of internationalism on 

the university campus, denoting the women’s responsibility as curators of global consciousness.8  

 
 
 
Promoting the Voice of Black Women: The Aframerican Woman’s Journal  

 

 Two years later Sue Bailey Thurman established two important institutions for the emerging 

National Council of Negro Women (NCNW). Started by Mary McLeod Bethune in 1935, the 

 
6 See Nakatani; Logan, “Howard Faculty Wives: A Brief History,” “Howard University Faculty Wives 
Club Bicentennial Year - 1976 Highlights of the Club,” box 10, folder 5, SBTC. 
7 Dorothy Porter Remarks at Faculty Wives Luncheon, 1957; Untitled essay on club history, box 10, 
folder 5, SBTC. 
8 Program for South American Nights, box 10, folder 5, SBTC. 
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NCNW was a national federation of women’s clubs, and eventually local NCNW chapters, that 

sought to equip women to be political actors in their daily lives and unite different women’s 

groups in a common purpose so that they could leverage their democratic powers to lobby for 

Black women’s causes at the federal level. The first of these was motivated in part by Bethune’s 

work in the new Deal administration. She wanted women to know about the federal resources 

that were available to them and how they could access them. The second, to unite women in 

common political cause, was a view that she had developed during her time with the NACW and 

strengthened after she had spent time on Capitol Hill. Together, these two strands of action 

would empower women to make the growing social service bureaucracy work for them and put 

weight behind their demands for resources in their communities.9  

 Mary McLeod Bethune was born in Mayesville, South Carolina in 1875, making her a 

generational contemporary to Sue Bailey’s mother, S.E. Bailey. Though she is not typically 

remembered for her religious beliefs, she was trained at Scotia Seminary and the Moody Bible 

Institute so that she could become a missionary in “dark Africa,” a reflection of her interest in 

her ancestral homeland and the missionary zeal of the late 19th century.10 She never received a 

missionary appointment, but the evangelical and missionary spirit of the institute made a 

significant impact on the rest of her professional life, evidenced in her commitment to education 

and political reform. In 1904 she started the Daytona Educational and Industrial Institute for 

Negro Girls, which she sustained until 1923 when it was combined with the Cookman Institute to 

 
9 Joyce Ann Hanson, Mary McLeod Bethune & Black Women’s Political Activism (Columbia: University 
of Missouri Press, 2003), Chapter 5.  
10 Bethune was the only African American student at the Institute and reported feeling alienated because 
of her race. For more on the Moody Bible Institute, see Timothy Gloege, Guaranteed Pure: The Moody 
Bible Institute, Business, and the Making of Modern Evangelicalism (UNC Press Books, 2015). Bethune 
mentioned on page 92; Clarence Genou Newsome “Mary McLeod Bethune in Religious Perspective: A 
Seminal Essay” (PhD Diss. Duke University, 1982), 69 and 92-93. 
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form the first accredited four-year college for African Americans in Florida. She served as 

president of the school until 1942.11  

 By the time she started the NCNW, Bethune had also established herself on Capitol Hill 

through her leadership of President Roosevelt’s “Black Cabinet” – formally known as the 

Federal Council on Negro Affairs – and the National Youth Administration (NYA). The Black 

Cabinet was a collection of African American leaders who monitored different New Deal and 

federal programs, and their inclusion of African Americans. Prior to her appointment as the head 

of the Office of Minority Affairs in the NYA, the members had worked mostly independent of 

one another. However, much like she would do through the NCNW, Bethune recognized that by 

bringing them they would be able to more effectively advocate for policies that supported Black 

Americans including anti-lynching legislation, voting rights, and ending segregation in public 

accommodations.12 

 Despite the more conventional character of her political work, Bethune occupied a 

transitional place in the larger trajectory of women’s organizing. Not only did she rise to political 

heights that most of the women who had preceded her had never been able to achieve, but she 

also pursued a new approach to Black women’s political advocacy. Bethune had been a part of 

the Black women’s establishment, having served as the president of the prestigious National 

Association of Colored Women from 1924-1928 (she defeated Ida Wells-Barnett in the 1924 

election). During her presidency, she was discouraged by the organization’s efforts because she 

felt they were not addressing the systematic barriers to Black progress. She struggled to get 

 
11 Hanson, 4; Clarence G. Newsome “Mary McLeod Bethune and the Methodist Episcopal Church North: 
In But Out,” in Judith Weisenfeld, ed., This Far By Faith: Readings in African-American Women’s 
Religious Biography (New York: Routledge, 2014). 
12 Jill Watts, The Black Cabinet: The Untold Story of African Americans and Politics During the Age of 
Roosevelt (Atlantic Monthly Press, 2020). 
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members to look past their individual and state interests to see the need for a national coalition 

through which they could pursue change in the federal government.13 Further, working with the 

NYA helped her to understand that individual behaviors had negligible impact on the 

improvement of the African American population as a whole without significant changes to the 

political and economic systems that governed the nation.14 Rather than a model in which the best 

women were “lifting as they climbed” or specific interest groups lobbying for their own 

priorities, Bethune envisioned the NCNW to be like a wheel: the national headquarters would be 

the hub to which the different organizations attached.15 This would allow the labor, educational, 

fraternal, religious, and vocational groups to coordinate their interests and present a unified front 

on behalf of all Black women. 

 On December 5, 1935 Bethune convened a meeting at the 137th St. Branch of the YWCA 

in Harlem of thirty African American women representing the prominent women’s organizations 

of the day including the NACW, Black sororities, the National Baptist Women’s Organization, 

Parent Mite Missionary Association of the A.M.E. Church, and others.16 Addressing the women 

Bethune said “I am interested in women and believe in their possibilities… Their influence has 

been felt more definitely in the past ten years than ever before. We need vision for larger things, 

for the unfolding and reviewing of worthwhile things.”17 After acknowledging the success of the 

existing groups in developing leadership among Black women and their contributions to social 

betterment, she turned to consider her own model, the inspiration for which came from a visit to 

a National Baptist Convention. While there, she heard reports from “crude places” (likely rural 

 
13 Hanson, Chapter 3.  
14 Hanson, 165. 
15 Minutes of the founding meeting held December 5, 1935, Series 2, Box 1, Folder 1, NCNW papers. 
Also quoted in Hanson, 9.  
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid, 3. 
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areas with limited resources), in which the members recounted the things that they were doing to 

better their communities. Like NBC leader Nannie Helen Burroughs’ criticism of the white-

gloved society woman, Bethune rejected the notion that the NCNW would be another “society 

club,” but saw it instead as a place where women of all classes could meet and discuss their 

struggles.18 Invoking the wheel metaphor, Bethune explained that the council she envisioned 

would recognize the efforts and problems of people in the working classes and draw on the 

fervor with which women in disparate places were improving for their communities. By putting 

energy behind them, not dictating their initiatives, the Council would both be able to advance 

their causes and also direct the women towards a shared political agenda. This was even more 

urgent as, despite the great advances within the African American community for women, they 

were still neglected within national groups like the National Council of Women. She concluded 

her speech with this call, saying “let us fight today with Negro womanhood in mind.”   

 Most of the women in attendance endorsed the idea for the new council, one exception 

being Mary Church Terrell who, though she ultimately served as the NCNW’s historian, felt that 

the organization would not contribute any new work to what was already being done by groups 

like her own NACW.19 Addie Hunton, the early YWCA African American Secretary, was in 

attendance as a representative of Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority and drew the group’s attention to 

the international stakes of African American women’s work. When the floor was opened for 

discussion, she stated that “[The African American] problem is a world problem, no problem is 

settled until our problem is settled.” Hunton understood the global situation, as she had spent 

much time abroad as a YMCA worker during World War I and a participant in the Pan-African 

Congress of 1919 in Paris, and she served as founding Vice President of the International 

 
18 Hanson, 174. 
19 Meeting Minutes December 5, 1935, NCNW Papers, 4. 
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Council of the Women of the Darker Races, alongside other officers Mary Church Terrell, 

Charlotte Hawkins Brown, Addie Dickerson, and Nannie Helen Burroughs. All except for 

Burroughs were at the founding meeting of the NCNW. Therefore, Bethune’s global vision was 

supported by the other clubwomen in attendance who had spent decades building international 

profiles and pursuing transnational support for domestic work.20  

 Sue Bailey Thurman’s commitments to unity across racial and cultural lines undoubtedly 

found common cause with the NCNW’s inclusive mission. Her participation in this group 

allowed her to put her ideals into practice alongside some of the most influential women in the 

Black world. From the earliest years of the NCNW, Bailey Thurman helped set program goals. 

The first instance was in 1938 when she was one of approximately sixty members selected to 

meet with heads of several federal departments in the Presidential Mansion. In her company 

were Dr. Sadie T. M. Alexander, Eunice Hunton Carter, Sadie Mays, Dorothy Ferebee, and Mary 

Church Terrell.21 After the meeting, Mrs. Thurman helped to compile a report of the discussion 

which, taken together, “affirmed the belief in the valuable contribution that capable, well-trained 

Negro women could make in planning and carrying out Federal programs for social betterment.” 

In addition to their interests in integrating Black women into the larger social and economic 

programs of the federal government, the NCNW was particularly interested in the rural women 

of the South who worked as farmers and domestic workers.22  

 In the following years, Bailey Thurman’s influence became more prominent in the 

 
20 Rief, “Thinking Locally Acting Globally;” For more on ICWDR see Sheilena M. Downey, “Precursor 
to Women of Color Feminism: The International Council of Women of the Darker Races of the World 
and Their Internationalist Orientation.” Meridians (Middletown, Conn.) 19, no. 2 (2020): 271–77. 
21 “The National Council of Negro Women of The United States of America, Inc.: A Resume” 
Aframerican Woman’s Journal, 1 no. 1 (Spring 1940), 3, 5 (From this point, AAWJ). The article says 65, 
but there are only 56 listed in the picture.  
22 Ibid, 3. 
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organization. For the inaugural issue of the Aframerican Woman’s Journal, published in March, 

1940, the executive secretary Carina V. Roane prepared a “Resume” of the organization that 

identified their goals for the following five years. Of the nine initiatives listed, three of them 

align with Sue Bailey Thurman’s own work and two read almost explicitly as outgrowths of the 

Derricotte Scholarship: the establishment of new relations with women the East, especially India 

(the All-India Women’s Congress), and with Latin America, through tours, seminars and 

exchange of literature and fraternal delegates; and a national campaign against propaganda 

released through press, radio, stage, screen, and school texts attempting to actively or subtly to 

reflect discredit on African Americans.23 The final goal was to contribute to the creation of the 

World Center for Women’s archives, led by Mary Ritter Beard. These three goals were carried 

out through the Museum and Archives Committee, on which Bailey Thurman served and 

eventually led, and its publication The Aframerican Woman’s Journal, of which Sue Bailey 

Thurman was the founding editor. Her other significant contributions were made through her 

establishment of the San Francisco NCNW chapter as the Western Regional Director of the 

organization after her family’s relocation to California (which will be beyond the scope of this 

chapter), her chairmanship of the International Committee, and occasionally writing speeches for 

Mary McLeod Bethune.24  

 Sue Bailey Thurman claimed that her longing for a magazine that was written in the 

voice of Black women came to her while she was traveling through India, though the journalist’s 

 
23 “The National Council of Negro Women of The United States of America, Inc.: A Resume,” AAWJ, 3. 
24 Speech for Thirteenth Convention October 10, 1948, box 12, folder 9, SBTC. For more on San 
Francisco Chapter, see box 12, folder 8 and folder 11, SBTC. Mary McLeod Bethune to Sue Bailey 
Thurman November 6, 1945, series 4, box 1, folder 8, NCNW Papers. The other goals included Federal 
Anti-lynching legislation, endorsement of progressive labor organizations, government effort for 
conservation of natural resources affecting dust bowl victims, voter education, vocational guidance and 
counseling for young African Americans, and participation in larger majority group women’s bodies. 
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account in “Emancipation of the Negroes,” suggests that Bailey Thurman was already discussing 

plans for such a publication during her visit. As she explained in a statement for an NCNW 

Luncheon Seminar in 1979, “I wished for a journal published by black women in America to 

give to the vast numbers of Indian women, particularly the All India Women’s Congress who 

had expressed a growing, consuming interest in all matters concerning black women in all parts 

of the world.”25 The magazine was approved in the fall of 1939 and Bailey Thurman set to work 

collecting contributions for articles, artistic features, and, importantly a title. In a letter 

announcing the name to the Executive Committee, Bailey Thurman explained that she wanted a 

wholly unique name that was both dignified and euphonic. She decided on, The Aframerican 

Woman’s Journal: Magazine of the National Council of Negro Women Inc., which captured the 

two dimensions of the memberships identity – their race and their citizenship – both of which 

were necessary if the journal was to reach its intended audience.26  The former indicated a 

category that transcended the latter, appealing those outside of the United States while the latter 

would justify its inclusion in libraries and institutions outside of the Council.  

 That it presented the voice of African American women was perhaps the most significant 

characteristic of the magazine during Sue Bailey Thurman’s tenure as editor, and it was captured 

at every level of the production process beginning with her editorial vision, the selection of 

contributors, and even the printer Susie Green - one of the first black women to in the United 

States to own and operate her own printing press.27 Like the Derricotte Scholarship, the journal 

was deeply concerned with discrediting stereotypes of Black women, and minorities generally, in 

 
25 “Emancipation of the Negroes,” PHWT, vol. 1, 308; Letter for the NCNW Luncheon Seminar 
November 12, 1979, box 12, folder 9, SBTC. 
This echoes an argument about the interest of Indians in African American culture she made in a 1936 
article “The Indian Press and the Negro,” New Journal and Guide. 
26 Sue Bailey Thurman to Executive Committee March 4, 1940, box 12, folder 8, SBTC. 
27 Letter for the NCNW Luncheon Seminar November 12, 1979, box 12, folder 9, SBTC. 
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the white press. In her first article for the magazine titled “The Negro Woman in the Magazine 

Press,” Bailey Thurman chastised the carelessness of the most prominent periodicals when it 

came to matters related to African American women. “Whether this practice is devised to please 

large groups of leaders who must feed on such magazine content, we do not know,” she wrote, 

“but there has long been the question in the minds of thousands of readers as to how long the 

magazines written especially for home consumption will continue to make this special 

concession to bad taste.”28 At points naming specific authors, Bailey Thurman detailed some of 

the egregious depictions of Black women, primarily using the stereotype of the “Mammy” 

character. She was especially incensed by the fact that these characters were used in women’s 

magazines because of the role that the mother’s played in educating young children. Prejudice 

perpetrated in the home prevented children from learning dignity and respect for others, and 

Bailey Thurman listed the racial epithets and stereotypes that magazines were feeding through 

these direct lines into American families.  

  The problem with these depictions, beyond their obviously offensive nature, was that 

they claimed to offer some insight into the inner life or mind of, not only the characters, but the 

race more generally. Locke had pointed towards this same problem in his writings for the New 

Negro anthology when he reflected on the need for African American self-portraiture. He did not 

argue that the people using stereotypes were presenting a false insight into the spiritual lives of 

African Americans, but rather that they did not reflect the developments in Black inner life at all. 

Bailey Thurman took this further by writing that this behavior in magazines was “dangerous” 

and stated outright that with almost no exception this type of insight ought not to be attempted by 

someone outside of the race in question. The press’ “merciless” treatment of the poor with no 

 
28 Sue Bailey Thurman, “Negro Woman in the Magazine Press,” AAWJ, 1 no. 1, 7. 
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consideration to the “web of economic circumstances” that might influence their behavior was 

particularly disturbing to Sue Bailey because they ignored the depth of human experience. The 

Aframerican corrected these practices because it allowed Black women space to express the 

fullness of their own creativity, aspirations, and accomplishments. 

 It was important that the magazine not only refute negative claims about African 

Americans, but also offer an alternative characterization in its place. In the magazine’s first 

decade, it published biographical profiles of contemporary women, reports of council successes, 

political essays, art reviews, and material relating specifically to domestic matters like 

relationships and child rearing. Sue Bailey Thurman’s particular interest in the arts can be seen 

throughout the earliest issues of the magazine, both in their content and contributors. For the first 

two issues, Bailey Thurman included a series titled “A Symphony in Action,” which brought 

together art and women’s achievement through commissioned portraits and brief biographical 

sketches of significant Black women in 1939 and 1940. These included the singer Marian 

Anderson who had given her performance at the Lincoln Memorial in 1939, the first African 

American woman Judge Jane M. Bolin, professor of pedagogy at the University of Havana Dr. 

Ana Echegoyen, and Pennsylvania legislator Crystal Bird Faucet.29 The portraits were done by 

Lois Mailou Jones who taught art at Howard University for nearly fifty years and later became 

the journal’s art editor.30  

 The magazine also drew on Bailey Thurman’s networks from Harlem. The cover of the 

first issue included an image of a sculpture by Augusta Savage, Louise Thompson Patterson’s 

Vanguard co-founder, titled “Sermon in Stone,” which was a commentary on African American 

 
29 “A Symphony in Action 1939,” AAWJ, 1, no. 1, 10-18 and “A Symphony in Action 1940,” AAWJ, vol. 
1, no. 2, 19-27; Requests and Correspondence related to the Symphony feature in box 12, folder 8, SBTC. 
30 Jones also became interested in African motifs and incorporated them into her artwork. She served as 
an American cultural ambassador to Africa beginning in 1970. 
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women’s resistance to war.31 Savage’s feature was perhaps not surprising because of her 

relationship with Bailey Thurman, but in time it proved to a remarkable artifact. Even at the 

height of her success, Savage could only afford to work in plaster, so most of her work was lost 

or destroyed over the years. So, though Bailey Thurman likely did not realize it at the time, her 

decision to include the image on the cover preserved the piece, even if it was later destroyed.32 

The fourth issue featured a sculpture titled “The Wretched” created by another one of Bailey 

Thurman’s New York connections, and mentor to both Savage and Lois Jones, Meta Warrick 

Fuller.33 Another Harlem fixture, Jessie Fauset, joined the Aframerican as an associate editor in 

1944. Therefore, with Bailey Thurman at the helm, the journal synthesized the aesthetic 

aspirations of the Harlem Renaissance with the political agenda of the women’s club movement, 

creating a representation of Black women’s creative excellence and, to use Locke and Bailey 

Thurman’s assertions, their inner lives. Bailey Thurman was also consciously curating an archive 

of African American women. 

 

 

The Cuba Seminar 
 
 
  The second dimension of the Aframerican title was the international component, which 

featured prominently in the earliest issues of the journal. Some of the articles were translated into 

French and Spanish for the NCNW’s Haitian and Latin American audience.34 Bethune’s own 

 
31 AAWJ, 1 No. 1, 2.  
32  Jill Lepore, Joe Gould’s Teeth (Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 2016). 
33 For more on Fuller see Renee Ater and Meta Warrick Fuller, Remaking Race and History: The 
Sculpture of Meta Warrick Fuller (Univ of California Press, 2011). 
34 See “Le Counseil National Des Femmes Noire Des Etats – Unis D’ Amerique” and “El Concilio 
Nacional de Mujeres de Color de los Estados Unidos de America, Inc.,” AAWJ, 1 no. 1, 4; Madame Elie 
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global sensibility, born of her missionary interests, had imbedded an international dimension into 

the NCNW’s identity, but it was through Bailey Thurman’s particular efforts that a more 

cosmopolitan sense of world consciousness was translated into international experiences for the 

membership. The best example of this was the NCNW Seminar in Cuba, which took place 

August 17-27, 1940. After the Spanish American War and the Cuban War for Independence, 

African Americans and Afro-Cubans developed political, cultural, and economic relationships 

thorough which they exchanged visions of a liberated diasporic world.35 The NCNW’s Seminar 

contributed to this transnational dialogue when a group of its members arrived in Havana and 

embarked on a lecture tour of Afro-Cuban influence on Cuban culture.36 

  Afro-Cuban women faced similar challenges to African American women in the United 

States in regards to the impact of race and gender on their integration in to the larger women’s 

and Black men’s movements. The 1930s were a period of major progress in these areas and by 

the time the NCNW Seminar group arrived, Afro-Cuban women were serving in leadership in 

white organizations and the women’s movement had incorporated anti-racial discrimination 

policies into the resolutions of the 1939 National Women’s Congress.37 Like the NCNW, the 

Women’s Congress was also interested in the role of class and reframing the conversation 

surrounding personal behaviors and uplift in social change. The NCNW’s co-organizer in Cuba 

was the La Asociación Cultural Feminina, which had been established in 1935 and was 

comprised of elite Black Cuban women who were committed to “the civic and cultural 

 
Lescot, “La Femme Hatienne” AAWJ 1. no. 2, 18. Sue Bailey Thurman “El Seminario en Cuba,” AAWJ, 
1,no. 2, 7-8. 
35 See Guridy Forging Diaspora. 
36 Cuban Seminar Announcement, box 12, folder 8, SBTC. Guridy has an account of the trip in Forging 
Diaspora, 182-187. 
37 Takkara Brunson, “‘In the general interest of all conscious women: Race, Class, and the Cuban 
Women's Movement, 1923–1939,’” Cuban Studies, 46 (2018): 59-182. 
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betterment of women.”38 While they were a part of the larger movement of Afro-Cuban feminism 

that centered Black women in social reform, their membership and educational focus 

distinguished them from many of the groups that were aligned with the working-class.39 The 

NCNW was also hosted by Unión Fraternal and the Club Atenas. 

  The Seminar drew on the model of Hubert Herring’s Summer Seminars in Mexico and 

the spirit of the Derricotte Scholarship. Like the CCRLA’s Mexico Seminar, the NCNW’s 

seminar was comprised of three conferences at venues corresponding to the three host groups, 

and each included three lectures by local scholars and experts on topics that emphasized the 

commonalities between African Americans and Afro-Cubans. Examples of the lectures included 

“The Cuban Negro Woman in Her Battle for Liberty,” “History of Education and Culture of the 

Negro Woman in Cuba,” and “The Negro During the Period of Slavery in Cuba.” Excerpts from 

two of the lectures, “The Negro in Politics and Economics” by the labor leader Angel C. Pinto 

and “Cuban Negro in the Arts” by Black Cuban artist Theodore Ramos Blanco were printed in 

the Aframerican Woman’s Journal.40 All of the lectures were translated to English and distributed 

to American libraries, women’s organizations, and members of the Pan American Union.41 Like 

the Derricotte Scholarship, the event was designed to use personal relationships  to promote 

transnational solidarity. 

  The connection with Herring’s Seminar extended in multiple directions. In the Seminar 

issue of the Aframerican, Professor of French at Wilberforce University Virginia Simmons wrote 

an article on her travels to Mexico during the Fifteenth Annual Herring Seminar, which opened 

 
38 Brunson, 169; Guridy, 183. 
39 Brunson, 169. 
40 Ramos Blancos, “The Cuban Negro in the Arts – Painting and Sculpture,” AAWJ, 1, no. 2, 12. Angel C. 
Pinto, “The Negro in the Cuban Political Order,” AAWJ, 1, no. 2, 14. See also, Dr. Ana Echegoyen de 
Canizares “Cuban Social Life and the Negro Woman,” AAWJ, 1, no. 2, 9. 
41 Mrs. Thurman Leads Second Seminar to Haiti, box 12, folder 9, SBTC.  
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her eyes to a “New World” that she would otherwise never have encountered. After explaining 

the landscapes, cultural events, and lectures she experienced — including a visit to Leon 

Trotsky’s home for a meeting just months before his assassination — she explained to the readers 

of the journal that she felt a camaraderie with the nearly sixty other participants and viewed the 

Latin American peoples that she met as brothers and sisters. In the spirit of the Seminar, she 

concluded the article “World Peace, World Federation are not too much to anticipate in decades. 

Why must we lack in ideal, or yet retard our steps towards Pan-Americanism!”42  

  One of the other members of the Mexico Seminar that summer was Evelio Grillo, an 

Afro-Cuban American who, along with his siblings Henry and Sylvia, facilitated the NCNW 

Seminar through introductions with the Cuban organizations, logistical planning, programming, 

and translation.43 Henry Grillo, who served as the Seminar’s Business Manager, graduated from 

Bethune-Cookman Institute and moved to Washington D.C. to follow his mentor Mary McLeod 

Bethune.44 The younger brother Evelio found his way to the Thurmans while he was a student at 

Dunbar High School in Washington D.C. He used to spend hours at the family home, speaking 

with members of the Black intelligentsia like Ralph Bunche, Ernest Everett Just, and Thurman’s 

own student Melvin Thomas who Grillo came to call “Uncle Monk.”45 The month before the 

NCNW Seminar set sail for Cuba, Evelio Grillo, Melvin Thomas, and Howard University Dean 

Thomas Hopkins (“Uncle Tommy”) accompanied “Pops,” as Howard Thurman was known to 

Grillo, to Mexico where he was serving on the Seminar’s faculty. After the month-long affair, 

Grillo and Thomas drove back to Washington D.C. by way of Dermott, Arkansas so that they 

 
42 Virginia Simmons, “The Fifteenth Hubert Herring Seminar in Mexico,” AAWJ, 1, no. 2, 17. 
43 Sue Bailey Thurman, “The Seminar in Cuba,” AAWJ, 1, no. 2, 4; Guridy, 184-187.  
44 Guridy, 184; See Grillo Correspondence with Sue Bailey Thurman, box 3, folder 4, SBTC. 
45 Evelio Grillo, Black Cuban, Black American: A Memoir, Recovering the U.S. Hispanic Literary 
Heritage (Houston: Arte Público Press, 2000), 74.  
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could spend an evening with the “legendary Mother Bailey.”46 The following day they attended a 

church service held sat the Bailey home during which Melvin Thomas, who later mentored 

Martin Luther King, Jr., gave a sermon on the theme “There’s Always Room at the Top.”  

  Herring’s influence on Pan-American relations and liberal Christian views of such is 

compelling. For Afro-Cuban-Americans like the Grillos and African Americans like Bailey 

Thurman and the women of the NCNW, Pan-Americanism offered a significant opportunity to 

strengthen transnational solidarity of oppressed groups. Bailey Thurman advocated for the 

NCNW’s place as a representative of the larger Black world to white women’s Pan-American 

movements. She told Bethune “If the white women’s organizations will depend on ours to 

discover and bring to the public the contribution and need of the Negroid population of Latin 

America, we will be doing a great thing for all our people in this hemisphere.” She went on, “I 

don’t know whether the council membership as a whole realizes the importance of this but they 

must come to do so.”47 In Cuba, they recognized the eagerness with which Bailey Thurman and 

the delegation pursued this transnational enrichment, reporting that 

One immediate lesson we can learn from this visit: the conviction which 
the American Negro holds that one of the basic pillars of his general 
progress is to be found precisely in his own organization… but also as is 
happening today, they send their delegations abroad to observe the 
development of groups to which they are closely drawn ethnically, so that 
they can observe and learn from them whatever they may have of 
advantage for their culture and economy.48  

 
  Bailey Thurman’s emphasis on demonstrating Black contributions in the Americas 

correlates with what Frank Guridy identified as the “leisure” component of the study tour. 

 
46 Evelio Grillo, “A Night in Dermott,” box 3, folder 4, SBTC.  
47 Sue Bailey Thurman to Mary McLeod Bethune March 22, 1941, series 4, box 1 folder 8, NCNW 
Papers. 
48 Editorial in El Pais of the Havana Daily, August 22, 1940, Portuondo Cala, excerpted in AAWJ, 1 no. 2, 
6. 
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Referencing a banquet held at the Polar Gardens during the Seminar, Guridy suggested that 

“[s]uch descriptions suggest the ways the black cultural exchange tours of the Good Neighbor 

era sought to merge leisure activities with the loftier goals of cultural elevation and coalition 

building.”49 This observation is true, but could be amended to consider Bailey Thurman’s 

understanding of the relationship between cultural expression, representation, and personal 

dignity. In her comments to Bethune on the NCNW sharing the contributions of Afro-Latin 

American peoples with the white world, Bailey Thurman makes clear that these matters were still 

motivating her international work. Culture, demonstrated through interracial social events, 

provided an intimate understanding of not only different peoples’ experiences but also their 

humanity. This was the programmatic counterpart to Bailey Thurman’s politics of dignity.  

  The Cuba Seminar was so successful that the Museum and Archives Committee planned 

to have another Seminar the following year to Haiti. However, due to the escalating events of 

World War II, the trip had to be postponed and ultimately cancelled.50 Through the seminar 

Bailey Thurman joined the liberal traditions of the progressive Christian movement with her own 

view of relationship building between Black women, which allowed her to further advance the 

goals of the Aframerican by combatting propaganda and facilitating interpersonal relationship 

building on an international scale. Though the trip was only available to a select number of 

NCNW members, the distribution of the lectures and reports to not only the organization but also 

the larger public demonstrates Sue Bailey Thurman’s interest in accessibility. Printing excerpts in 

the magazine would also help readers understand themselves as part of larger heritage of Black 

women’s work. Without circulation records it is difficult to know exactly how many encountered 

 
49 Guridy, 187. 
50 Mrs. Thurman Leads Second Seminar to Haiti, box 12, folder 9, SBTC; Sue Bailey Thurman to Rachel 
Taylor, box 12, folder 8, SBTC; Mary Church Terrell to Sue Bailey Thurman 4/25/41, box 4, folder 18, 
SBTC. 
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the articles. There were complaints from some friends of the organization that the magazine was 

too expensive, suggesting that the working-class demographic, which remained elusive to the 

organization generally, would most likely not be subscribers.51 However, there were requests 

from different institutions that would reach these women including the YWCA and the New York 

Public libraries,52 suggesting that women outside of the middle-classes could have encountered 

them elsewhere.  

  Sue Bailey Thurman remained editor of the Aframerican Woman’s Journal until 1944, 

when she moved to the West Coast, at which point she was designated “Honorary Editor.”53 

Despite her new title, her work on the Museum and Archives Committee continued. Rather, she 

transitioned into a new role that embraced the title of the committee more fully. Over the 

following decade, Bailey Thurman began collecting, preserving, and publishing African 

American history. Mrs. Thurman aspired to be a “deserving, perceptive social historian,” which 

became her career for the remained of her life.54 These final sections will consider how her 

interpretation of social history practice reflected the tenets that had defined her international and 

interracial initiatives up to that point.  

 

 

Preserving Black Women’s Voices 
 
 
  The first Aframerican Woman’s Journal to be printed was presented to Mary Ritter Beard 

 
51 Examples of comments on price being too high: Portia L. Trea? To Sue Bailey Thurman January 1, 
1941, box 12, folder 8, SBTC; Mrs. W.A. Scott to Sue Bailey Thurman 3/13/41, box 12, folder 8, SBTC. 
52 Apex News and Hair Sara Washington to Sue Bailey Thurman January 22, 1941, box 12, folder 8, 
SBTC; Louise Polly Cochran to Sue Bailey Thurman February 5, 1941, box 12, folder 8, SBTC.  
53 AAWJ (March, 1945). 
54 BWOHP, 49.  
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at a luncheon on April 20, 1944, who “christened” the magazine and offered remarks on the 

occasion.55 The choice to have Beard, a white woman, designated as the guest of honor at the 

launch of a magazine committed to the voice of African American women was evidence of the 

editor’s view that the magazine would be meaningful beyond African American audiences and 

made clear the relationship of the magazine to the development of a Black women’s archive. 

Beard was a suffrage and labor activist who, along with her husband, the radical public historian 

Charles Beard, was committed to telling a more accurate history of the United States.56 Together 

they wrote the two volume The Rise of American Civilization, which, extending Charles Beard’s 

earlier work on the economic motivations of the Founding Fathers in creating the Constitution, 

cast American history as primarily defined by conflict between people with differing economic 

interests. Whereas Charles Beard’s project was focused on economic and political interpretation, 

Mrs. Beard set out to correct the negligible treatment of women in dominant historical narratives. 

Women, after all, had “played major roles and supporting roles in making all the history that 

human beings have made.”  

  In her 1933 book America Through Women’s Eyes she made her perspective clear writing, 

"If there is in all history any primordial force, that force is woman -- continuer, protector, 

preserver of life, instinctive, active, thoughtful, ever bringing thought back from sterile 

speculation to the center of life and work."57 Therefore the preservation of women’s lives and 

experiences was of the utmost importance. Thus, her idea for a World Center for Women’s 

Archives was born. The aims of the archive were to collect original documents pertaining to the 

 
55 Program for Christening Ceremony April 22, 1940, box 2, folder 4, SBTC; Mary Beard to Sue Bailey 
Thurman March 4, 1940, box 2, folder 4, SBTC.  
56 Tom Cutterham, “Charles Beard and the Politics of Radical Public History,” American Political 
Thought, 2, no. 2 (September 2013): 308–16. 
57 Mary Beard, America Through Women’s Eyes (New York: Macmillan ,1933), 7. 
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ideas and achievements of women, to restore women’s names to history, and to create narratives 

of important women for public use when the original materials were lost.58 

  The idea for a Black women’s archive predates Beard’s formation of the WCWA. Mary 

McLeod Bethune, with the encouragement of African American historian Carter G. Woodson, 

had called for the preservation of Black women’s materials during her leadership at the NACW.59 

Woodson was integral to the institutionalization of African American history as a discipline and 

established the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, now the Association for the 

Study of African American Life and History (ASALH), in 1915. In 1936, just after the NCNW 

was established, Mary McLeod Bethune became the organization’s first female president, a 

position she held for fourteen years, and it was at her that encouraged Woodson to start The 

Negro History Bulletin (Black History Bulletin) which provided lessons and articles about 

African American history to be used by teachers and the public.  

  So, when the project secretary Marjorie White reached out to Bethune asking if she 

would like to be involved with the project in 1938, she eagerly accepted.60 Bettye Collier-

Thomas’ “Towards  Black Feminism: The Creation of the Bethune Museum-Archives” offers a 

thorough account of the founding of the archive, its relationship with the World Center for 

Women’s Archives project, and the diverse approaches the NCNW took to spreading Black 

history. She is also attentive to the racial dynamics in the founding of the WCWA and the 

measured integration of Black women into the oversight of the project. She suggests that the 

development of the Black Women’s Archive, which outlasted the WCWA, and the eventual 

designation of the Bethune House as a National Historic Landmark at which the archive could be 

 
58 World Center for Women’s Archive Program, series 5, box 1, folder 1, NCNW Archive. 
59 Collier-Thomas, “Towards Black Feminism: The Creation of the Bethune Museum-Archives,” 44.  
60 Mary Ritter Beard Papers, 1935-1958, Bethune to Marjorie White, December 1938. A-9, 19, 
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University. 
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housed permanently, was a result of Bethune’s feminist vision for the organization and a major 

influence on Black women’s history as a practice.61  

  Bethune first recommended Juanita Jackson Mitchell as the NCNW’s representative, but 

she was unable to fulfill the obligations of the role. Bailey Thurman was brought in as a 

temporary replacement, but her management of the Derricotte Scholarship also prevented her 

from taking on the role permanently. She resumed the chairmanship in 1944 after stepping down 

from the editorship of the Aframerican Woman’s Journal.  Ultimately, the Director of the 

Moorland Library at Howard University Dorothy Porter (a fellow Faculty Wife Club member) 

filled the position, and Sue Bailey Thurman, Mary Church Terrell, Elizabeth Carter Brooks, and 

Juanita Jackson Mitchell were appointed as the remaining members.62 Each woman brought her 

own strength to the committee and the acquisitions process. Bailey Thurman was especially 

attentive to the preservation of local histories and encouraging women to participate in the 

collection of historical materials. She told Council members “to search their attics for 

documents, artifacts and relics of history to be in the museum at national headquarters.”63  

  When the committee was initially organized, they were charged with collecting materials 

related to African American history that would be a part of the WCWA, not a distinct collection, 

and therefore they followed Mary Beard’s guidelines for desirable materials. Beard 

recommended the expected items like magazine articles, pictures, letters, and official documents, 

but also suggested diaries, notes and memoranda, unpublished manuscripts, and publicity 

materials which might capture private elements of women’s lives. In a letter to Mitchell she 

 
61 For more on the dissolution of the WCWA see correspondence box 2, folder 23, Mary Ritter Beard 
Collection, Sophia Smith Women’s History Collection.   
62 On Mitchell’s time as committee chair see, White to Mitchell, September 27, 1939, Bethune to White, 
October 4, 1939, Porter to Hurja, January 11, 1940, box 1, folder 19, Mary Ritter Beard Papers 
Schlesinger Library. 
63 Letter for the NCNW Luncheon Seminar November 12, 1979, box 12, folder 9, SBTC. 
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made a specific note regarding materials related to African American women in the role as 

mother and wife, which she felt ought to be known as an important part of the story.64 The 

following year she wrote to Porter, “Papers. Records. These we must have. Without documents; 

no history.  Without history; no memory. Without memory; no greatness. Without greatness; no 

development among women.”65  

 The committee’s first opportunity to present their historical materials to the public was at 

the Negro Exposition in Chicago that lasted from July 4th through September 2nd, 1940 at the 

Chicago Coliseum.66 The Exposition was planned to commemorate the seventy-fifth anniversary 

of emancipation and to celebrate the achievements of African Americans since that time.67 Mary 

Ritter Beard suggested the NCNW’s involvement in March of that year and encouraged Bailey 

Thurman to reach out directly to Congressman Arthur Mitchell who was lobbying for the event 

on Capitol Hill.68  

 Porter, in her position as Howard University’s library director, had already been contacted 

about preparing a display of books for the event. Bailey Thurman took the lead in the 

preparations, and they were able to eventually secure a distinct space from the book booth. In 

curating the exhibit, Bailey Thurman actually collected some of the materials herself, which she 

then delivered to Chicago. She had to leave to return to D.C. and prepare for the Cuba Seminar, 

so Jeanne Young, a contributing editor to the Aframerican, and local graduate student Rosemary 

 
64 Beard to Mitchell, March 1, 1939, box 1, folder 19, Mary Ritter Beard Papers Schlesinger Library. 
65 Beard to Porter, March 31, 1940, box 1, folder 19, Mary Ritter Beard Papers Schlesinger Library. 
66 “American Negro Exposition Official Program and Guide Book, July 4 – September 2, 1940” The 
Library of the University of Illinois, https://libsysdigi.library.illinois.edu/OCA/Books2012-
02/americannegroexp00amer/americannegroexp00amer.pdf (Accessed June 30, 2023)  
67 American Negro Exposition, Chicago, 1940 Group II, Series A, General Office File, Folder: 001457-
003-0292, Papers of the NAACP, Part 18. Special Subjects, 1940-1955, Series B: General Office Files: 
Abolition of Government Agencies-Jews 
68 Beard to Sue Bailey Thurman, March 25, 1940, box 1, folder 19, Mary Ritter Beard Papers Schlesinger 
Library. 
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Lewis assumed responsibility for the duration of the event. Gathering the archival materials and 

oral histories herself was a practice that Bailey Thurman continued when she wrote her historical 

monograph on African Americans in California nearly ten years later. For this event, she met 

with Elizabeth Carter Brooks in New Bedford, Connecticut and with Anna Julia Cooper in 

Washington D.C.69  

 Acquiring the materials became as much a part of the historical record as the artifacts 

themselves. In her editorial for the Seminar issue in 1940, Bailey Thurman spent much of the 

article recounting her trip to Connecticut to visit with Brooks. Brooks was the first African 

American woman hired as a public-school teacher in New Bedford, created the New Bedford 

Home for the Aged, and served as the fourth president of the NACW. Bailey Thurman was “so 

eager to see her [in New Bedford], and have her become for those few brief moment the teacher 

for me.”70 Bailey Thurman did not report what Brooks provided her for the exhibit, but she did 

tell the readers about the sweet cakes they shared and their walk through town, meeting 

generations of students that Brooks had taught. She gave a few more details about Dr. Cooper’s 

materials, which included drafts of her forthcoming book, Life and Writings of the Grimke 

Family.  

  As would be expected, art was incorporated at into the Chicago Exhibit as well. 

Rosemary Lewis painted a mural on the back wall of the exhibit, and they displayed sculptures 

by African American women. The organization hosted a tea in honor of Augusta Savage, but it is 

not clear if her work was featured, as well as for Derricotte Scholar Margaret Bush, Lorraine 

Greene, and the composer Florence Price.71 The composition of the exhibit — integrating 

 
69 Sue Bailey Thurman, “From Northfield to Havana,” AAWJ, 1, no. 2, 3; “Negro Women’s Archives,” 
AAWJ, 1, no. 2, 29-31. Sue Bailey Thurman to Norman July 11, 1940, box 12, folder 6, SBTC.  
70 Sue Bailey Thurman, “From Northfield to Havana,” AAWJ, 1 no. 2, 3. 
71 Ibid. 
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personal encounters into the historical narrative, utilizing artistic works, and placing diverse 

women’s voices at the center — and her account of collecting the materials gave a preview of 

Bailey Thurman’s approach to history telling.  

  The Black Women’s Archive was the most successful part of the WCWA, which folded 

by the end of 1940. Beard circulated a letter to the Board tending her resignation in June, before 

the Negro Exposition had started, and by the end of November most of the materials had been 

assigned to new permanent repositories.72 The reasons for the dissolution were partially related 

to funding problems and World War II, but, according to scholars Nancy Cott and Mary Trigg, 

one of the major contributing factors could have been Beard’s own indifference on racial issues. 

According to the bylaws of the WCWA, women who were interested in contributing to the 

Archive had to join a local branch of the organization. The white members of the Washington 

D.C. group would not allow the NCNW committee members to join them, so Beard worked 

around it and had the women report directly to her and the Executive Committee.73 One of the 

members of the Executive Committee, NAACP and Urban League activist Miriam Holden 

criticized Beard’s decision to not confront the matter more directly. Beard repeatedly resisted this 

criticism by stating that she did not feel the issue to be significant enough to possibly damage the 

organization.74 According to Trigg, it is unclear whether the NCNW women were actually aware 

of these conversations and in the 1940 correspondence the reason for bypassing the Washington 

Unit is described to Porter as being related to the need to expand the NCNW committee. Further, 

Bailey Thurman maintained a relationship with Beard after the WCWA had ended and it is 

 
72 Discussion of distribution, November 25, 1940, box 2, folder 23, Mary Ritter Beard Collection, Sophia 
Smith Collection of Women’s History. 
73 Beard to Porter March 31, 1940, box 1, folder 19, Mary Ritter Beard Papers Schlesinger Library. 
74 Mary Trigg, “‘To Work Together for Ends Larger than Self’: The Feminist Struggles of Mary Beard 
and Doris Stevens in the 1930s,” Journal of Women’s History 7, no. 2 (Summer 1995): 16. 
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difficult to imagine that she would have if she was aware of Beard’s perspective.75  

  Regardless, the Black Women’s Archive continued their work throughout the twentieth 

century and as of 2023, it remains the only archive in the United States dedicated to African 

American women’s history. Bailey Thurman considered the archive to be the most important 

thing that the NCNW ever did.76 In 1945, S.E. Bailey seemed to agree when she donated one 

thousand dollars to the committee to support the creation of a museum. Bethune thanked her for 

her faith in the organization writing, “Your confidence in the work we are trying to do… your 

concept of the importance of gathering the tiny streamlets that have been flowing in order to 

make a great Amazon for us all and the unborn generations that are to follow — all this 

stimulates us so much.”77 She also thanked her for her daughter, the “international thinker and 

worker” who was contributing so much to the program through her own philosophy. 

  Mother Bailey’s money was not used for its intended purpose. Almost all of the money 

was redirected to cover other expenses, likely related to the purchase of the headquarters at 1318 

Vermont Ave., and there is no evidence that, despite the Executive Committee’s promises and 

Bailey Thurman’s firm demands, the funds were ever appropriately allocated.78 This, combined 

with the unrealized Haitian Seminar and the fact that the organization was never able to sustain 

partnerships with working class groups, reveal challenges of  the ideal confronting the real. Still, 

the NCNW’s vision for a diverse movement in which each woman was valued for her 

contributions to the race and encouraged to understand herself as part of a larger women’s 

tradition was carried forth by Bailey Thurman in her historical work. Through her community 

 
75 See correspondence between Beard and Bailey Thurman into 1950s in box 2, folder 4, SBTC.  
76 Collier-Thomas, 54. 
77 “Mrs. S.E. Bailey pioneer social and religious worker passes away in Arkansas,” box 1, folder 84, 
SBTC. Bethune to Bailey November 6, 1945, series 4, box 11, folder 1, NCNW Papers.  
78 See Collier-Thomas on funds being redirected; Bailey Thurman to Executive Committee of NCNW 
April 28, 1959, box 12, folder 8, SBTC.  
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history of African Americans in California and her editorship of the NCNW’s The Historical 

Cookbook of the American Negro she anticipated the later turn towards new social history and 

constructed a narrative of African American history that was international, multiracial, and 

prioritized women’s contributions as history makers and history keepers.  

 

 

Public History 
 

  While she continued to work on the Museum and Archives Committee for the NCNW, 

Bailey Thurman began creating her own profile as a historian. In her early editorials for the 

Aframerican she alluded to how she would join her spiritual understanding of individual 

expression with historical consciousness. In practice, this was enacted in collaborative 

community archiving and in the integration of historical figures into traditional religious 

practices including daily mediations and litany services.79 Many of her historical works are also 

multiracial and international, which reflects both her spiritual commitments to interracialism and 

her political program. Even writings that are not interracial, like The Pioneers of Negro Origin 

still endorse an integrated historical account, but emphasize Black contributions. This type of 

historical work also allowed her to promote a positive representation of African Americans 

beyond contemporary artistic contributions. She believed that this work was intimately related to 

the spirit because it gave people a sense of dignity and understanding about their place in a 

country that continued to deny their humanity:  

Through it all, and certainly beginning in Washington, I was doing my 
assignment, what was assigned to me as Sue Bailey could do. I was carrying 

 
79 Litany of Dedication for Mary McLeod Bethune, box 1, folder 4, SBTC; Sue Bailey Thurman, 
“Personalities of Springtime” in Mediations for Women.  
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that on and trying to establish Afro-American dreams, making it possible for 
more people to find their self-respect in reading our history, and learning more 
about where we came from, and with what gifts we might endow the land that 
we were brought to in chains.80  

 
  In 1986, John Hope Franklin wrote an essay positing four periods of African American 

historiography: 1) Pre-Civil War through the 1890s when scholars were not trained in 

universities and generally focused on the Bible as source material; 2) Early 20th century through 

1930s, which was exemplified by W.E.B. Du Bois and Carter G. Woodson’s embrace of the 

“scientific study” of history; 3) World War II through the 1970s when the first wave of 

university-trained scholars promoted and integrated interpretation of the nation’s history; 4) the 

emergence of the New Social History and Black Studies of the 1970s.81 Sue Bailey Thurman’s 

period of writing and the spirit of her larger political project, places her decidedly in the third 

period, which, drawing on the expanded employment opportunities and northern migration, 

sought to integrate African American history into a broader American narrative.82 However, her 

approach transcends this categorization in many ways as it draws on Carter G. Woodson’s 

commitment to archival collection and historical promotion, and anticipates social history’s 

preoccupation with the “common man.” Her focus on women is the primary reason for this 

synthesis, through which she moves beyond a traditional narrative or archiving practice to merge 

the two. This unique narrative structure allowed her to capture the labor of women in the 

preservation of history. 

  Though she was an integrationist and believed in American democracy, she was not 

 
80 BWOHP, 18.  
81 John Hope Franklin, "On the Evolution of Scholarship in Afro-American History," cited in Joe W. 
Trotter, “African-American History: Origins, Development, and Current State of the Field,” OAH 
Magazine of History 7, no. 4 (1993): 12–18. 
82 Trotter, 13. 



 

211 
 

 

 

uncritical of American culture nor was she blind to the dangers of historical romanticism. In an 

Aframerican editorial published during Black History Month titled “Paradoxes and Paragons,” 

she draws attention to the relentless attacks on the African American spirit through the tourism 

industry of the South. Describing herself as an “unromantic native” of the region, she described 

the disgust she felt at the “dramatic efforts to recapture the past and give off as inconsequential 

the tragic suffering of the Negro’s daily life during the period of America’s slavery years” taking 

place on former plantations across Alabama, Tennessee, Mississippi, and Arkansas. These re-

enactments for the amusement of white visitors were entirely negligent to the brutality of the 

practice, let alone the “sad face of a slave mother like Sojourner Truth, whose four children had 

been sold forever away during this recreated period.”  

  Her attack on the “vaudeville minstrelsy” of performing spirituals without recognizing 

the tragedy was, in many ways, aligned with R. Nathaniel Dett’s critique of Hampton Institute 

President James Gregg’s demands that he perform them for white audiences and the broader 

assumption that this was the great contribution of African Americans. In place of these 

performances, Bailey Thurman suggested African American poet and playwright May Miller’s 

play on the life of Harriet Tubman which was being performed in schools across the country, or 

refashioning the plantation tour to highlight the contributions of Black craftspeople who built the 

mansions that now stood as “monuments to the faith that [African Americans] had in their own 

minds and abilities.”83 Thus, while she was in many ways a cultural romantic herself, she was as 

much if not more a social historian who sought to confront white illusions with Black realities 

using African American’s own contributions.  

 
 

83 Sue Bailey Thurman, “Paradoxes and Paragons,” AAWJ vol. 1no. 3, 3-4; Ethyl A. Young-Minor, 
“Staging Black Women’s History: May Miller’s ‘Harriet Tubman’ as Cultural Artifact,” CLA Journal 46, 
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Meditating on History 
 
 
  In 1959, Bailey Thurman appeared on a program titled “Presenting Albert Schweitzer” 

hosted by Miriam Rogers and broadcast by Boston University, where her husband was serving as 

the Dean of Chapel. The interview was primarily about Phillis Wheatley and Amos Fortune, two 

African American figures from the eighteenth century, but towards the conclusion of the 

conversation, Rogers mentions that her guest had sent her a copy of “Mediations for Women,” a 

small book of daily devotionals published in 1947.84 Bailey Thurman had contributed the entries 

for the month of April. Taking a nominally historical approach, her devotionals honored Juliette 

Derricotte and Thomas Jefferson, both of whom were born and April and which took an “act of 

daring” on Bailey’s part, and Rabindranath Tagore who was born in May, but was considered the 

“poet of spring.”85  

  Bailey Thurman’s decision to use historical figures as the basis of her daily meditations 

provided the readers with a daily grounding in international and racial consciousness. It also 

established a practice that Bailey Thurman used later in the Historical Cookbook: building a set 

of historical figures that served as something akin to religious icons that one would acknowledge 

throughout the day. There was an entry for every day of the month that sometimes shared 

information about the figure, but more often it connected their legacy to broader spiritual themes. 

For example, Derricotte who, as has been discussed, was remembered by Bailey Thurman and 

many within the Student Christian Movement for her belief in internationalism is used an entry 

 
84 Miriam Rogers and Sue Bailey Thurman, “Interview with Sue Bailey Thurman on "Presenting Albert 
Schweitzer" with host Miriam Rogers, Side B,” The Howard Thurman Digital Archive, 
https://thurman.pitts.emory.edu/items/show/1282. 
85 Rogers and Bailey Thurman, Tape 2.  
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point into reflections on the significance of relationships. After sharing Derricotte’s biography 

over the first four entries, she turns to discussing the application of Jesus’ charge to “love thy 

neighbor” in different contexts. The scenarios grow in scale from knowing oneself, to building 

relationships with one’s actual neighbors, to finally consider the application to missionary 

practices. Bailey Thurman uses the name “messenger” to describe the missionary and writes the 

following in the meditation for April 8th:  

   Those who take their gifts afar will find other rare gifts offered in exchange— 
the glory of beauty and variety in all the peoples of the East. It should become 
a commonplace for natives of ancient oriental culture to hear the messenger 
declare on Sabbath morning, “You are beautiful people, as beautiful of face as 
you are potentially beautiful within. You re the kingdom of heaven. It is within 
you, within your face, within your eyes, within your heart…. There is inherent 
beauty in your speech. I have learned the literature languages, Bengali, 
Tagalog, or Mandarin, not only to offer the English Bible to you in their 
media, but because they reveal to me the subtle and inclusive evidence of God 
in the ‘other soul,’ which is the goal of all my questing in your midst.” The 
messenger, the seeker, then comes to affirm the unity of all sons of God, as 
one who knows and realizes the human experience of which he is a part. And 
in this act he bears invariable witness that he has not been brought to a land 
alien to his feet.86 

 
Here we see the most clearly articulated example of what it means for a missionary to affirm 

one’s personality and invite them into the universal Kingdom of God. She affirms their culture, 

emphasizes the connection between different peoples, and states outright that the culture is a 

reflection of the presence of God in the other person. This sentiment was amplified when Bailey 

Thurman wrote the section honoring Tagore, which, aside from the inclusion of two of his 

Gitanjali poems, actually focused on the women of India and their role as spiritual leaders in the 

home. Echoing her writings on India in the 1930s, she recounts how women light the home, 

literally through the lamp lighting ceremonies and spiritually thought the resulting diffusion of 
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spirit as “inner life.” She finally turns to the insight that poets, like Tagore, had of human 

relationships as a reflection of God.  

  Through the meditations, Bailey Thurman made historical consciousness – an 

understanding of one’s place as part of a larger process – a part of women’s everyday life. The 

Historical Cookbook of the American Negro, which was organized around a calendar of 

historical events, served a similar function. In both cases, the figures or events represent broader 

themes, but allow the readers to see them in the, predominantly African American, characters.  

  Generally, like the Meditations’ selection of three figures as representative of larger 

themes of spiritual liberation, Bailey Thurman used a “great women” approach to her histories, 

featuring 18th and 19th figures like Phillis Wheatley, Harriet Tubman, Sojourner Truth, but she 

placed them alongside contemporary figures including Mary Church Terrell, Mary McLeod 

Bethune, and Juliette Derricotte to create a lineage of activists who, using their different 

strengths, created a tapestry of women’s contributions to African American liberation. In one of 

her creative works, she placed the “Six Immortals” in a dialogue on a “Pilgrimage to Beckwith 

Pass,” the lowest passage through the Rocky Mountains connecting the Plains to the Pacific 

Ocean. It is named for the African American man who discovered it, John Beckwith, and Bailey 

Thurman chose it as her setting because it was “a symbol of the search for the smooth level of 

passage from person to person, group to group, in race relations.”87 Though she often used these 

women, she also gave great care to the preservation of other women through her writing of 

Pioneers and Historical Cookbook, at times integrating them into the narrative as well.  

 

 

 
87 The Six Immortals, box 1, folder 34, SBTC.  
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Community History Through Pioneers of Negro Origin in California and The Historical 
Cookbook of the American Negro  
 

  On a sunny afternoon in San Francisco, Sue Bailey Thurman stepped into the living room 

of Mrs. Charlotte Dennis Downs, the last living child of a man named George Washington 

Dennis. Her relation to Mr. Dennis is what brought Bailey Thurman to her home that day, as she 

was compiling research for a book on early African Americans in California. The author was 

charmed by the eighty-seven-year-old Mrs. Downs, who had a twinkle in her eye and the spirit of 

old San Francisco. Over the course of their meeting Downs told her that one day she “just 

walked away and married” her husband John Downs and they traveled to Shanghai and the 

Inland Sea. She spoke of her work at Golden Gate Park and the Panama Exposition, and even 

told a story about two of her suitors who jokingly proposed a duel to win her hand. She pulled 

out a newspaper article announcing the gala golden wedding reception for her parents in 1905 

and remembered fondly the city’s early African American community. She told Bailey Thurman, 

“They were just out of slavery indeed, but brimming over with ambition. They owned their own 

homes; their community was eager for knowledge. They forged ahead rapidly and left their mark 

on the city.”88 

Mrs. Downs and her memories of San Francisco made their way into Sue Bailey 

Thurman’s book, Pioneers of Negro Origin in California, and in many ways, they reflect the 

spirit of the text. Published in 1952, the title captures plainly the subject of the book, which 

recounted the experiences of African American settlers who traveled from the eastern and 

southern United States during the nineteenth century and contributed to the establishment of the 

 
88 Sue Bailey Thurman, Pioneers of Negro Origin in California (San Francisco: Acme Publishing 
Company, 1952), 10. 
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Golden State through a variety of fields including education, business development, and civil 

service work. This section will consider the Pioneers of Negro Origin in California as an 

expression of Sue Bailey Thurman’s unique approach to African American history, which 

reflected her commitments to interracial understanding, the celebration of African American 

culture, and the promotion of a sense of spiritual connection in human relations.  

The book started as a series of articles for The San Francisco Sun Reporter, a Black-

owned and operated newspaper, in 1949 to commemorate the centennial of the California Gold 

Rush. Bailey Thurman explained that there were more pioneers included in the book than in the 

series of articles, but does not indicate which were added. The book is organized into twelve 

chapters, each covering a person or institution: William Alexander Leidesdorff, George 

Washington Dennis, Alvin A. Coffey, Daniel Rodgers, Moses Rodgers, the First Colored Baptist 

Church (later Third Baptist Church) in San Francisco, the A.M.E. Zion Church in San Francisco, 

First A.M.E. Church in San Francisco, J.B. Sanderson, Biddy Mason, Mary E. Pleasant, Mifflin 

Wistar Gibbs, and the “Golden State Murals” of the Golden State Mutual Life Insurance 

Company in Los Angeles.  

Similar to the style of Carter G. Woodson, this format prioritizes the experiences and 

contributions of African Americans.89 Each chapter named for an individual pioneer contains 

standard biographical information – birth and death dates, professional accomplishments, and 

family details – and places their accomplishments in a larger narrative of emancipation and 

institution building. At least five of the featured pioneers had been enslaved – George 

Washington Dennis, Alvin A. Coffey, Daniel Rodgers, Biddy Mason, and Mary Pleasant – three 

 
89 Mary McLeod Bethune also served as president of the ASNLH from 1936-1952. See Pero Gaglo 
Dagbovie, The Early Black History Movement, Carter G. Woodson, and Lorenzo Johnston Greene 
(University of Illinois Press, 2007). 
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of which (Dennis, Coffey, and Rodgers) bought their freedom and one, Biddy Mason, won hers 

through the courts. All except for Mary Pleasant were brought west by their enslavers and forced 

to work for the enslavers’ profits. Bailey Thurman points out that this meant that the pioneers had 

to earn their own money in their spare time to pay for their freedom and their families, the rate 

for which was one thousand dollars apiece. In spite of their enslavers’ demands on their labor, the 

pioneers bought or litigated their freedom, beginning what Sue Bailey Thurman describes as the 

“great American story.”90  

This story, which highlights the transition from enslaved to business owner, property 

owner, educator, civil servant, or community leader, is the one in which Sue Bailey is most 

interested, and in its telling she displays her commitment to a historical account that captures the 

diverse origins of the state. In addition to a recounting of the numerous “firsts” attributed to 

Black pioneers including the first steamboat launched from San Francisco Bay (Leidesdorff), the 

livery stables in San Francisco (Dennis), and the first paper owned by African Americans in 

California (Gibbs), Bailey Thurman documents their personal lives – marriages, children, and 

character– in order to provide a whole depiction of the men and women who built California.  

In all the entries, the descendants of the pioneers are listed along with their 

accomplishments and professions. In some cases, like that of Moses Rodgers, the segments on 

their descendants are as long as their personal biographies. Cataloging the descendants created a 

permanent genealogical record of prominent families in California’s history, while also affirming 

their present positions in their respective communities. The same families whose ancestors 

served as the first African American municipal judge in the United States (Gibbs) or established 

the first public schools for African Americans in California (Daniel Rodgers) were still present in 

 
90 Pioneers of Negro Origin in California, 6. 
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those communities. Pioneers considers their lives as worthy of record as their prominent 

forebears, and necessary in the telling of African American history.  

This was particularly true of the women included in Pioneers. In addition to Biddy 

Mason and Mary Pleasant who have their own chapter, women are present throughout the text, 

often as community leaders and accomplished members of their families. In addition to several 

social workers, teachers, and college graduates, Bailey Thurman recognized women whose 

accomplishment were outside of the realm of public service or vocation. These included women 

like the granddaughters of Daniel and Moses Rodgers: Violet and Lulu. Both were gifted 

embroiderers and they each contributed pieces to the Panama Pacific Exposition in 1915. Violet 

won first prize, while Lulu was “honored to have the highest rate of insurance” for her entry. 

This treatment of women is representative of Sue Bailey Thurman’s catalog of work, which 

celebrated women’s diverse contributions to African American culture. She is also proposing an 

approach to history that celebrates the achievements of the average citizen who might not make 

it into the records of “great historical figures.” 

The women of Pioneers also play a prominent role as keepers of the history itself. Four 

women are named as being in contact with Bailey Thurman, sharing images, documents, and 

stories with the researcher. In these women, Sue Bailey Thurman sees the great spirits of the past 

and believes that through them she, and her readers, can learn the most about African American 

greatness in history. In her visit with Biddy Mason’s great granddaughter Gladys Owens Smith in 

Los Angeles, Bailey Thurman experiences a “quality of grace” that was made possible to 

Mason’s descendants by the matriarch herself. During their conversation Mrs. Smith shared a 

piece of wisdom passed on from mother to child through the generations: “If you hold your hand 

closed, Gladys, nothing good can come in. The open hand is blessed, for it gives in abundance, 
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even as it receives.” Sue Bailey Thurman commented to the reader, “Thus the greatness of Biddy 

Mason is given to us in a simple beatitude.”91 The connection between ancestor, descendant, Sue 

Bailey Thurman, and her readers is thus complete and a unity in the historical narrative emerges. 

Not only had she created a useful, and verified, historical study, but she had also demonstrated 

that these pioneers were not of a history fully passed. Rather, their roots remained firmly planted 

in some of these communities and their descendants carried on their work.  

Bailey Thurman’s description of her meetings with descendants also demonstrates 

Pioneers’ attention to the physical elements of history, evident in both its cataloging of archival 

materials and its description of urban space. Pioneers should be viewed as a printed archive, 

curated by Sue Bailey Thurman. In addition to the materials contributed by family members, she 

draws from materials at the Bancroft Library at University of California Berkley, the California 

Historical Society, secondary sources, conversations with other scholars, and institutional 

records from the studied congregations. Not only does she cite these materials, but in some cases, 

like that of Daniel Rodgers’ certificate of freedom, she includes the full text. At the time of 

Pioneers’ publication, the Rodgers family still held the document, dated 1859, which was drawn 

by a group of white planters in Arkansas. When Rodgers was taken to California by his enslaver, 

the man had agreed to sell Rodgers his freedom for the standard rate of one thousand dollars. 

However, after paying, Rodgers’ freedom was not given, and he was forced to travel back to 

Arkansas. Planters in Yell County heard of this trespass against Rodgers and combined their 

money with Rodgers’ remaining funds to buy his freedom a second time. The transcript is printed 

opposite three portraits: one of Daniel Rodgers at age 90, one of his son Jessie, his wife, and 

their seven children, and one of Cheris Pistorius, Mr. Rodgers’ great, great, granddaughter. 

 
91 Pioneers of Negro Origin in California, 47. 
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Underneath his certificate, printed in full with the names of the men from Yell County, Sue 

Bailey Thurman made a note: We have no record of any other incident like this in the struggle of 

the Negro for freedom in America.92  

Bailey Thurman joined his rare piece of history with other artifacts collected from 

across the state, to make a distinct archive of African American history in California. She 

positioned them alongside images, incorporated pertinent documents, and interpreted them for 

her readers. These printed genealogies, documents, images, and manuscripts outlasted any 

exhibit that might have been hosted by a civic or educational group and it did not require any 

institutional home for its long-term storage. Further, it allowed the families to contribute their 

rare and precious materials without having to surrender them permanently. It is worth noting that 

three years after Pioneers was published, The San Francisco African American Historical and 

Cultural Society was established, creating a place for artifacts of this kind. Sue Bailey Thurman 

was an early supporter of this organization and upon her husband’s retirement back to San 

Francisco, she continued her work with them as the Director.  

Since this was a printed archive, the physical element had to be communicated rather 

than experienced. Historians are familiar with the excitement of holding items like these in their 

hands or seeing the life of the material through its worn edges and fading lines. Sue Bailey 

Thurman manages to communicate this experience through her attention to the physical elements 

of both her research and subject. This is evident in her descriptions of encounters with the 

descendants, but it is also in her description of the artifacts themselves and her attention to place 

in her narrative. In her account of the founding of Mount Olive Church at Marysville, she 

explains that the property of the church, purchased in 1857, remains in the possession of the legal 
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heirs of the original three purchasers which she finds to be quite remarkable. She explains that 

the deed remains tucked away in the “dusty legal files” of the Yuba County Courthouse, where it 

has remained a silent tribute to the founders for ninety-five years. She compares a visit to this 

hidden municipal memorial to a pilgrimage, reflecting the spiritual element she sees in historical 

work. In these descriptions, the reader gets a sense of the document – hidden, worn, humble - 

without seeing it firsthand, while also feeling a sense of reverence for what it represents for the 

people of Marysville.  

Whereas the text contains these exhibition elements, it also acknowledges the space of 

the settlers. Bailey Thurman describes where the locations of settler businesses were and draws 

attention to the geographic breadth of their work in California. These details remind the readers 

that they are immersed in the history, even if they are unaware. They might learn that certain 

blocks they walk everyday were once owned by George Washington Dennis, though the 

buildings have been replaced and their history lost to time. Sue Bailey Thurman records and 

recounts these places so that the readers and visitors are aware of their proximity to these stories 

of freedom. As she explained, “There is magic in the names of the streets in San Francisco. 

‘Larkin,’ ‘Stockton,’ ‘Sutter,’ ‘Leidesdorff,’ ‘Folsom.’ …Some of them run parallel or across 

each other, as the blending of a dream.” She goes on, “Greater tribute may not be given the first 

pioneer of Negro origin who came to San Francisco… But the citizen of today – of whatever 

racial, creedal or national origin, migrant like himself – may walk ‘The City’s’ streets with 

dignity, knowing that Leidesdorff helped immeasurably to establish this right…”93 

Her attention to space and its ability to communicate historical legacy is important, as 

nearly a decade later she created the “Freedom Trails of Negro History in Boston” with her 

 
93 Pioneers of Negro Origin in California, 4-5. 
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daughter Anne. The trail coincided with her founding of the Museum of Afro-American History 

in the same city, which is now managed by the National Park Service. With the historian’s 

benefit of knowing where her work was headed, Pioneers takes on even greater significance as 

an early experimentation with urban history. Whereas takers of the Boston tour would be 

surrounded by the physical structures of historical significance like the African Meeting House 

and Faneuil Hall, Sue Bailey Thurman reconstructed them for her readers in Pioneers. In both 

cases, providing the reader with a spatial sense of the history aided in communicating the 

prevalence and impact of African Americans in the city.  

Through her community-oriented study of the pioneers and their descendants she 

offered a diverse history of California, featured the work of women, and affirmed the dignity of 

all her subjects. When the study is placed in the context of Bailey Thurman’s leadership in the 

NCNW Archives Committee, and her later work in Boston, one can envision the aspirations of 

the earlier Black women’s history movement and recover an important dimension to the 

development of professionalized African American public history. This would be a complete 

history in its historical diversity, in its acquisition and inclusion, and in its attention to the 

complete person in action and spirit. It would reflect Sue Bailey Thurman’s belief, written in 

Pioneers, that history unites people and institutions and that it should tell of the many hands that 

helped form the structure of American communities. She also made clear that she believed Black 

history to be community-oriented, non-elite, and attentive to women. 

 Sue Bailey Thurman mastered her synthesis of community and great figure history in The 

Historical Cookbook of the American Negro, which is comprised of a collection of crowdsourced 

recipes celebrating significant people, events, and institutions in African American history. The 
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book was a fundraiser for the organization to celebrate the Centennial of the Civil War.94 Bailey 

Thurman spent years developing the historical calendar, collecting information pertaining to the 

honorees, and soliciting recipes from NCNW members and friends of the organization. The 

result is a wholly unique history text that insured that African American history could find its 

way into Black homes. According to longtime NCNW president Dorothy Height, Sue Bailey 

Thurman insisted that the cookbook follow a monthly structure, rather than grouping the recipes 

by type or season as the publisher requested. Beginning with January 1st, “New Years and 

Emancipation Proclamation Day” and ending with family recipes submitted by charter members 

of the NCNW on December 31st, the book includes dedications to major figures including 

Margaret Murray and Booker T. Washington, Phillis Wheatley, Harriet Tubman, Howard 

University, Alpha Kappa Alpha, and Juneteenth. However, it also recognized lesser-known 

people like Susan Elizabeth Frazier and Charlotte Andrews Stevens, the first Black teachers in 

the New York Arkansas Public Schools respectively, and those who might not immediately come 

to mind as part of the canon of Black history figures like musician W.C. Handy. Further, though 

Bailey Thurman frames the text as honoring the “great spirits of the past,” through selected 

vignettes of the different people and organizations that submitted recipes, the book also 

integrated the contributors into the narrative. 

Each recipe was accompanied by a biographical sketch of a corresponding figure and 

some included more than one recipe. For example, the entry for March 10 includes recipes for 

“Cornbread Harriet Tubman” and brownies, submitted by the honorary president of the Council 

Vivian Carter Mason and the Syracuse Council (the closest branch to Tubman’s home), 

respectively. The entry actually opens with a letter submitted by Mason recounting her parent’s 

 
94 Sue Bailey Thurman, Anne Bower, and National Council of Negro Women, The Historical Cookbook 
of the American Negro, (Beacon Press, 2000).  
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relationship with “Aunt Harriet,” who used to visit their home and tell “hair-raising stories” of 

her escape from slavery and subsequent returns to the South to assist others in their escape to 

freedom. Mason recalled, “As she talked, her head thrown back and eyes closed, we were in the 

woods with her tramping at night through stony creeks where the water was cold, hiding in the 

bush during the day and glad for a piece of cornbread washed down by the water of a hidden 

spring.”95 In the brief biographical sketch following the second recipe, Bailey Thurman reflected 

that Mason’s account made it possible for everyone to “pull up a chair” and hear Tubman’s 

stories. She also mentioned the different ways that the Council had commemorated the “patron 

saint” of their magazine. 

 Like her report of collecting the materials for the 1940 Exposition in Chicago, Bailey 

Thurman acknowledged the different women who went “into attics and basements; into boxes 

and chests, pulling out old relics of social, economic and political history” and the different types 

of materials they contributed. Some of these, like Dorothy Porter were expected as she had 

access to one of the great African American libraries in the country. Others were sent by archival 

amateurs. For example, she cites Virginia-based NCNW chapter leader Sadie Doles Wyche who 

took her own camera to take photos of the scene of Nat Turner's insurrection, which were 

included in the August entry for “Nat Turner Crackling Bread.”96  There were others who dug in 

local archives and sent in press clippings, making the book in many ways a complement to the 

printed archive in Pioneers. In fact, unlike other cookbooks that feature images of the food, this 

book included exclusively historical materials including scans of newspaper articles, poetry, 

pictures, and original art. 

This “palatable approach to history, as Bailey Thurman described it, was designed with 

 
95 Historical Cookbook, 29. 
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the female membership of the NCNW in mind. Certainly a history-themed cookbook would have 

been a fun gimmick for a fundraising campaign, but the book also encouraged women to assume 

the role of history educators in the home. This would have been a direct solution to Bailey 

Thurman’s earlier comments on the women’s magazines perpetrating stereotypes in the home, as 

women would be able to read the recipes and historical details themselves, and then share them 

with their family over the dinner table.  

The book was dedicated to four women – Mary McLeod Bethune, Mary Church Terrell, 

Mary Beard, and Madame Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit – and Franklin Delano Roosevelt. This 

recognition of Madame Pandit captures the international scope of the book. It includes recipes 

that honor Haitian Independence, Ghana’s Independence, and an entire section on the United 

Nations and the approval of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This integrated 

diasporic and international elements into the historical narrative and, like the articles in the 

Aframerican Woman’s Journal promoted a transnational consciousness among its readers 

Celebrating these events alongside domestic figures would have reminded the women that the 

story of their past was always connected with a larger world. It’s inclusion of white abolitionists 

and politicians also made the history interracial, thus reflecting both Bailey Thurman’s 

commitment to interracialism and her interest in promoting an integrated American historical 

narrative. The cookbook sold well, and the organization eventually published three more 

community cookbooks in the 1990s, though never a second volume of the historical cookbook 

which Bailey Thurman had hoped to create. She did make another cookbook around this same 

period to raise funds for the Hostess Committee for International Students at Boston University, 

which included recipes from around the globe submitted by faculty members and students.97  

 
97 The International Cuisine, box 7, folder 6, SBTC.  
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Through her leadership of the Aframerican Woman’s Journal and the NCNW’s Museum 

and Archives Committee, Sue Bailey Thurman promoted an international and interracial 

perspective on African American women’s place in a rapidly changing world. She translated the 

cosmopolitan sensibility of many middle-class women into tangible relationships between 

women of different cultures, through which they would be able to more intimately know the 

concerns and priorities of women in the diasporic world. Further, she sought to help them come 

to a better understanding of themselves by promoting African American history and, importantly, 

women’s labor in supporting that history, not the least of which was creating the journal itself. To 

achieve this, she drew on her relationships with members of the liberal Christian establishment, 

the political Left, and the Black artistic establishment. Through the Museum and Archive 

Committee’s great efforts, the NCNW archive became the place for these glimpses into women’s 

inner lives to be preserved for posterity. Thus, these years saw a certain realization of Bailey 

Thurman’s interest in internationalism, womanism, and cultural representation, the fullest 

expression of which would be realized through her simultaneous leadership in the interracial and 

interdenominational Fellowship Church in San Francisco. In that role, Bailey Thurman promoted 

a global consciousness through cultural and historical programming in a spiritual environment, 

which, in many ways complemented her writing for Meditations, but allowed her to dictate the 

encounters that people had with different racial and cultural groups.  

Sue Bailey Thurman continued her public history work throughout the 1960s and 1970s, 

as the discipline of African American Studies and the practice of social history matured. Though 

her impact on these fields has yet to be explored, her and other African American women’s work 

preserving historical materials, not to mention her maternal relationship with pioneering historian 
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and African American Studies scholar Nathan Huggins, necessitate a closer look. As a historian 

and an intercultural educator, Bailey Thurman sought to support the spiritual development of 

African Americans, which she felt to be a significant component of the larger fight for freedom. 

She explained to Beth Rhude, “I knew that I could carry on this battle in a certain way that would 

be more effective than walking in the streets. It turned out to be so.”98 Like Howard Thurman’s 

role as a spiritual mentor to civil rights leaders, Sue Bailey Thurman found her place in 

strengthening African American self-knowledge and in turn, their understanding of themselves as 

part of a larger global struggle between imperial oppression and individual dignity.  

  

 
98 BWOHP, 7. 



 

228 
 

 

 

CHAPTER 6 
 
 

Pioneers in San Francisco: Fellowship Church and the United Nations 
 
 
It is said with dry humor around the NCNW House in Washington, that the founding of United 
Nations in San Francisco, the year 1945, went off into history “before the dawn of women” 

- Sue Bailey Thurman, NCNW Participation at the UNCIO1 
 
 
 

 Sue Bailey Thurman’s interest in the early Black pioneers of California was perhaps 

inspired by her own move to the west coast. Years later in his autobiography Howard Thurman 

described them as such when reflecting on the cold, foggy day that they “shivered into San 

Francisco.”2 Though she had traveled around the world, Sue Bailey Thurman had never lived 

west of the Mississippi. However, California proved to be the place that allowed her to unlock a 

dimension of her professional work that directly addresses international affairs. Through the 

Fellowship Church and the United Nations, Bailey Thurman articulated her vision for 

internationalism at the programmatic and political levels.  

 The Thurmans were called to California by their shared vision for racial reconciliation, 

which took root in their minds while traveling in India. Now, nearly ten years later, they were 

given the opportunity to fully pursue this dream as leaders of the country’s first intentionally 

interracial and interdenominational church. Fellowship Church, as it came to be called, was 

started by a group in San Francisco in response to the massive demographic shifts brought on by 

World War II. One of the church’s early founders, Presbyterian minister Alfred Fisk, reached out 

to Howard Thurman for his recommendations for a Black graduate student (for whom the part-

time pay would have been appropriate) who might be interested in taking the position of co-

 
1 MS: Participation in the UNCIO, box 1 folder 53, SBTC.  
2 Thurman, With Head and Heart, 141. 
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pastor alongside Fisk. Eventually, Thurman took the position himself and the entire family 

moved to California to establish what Peter Eisenstadt and Quinton Dixie have described as the 

most precious of Thurman’s possessions.  

 Despite the fact that as of 2023 Fellowship Church continues to serve the Bay Area in the 

spirit of Howard Thurman, for many years the church was neglected in historical accounts 

outside of Thurman studies. During his own life, Thurman published two books that discussed 

the history of the church, one of which was an invaluable collection of letters between him and 

the church’s co-founder Alfred Fisk prior to the Thurmans’ relocation to California.3 Eisenstadt 

and Dixie’s Visions of a Better World offered the best scholarly assessment for many years, but 

since 2020 two monographs have been published that position Fellowship Church as part of a 

tradition of liberal Christian attempts at social reform, and Peter Eisenstadt and Paul Harvey 

have completed two biographies of Howard Thurman, both of which explore the congregation in 

greater detail. While scholars are correct to emphasize the larger intellectual and social context 

of the church (and Howard Thurman) there is no denying that in totality the church became 

inseparable from Thurman’s theology and influence. However, even his own popularity and the 

alignment between the church’s character and the social spirit of the age could not achieve a 

revolutionary change in America’s religious, social, or political life.  

 With all of the scholarly attention to the disappointment and disparities of the church, there 

has been little consideration given to the place of Sue Bailey Thurman and her crucial role in 

developing the program of the church. Not only was Bailey Thurman with her husband in his 

meeting with Gandhi and at Khyber Pass, two events that are typically cited as origin points for 

 
3 Howard Thurman, The First Footprints: The Dawn of the Idea of the Church for the Fellowship of All 
Peoples: Letters between Alfred Fisk & Howard Thurman, 1943-1944. (San Francisco, Calif: H. 
Thurman, 1975); Howard Thurman, Footprints of a Dream: The Story of the Church for the Fellowship of 
All Peoples (Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2009).  
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Howard Thurman’s interest in an interracial congregation, but as was discussed in the previous 

chapter, during their time in Washington D.C., Sue Bailey Thurman contributed to the spiritual 

life at Howard University, made significant developments in the field of African American 

history through her work with the National Council of Negro Women (NCNW), and promoted 

an international consciousness across the United States through her lectures and workshops. 

Bailey Thurman understood the work in San Francisco not as an interruption to these projects, 

but an extension. She explained, “All the work I'd done at Howard University was in preparation 

for the development that would come later at the Church of the Fellowship.”4 When they settled 

in San Francisco, she became the chair of the International Workshops and represented the 

church at the UNESCO conference in 1949. Outside of the church, she established an NCNW 

chapter in San Francisco to support Black women’s organizing and she represented the 

organization as an unofficial delegate to the first meeting of the United Nations in 1945, from 

which she published a series of articles for Black magazines and newspapers.  

 These efforts were integral to the mission of the church and paralleled the civic efforts of 

Howard Thurman. Bailey Thurman’s approach to the International Workshops reflect the work 

in which she had been engaged since her time with the YWCA: promoting the humanity and 

dignity of oppressed groups through cultural awareness and relationship building. Though most 

of her efforts in the 1930s were pursued within African American spaces, interracialism was 

always a goal for Bailey Thurman. Thus, by studying the programs of the International 

Workshops, and how they measured their success, we can gain insight into how the Thurmans 

translated their religious commitments to personality and dignity into cultural programs based on 

Sue Bailey Thurman’s program experience. Sue Bailey Thurman’s coverage of the first meeting 
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of the United Nations in 1945, just one year after their arrival in California, also highlights her 

role as an international expert both within the NCNW and in the African American press writ 

large.  

 Taken together, her work at Fellowship Church and reporting at the United Nations 

illuminate the intersections between the secular and sacred dimensions of Bailey Thurman’s 

practice of internationalism. San Francisco, one of the most ethnically diverse cities in the United 

States during the 1940s, provided the setting to experiment with interracial living unlike they had 

been able to in any other city and Fellowship Church offered institutional freedom to build a 

religious program to their particular spiritual specifications. This chapter will explore the 

continuities between Bailey Thurman’s work in Washington D.C. and California, and the ways 

in which her outlooked shaped other people’s exposure to international ideas during a period of 

transformative global change.  

 

 

Fellowship Church 

 

 Though Howard Thurman became the most visible and enduring leader of Fellowship 

Church, its origins of the church predate his involvement. Intellectually, the church aligns with 

the liberal turn towards a more socially-minded and interdenominational activist Christianity and 

represents the culmination of this trend and the growing presence of nonviolence as a pillar of 

the liberal Christian program.5 As his international presence increased, Gandhi loomed large over 

 
5 Amanda Brown’s recent study of Fellowship Church traces the intellectual connections between the 
church and theological liberalism. Amanda Brown, The Fellowship Church: Howard Thurman and the 
Twentieth-Century Christian Left (Oxford University Press, 2021).  See also Thompson, For God and 
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progressive Christians; for white Christians, this new form of nonviolent resistance and the 

Quaker pacifist tradition offered a way to bring about world and social peace, an urgent concern 

in the years after World War I; African American Christians saw in Gandhi’s nonviolent crusade 

against the British a means of abolishing Jim Crow and global imperialism.6 Prior to the 

nonviolent direct action of the Civil Rights Movement, activists like A.J. Muste experimented 

with noncooperation in labor demonstrations but the ideas also found expression in communal 

and interracial communities inspired by Gandhi’s ashrams. According to Victoria Wolcott, this 

utopian fellowship movement, which began in the late 1930s, was unique in its belief that the 

means of change were as important as the desired outcomes. Thus, the movement’s 

commitments to cooperative living, interracialism, and nonviolence were in themselves 

expressions of a more just world.  

 This was true of the early Fellowship Church organizers — women who were known as 

the Sakai Group — who were inspired by Gandhi devotee Muriel Lester to live cooperatively 

among people of different races and serve the needs of their community. They resided in the 

Fillmore district, a neighborhood that had historically been home to the large Japanese 

population of San Francisco, but transitioned to a Black neighborhood during World War II. The 

change was prompted by Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Executive Order 9066, issued in 1942, 

which authorized the internment of Asian, German, and Italian Americans in internment camps 

across the western United States in response to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Between 

1940 and 1945 San Francisco lost nearly four thousand nonwhite residents who were a race other 

 
Globe; Azaransky, This Worldwide Struggle; Kosek, Acts of Conscience; Victoria W. Wolcott, Living in 
the Future: Utopianism and the Long Civil Rights Movement (University of Chicago Press, 2022). 
Research for and portions of this chapter are also drawn from Kayleigh Whitman, “Trumpet in the West: 
The Program and Struggles of the Church for the Fellowship of All Peoples in San Francisco, 1943-
1963,” (MA Thesis: Brandeis University, 2015).  
6 See Dickerson, Kapur, Azaransky, Scalmer, Siracusa.  
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than black.7 Though this number likely included people of races other than Japanese, the 

internments were undoubtedly a factor in the Black population becoming 53% of the nonwhite 

inhabitants of the city by 1945.8 The Sakai Group took their name from the Japanese family in 

whose home they lived and they sought out relationships with the new Black families that moved 

into the neighboring houses.9  

 During World War II, one million African Americans relocated from the South to take 

advantage of the increase in industrial job opportunities. California experienced the largest 

increase in black population with 258,900 new residents coming between 1940 and 1950. By 

1945, the African American population had increased by six hundred percent.10 In the late 

nineteenth century San Francisco was the Black economic, cultural, and political center for the 

state of California and the city had abolished most of its segregation laws by 1900. African 

Americans could enter almost all public places, were not confined to specific areas of residence, 

and attended integrated schools.11 This was undoubtedly a result of the fact that the number of 

African Americans who lived in the city was marginal, so the massive increase in Black presence 

put pressure on this established balance, especially in the areas of housing and labor. Occupancy 

clauses restricted African Americans to certain areas and an estimated eighty to ninety percent of 

Bay Area neighborhoods were closed off to non-white white residents.12 Racial hostilities did not 

reach the violent levels that they did in other cities like Chicago, but they did create more rigid 

 
7 Albert S. Broussard, Black San Francisco: The Struggle for Racial Equality in the West, 1900-1954 
(University Press of Kansas, 1993), 135. 
8 Ibid. Albert Broussard provides the statistic of 58% in his article “Strange Territory Familiar 
Leadership,” but Black San Francisco was published seven years later. The statistic reported in that text is 
the one used here. 
9 Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 29. 
10 Broussard, Black San Francisco, 133.  
11 Ibid, 3-6. 
12 Broussard, “Strange Territory Familiar Leadership,” 21. 
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residential boundaries than had ever existed in the city. Albert Cleage Jr., who came to be known 

for his Christian Black Nationalism work in Detroit, moved to San Francisco to serve as an 

intermediate pastor until Howard Thurman could depart from Howard University. Reflecting on 

his time in California, he wrote that twenty thousand African Americans were squeezed into 

residences that had formerly housed only eight thousand Japanese occupants. The city had “riot-

jitters” and that everyone was waiting for the signal to lash out. Cleage explained,  

 
San Francisco didn’t like the “new Negro.” They didn’t like his independence, his 
war-boom pay-checks, and most of all they didn’t like his increasing numbers. 
Very trivial things loomed large in their discussions of the “problem”, “the way 
Negroes crowded onto the streetcars to get home from work” “the way Negro 
women entered the most exclusive shops in their work clothes.”13 

 

 The Sakai Group believed that their religious meetings could serve as a solution to these 

racial problems, so they reached out to Presbyterian minister and philosophy professor Dr. 

Alfred Fisk for his help to establish a more permanent “Neighborhood Church,” where they 

began holding weekly worship services, occasional dinners, and a small children’s group.14 Fisk 

secured funding from the Wartime Service Commission of the National Presbyterian Board of 

Missions to support their work and was able to use a former Japanese Presbyterian Church in the 

Fillmore District to use for their services.15 All that was left was to recruit a Black co-pastor to 

establish equality between the races at the leadership level. Alfred Fisk contacted Fellowship of 

Reconciliation leader A.J. Muste for his recommendation. Muste connected him with Howard 

Thurman in the hopes that the latter would know of a graduate student or part-time minister to 

 
13 Albert Cleage, Jr., “Fellowship Church: Adventures in Interracial Understanding” NOW, first half 
October 1946, 4.  
14 Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 30. 
15 Pre-Organizational Meeting of the Committee for Social Action, February 20, 1944, 
box 58, folder 21, The Howard Thurman Collection, Howard Gotlieb Archival Research Center, 
Boston University (From this point HTC); Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 29. 
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take on the role. Eventually, Thurman decided to take the role himself and the family moved 

West.  

 When Fisk and Thurman first connected in 1943, Sue Bailey Thurman was in Oberlin, 

Ohio taking advanced classes at her alma mater. She later recalled her husband calling her after 

receiving Fisk’s first letter and his concerns that a young graduate might not be ready for such a 

venture. After some thought he said “I might just go myself to help them get started and perhaps 

establish meanwhile a pilot project that would witness to the nation.”16 Bailey Thurman’s 

reflection, combined with a lack of other supporting evidence, refutes some scholars’ assertions 

that she was resistant to the idea at first because she did not want to leave Washington D.C. Not 

only did both she and her husband meet with Channing Tobias upon their return from India to 

discuss the possibility of an interracial church in New York City, but at the time of this fateful 

correspondence she was already away from Washington and likely already doing her NCNW 

work remotely.17 Further, there was no indication that this would be anything beyond a 

temporary relocation and even Howard Thurman believed he would be returning to Washington 

D.C, requesting only a temporary leave from his post at Howard University.18 Thus, as Thurman 

said to Fisk throughout their correspondence, both Mr. and Mrs. Thurman were prepared to bring 

their talents to San Francisco.  

 The details of the founding of the church have been well documented by, not only 

Thurman and Fisk themselves, but also Walter Fluker, Peter Eisenstadt, Quinton Dixie, and 

others, thus a recounting is not necessary in this project.19 There are two themes of the project 

 
16 History of Fellowship Church, box 1, folder 2, SBTC. 
17 Ibid; BWOHP, 26. 
18 Thurman, With Head and Heart, 141. On the extension of Thurman’s leave see Howard Thurman to 
Mordecai Wyatt Johnson March 4, 1946, PHWT, vol. 3, 177-179. 
19 Fluker, “Biographical Essay,” in PHWT, vol. 3; Eisenstadt and Dixie, Visions of a Better World; 
Brown, The Fellowship Church. 
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that do merit emphasis in the context of Sue Bailey Thurman’s own contributions to the church 

and larger religious reconstruction project. The first is the church’s refusal to engage in the 

mission church model or social gospel/reform practices generally and the second, intimately 

related to the first, is the meaning of interracialism as a practice in the church. The latter of these 

will be explored primarily through a study of the International Workshops of Fellowship Church, 

in which Sue Bailey Thurman served in a leadership role.  

 

 

Fellowship Church’s Founding and Its Challenge to the Social Gospel Legacy 

 

 Most narratives of Fellowship Church’s founding begin with Howard and Sue Bailey 

Thurman’s experience at the Khyber Pass in Afghanistan in 1936, shortly after their historic 

meeting with Mahatma Gandhi. There, they “saw clearly” their task in the United States: “… we 

must test whether a religious fellowship could be developed in America that was capable of 

cutting across all racial barriers, with a carry-over into the common life, a fellowship that would 

alter the behavior patterns of those involved… to find out if experiences of spiritual unity among 

people could be more compelling than the experiences which divide them.”20 Upon their return 

to Howard University, as Chapter Four demonstrated, both Thurmans began addressing this 

project through different means. For Howard Thurman, it was primarily through his experiments 

at Rankin Chapel. Sue Bailey Thurman established international relationships and consciousness 

through her lectures, writings, and the Derricotte Scholarship. At the same time, she began 

collecting and preserving African American history, work which only increased after their move 

 
20 Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 24. 
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to California. So, when Muste contacted Thurman on behalf of Fisk, it seemed as though it was 

fate — the opportunity to institutionalize the spiritual yearnings and social initiatives inspired by 

their experiences in India. 

 However, scholars have correctly pointed out that the history of the church extends 

beyond the Thurmans and Khyber Pass and that there were cultural changes that supported the 

success of the church at that point in the 1940s. One of the main factors in Fellowship Church’s 

success was the growing acceptance of racial and cultural pluralism in American society during 

World War II. Building on the spirit of Christian internationalism and middle-class 

cosmopolitanism, the culture of pluralism promoted cooperation among American citizens to 

support democratic victory in the war and, as the Cold War loomed on the horizon, became for 

many an earmark of the American experience that distinguished it from the totalitarian regimes 

of Europe and Asia. Thus, while racial peace in San Francisco was deteriorating, there was a 

growing interest in cooperation among the liberal public, and Fellowship Church leveraged this 

spirit in the 1940s to establish an interracial congregation.21  

 Finding a balance between these two perspectives — one that centers Howard Thurman 

and one that emphasizes broader intellectual continuity — is necessary as neither is completely 

sufficient. The Khyber Pass narrative puts the church wholly within Thurman’s biography, which 

ignores the larger transformations in American religious culture. At the same time, the church 

was distinct from the other liberal attempts multiracial congregations primarily as a result of 

Howard Thurman’s theological outlook, which was not totally aligned with the liberal Christian 

perspective. David Chappell has argued that the liberal belief in progress and the ultimate good 

 
21 Broussard, “Strange Territory Familiar Leadership,” 22. The NAACP, National Urban 
League, and National Council of Negro Women maintained a policy of electing only black chief 
executives. 
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of humanity hindered its ability to bring about significant change in matters of race relations.22 

Thurman made a similar critique in the epilogue of Footprints of a Dream, his narrative history 

of the Fellowship Church. In reflecting on the contributions of Fellowship Church, he suggests 

that the social gospel and liberal Christianity did not offer a way to transform the human spirit, 

but instead often just pointed out what one ought to do in order to achieve salvation. Individual 

people should try not to be racist, or should seek to eliminate the effects of racism in society, but 

that theology provided no path to reconciliation between the races. For Thurman, making 

integrated religious spaces and the elimination of any color prejudice in society the central 

demand of Christianity would bring about the radical change of spirit required to eliminate the de 

facto segregation to which the United States was historically committed.  

 Social gospel was born of evangelicalism and therefore its core theology was ultimately 

concerned with the salvation of an individual’s soul. This, coupled with the liberal belief in 

human moral progress, led to an incrementalism that allowed the church to disavow bigotry 

while maintaining its practice. Instead, framing the faith around the eradication of race prejudice 

would create a guilt in man that “would separate him from God and his Christ.”23 That 

separation, as George Kelsey argued, was sin. Fellowship Church’s spiritual program moved 

beyond the liberal commitment to social reform and the pluralist commitment to nominal 

equality because it required interracial worship — an experience distinct from integrated schools, 

places of employment, or recreational spaces. Fellowship Church offered a new type of intimacy 

between people of different races.24  

 
22 David L. Chappell, A Stone of Hope: Prophetic Religion and the Death of Jim Crow (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2004). 
23 Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 144. 
24 Michael Emerson et al define churches as a place of primary interaction and relationship building 
(others include social clubs and families), meaning that they serve as a guide in how people form their 
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  Perhaps nowhere was the challenge of racism in the church more pronounced than the 

unification of the Methodist Church in 1939. The denomination had split over the issue of 

slavery in 1844. Even after the conclusion of the Civil War and the abolition of slavery, the 

denomination continued to be divided and the place of African Americans in the respective 

majority-white conventions remained a festering issue. During the final decades of the nineteenth 

century the Methodist Episcopal Church (MEC) and Methodist Episcopal Church, South 

(MECS) began meeting to discuss cooperation between the two groups. First in 1910, then in 

1916 and 1935, the two groups made strides towards unification while continuing to 

accommodate racialized policies, largely though not exclusively at the behest of the MECS. 

When the MEC, MECS, and Methodist Protestant Churches (a smaller reform group) decided to 

reconcile, African American Methodist congregations were excluded from regional conferences 

and grouped together into a single national conference. James Farmer, perhaps Howard 

Thurman’s most famous student and founder of the Congress of Racial Equality, refused to join 

the Methodist Church (the church of his father) over the issue of Black segregation. Fellowship 

 
opinions about the world around them. In contrast, schools, workplaces, and even residential 
neighborhoods are defined as secondary institutions where cool or distant relationships are formed. So, 
while integrated schools and businesses are necessary, sociological studies suggest that these are mostly 
superficial relationships and will have minimal to no impact on a person’s racial outlook. Congregations 
distinguish themselves from these other “cool spaces” is that they are private, volunteer associations, 
meaning that they are not forcibly integrated. In the cases of multiracial congregations, these interracial 
relationships would impact one’s sense of identity and allow them to explore their beliefs through 
relationships with people of other races. 
 
Michael O. Emerson, People of the Dream: Multiracial Congregations in the United States (Princeton 
University Press, 2010), 5. Michael O. Emerson and George Yancey, “Integrated Sundays: An 
Exploratory Study into the Formation of Multiracial Churches,” Sociological Focus, Vol. 36 No. 2, (May 
2003), 111-112; See also: Yehuda Amir, “The Role or Intergroup Contact in Change of Prejudice and 
Ethnic Relations,” 245-308 in Toward the Elimination of Racism, Edited by P.A. Katz, (New York: 
Pergamon Press, 1976); William A. Barnard and Mark S. Benn, “Belief Congruence and Prejudice 
Reduction in an Interracial Contact Setting,” Journal of Social Psychology No. 128, 1988, 125-134; Miles 
Hewstone, “Contact is Not Enough: An Intergroup Perspective on the Contact Hypothesis” 1-44 in 
Contact and Conflict in Intergroup Encounters Edited by M. Hewstone and R. Brown (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1986).  
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Church then was not only a response to segregation and liberal incrementalism, but to the 

building of new institutions that willfully accommodated racist views by incorporating them into 

the organizational infrastructure.25  

 The result of the social gospel deficiency was also evident in the attempts at multiracial 

churches prior to Fellowship Church, most of which fell into two categories: nominally 

interracial and mission churches. Surveying the state of “interracial churches” in 1947, Unitarian 

minister Homer A. Jack pointed out that most remained multiracial in name only, like the First 

Unitarian Church of Rochester that had only one African American member or the Community 

Church of New York, which, while it had a small number of Black members, maintained an all-

white ministry. Jack wrote of these churches, “The token representation of the other race merely 

accentuates the caste nature of these and most other American churches.”26 There were also 

groups that created interracial fellowships, but not congregations – an important distinction for 

Howard Thurman. The Young People’s Inter-racial Fellowship in Philadelphia (later known as 

the Fellowship House), for example, only met once a month and had no full time ministerial 

staff. The Fellowship House was established in 1936, the same year the Thurmans met Gandhi, 

and Howard Thurman spoke to the group on multiple occasions during the 1930s and 1940s. 

However, he refused to formally join the venture as a pastor until it had established itself as a 

congregation, as their model, though a significant first step toward interracial fellowship, was not 

sufficient to address the heart of the racial problem.27   

 
25 See Morris L. Davis, The Methodist Unification: Christianity and the Politics of Race in the Jim Crow 
Era (New York: NYU Press, 2008). 
26 Homer A, Jack served as the executive secretary of the Chicago Council Against Racial and Religious 
Discrimination, worked with the Chicago branch of the ACLU, and was a member of the Commission on 
Interracial Relations of the Church Federation of Greater Chicago. Homer A. Jack, “The Emergence of 
the Interracial Church,” Social Action 13 (January 1947): 32. 
27 “Marjorie Penney to Howard Thurman October 22, 1942,” PHWT, vol. 2, 318-319. 
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 Maintaining a sustained interracial congregation committed to corporate worship de-

centered the question of salvation and instead focused on maintaining a relationship or 

communion with God. As discussed in Chapter Two, this relationship, expressed in the concept 

of personality, was also a means of establishing connections with other people. Thurman 

articulated this problem in his later writings. Nearly ten years after he left Fellowship Church, 

Thurman wrote his only book to directly address Jim Crow segregation: The Luminous Darkness. 

In it, he discusses the “anatomy of segregation” as a spiritual problem insofar as it countered 

God’s intention. He wrote, “human life is one and all men are members one of another. And this 

insight is spiritual and it is the hard core of religious experience.”28 Maintaining a segregated 

congregation violated this core. Further, by segregating people from one another, they existed 

outside of each other’s moral and ethical pulls, which eliminated a moral “common ground” (to 

use a favorite of Thurman’s phrases). In his autobiography he reflected on facing this problem 

during his seminary training: “[u]ntil I went to Rochester I had accepted the fact that I was a 

Christian… however, it had not ever occurred to me that my magnetic field of ethical awareness 

applied to other than my own people.”29 In The Luminous Darkness he explained further,  

When I was a boy growing up in Florida, it never occurred to me, nor was I taught 
either at home or in church, to regard white persons as falling within the scope of 
the magnetic field of my morality… I did not regard them as involved in my 
religious reference. They were not read out of the human race -they simply did 
not belong to it in the first place. Behavior toward them was amoral. They were 
not hated particularly; they were not essentially despised; they were simply out of 
bounds. It is very difficult to put into words what was at work here. They were 
tolerated as a vital part of the environment, but they did not count in. They were 
in a world apart, in another universe of discourse. To lie to them or to deceive 
them had no moral relevancy; no category of guilt was involved in my behavior.30 
 

He often used a vignette from his childhood in Waycross, Florida to explore this theme from a 

 
28 Howard Thurman, Luminous Darkness, 7.  
29 Thurman, With Head and Heart, 51. 
30 Thurman, Luminous Darkness, 10.  
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different perspective: white people’s understanding of African Americans in segregation. Every 

fall, the young Thurman raked the leaves of a local white family. One day, the youngest daughter 

decided to undo the piles that he had been raking. When he protested and asked the little girl to 

stop, she continued to destroy the piles prompting Thurman to threaten that he would tell her 

father. The little girl responded by pulling a straight pin out of her hair and stabbing Thurman in 

the hand. Upon hearing his outcry, the girl responded, “Oh, Howard, that didn’t hurt you! You 

can’t feel!”31 For her, Thurman was not a person like herself, but something altogether different. 

In both instances, segregation alienated people of different races from one another to the point 

that recognizing any moral obligation between them was nearly impossible. Fellowship Church’s 

focus on religious experience, of the individual and the group, challenged this by seeking to 

transform relationships between people by facilitating a transformed understanding of oneself 

and others.32  

 Beyond the spiritual experience at the church, there was also great attention given to 

participation and representation for all people at every level. As Thurman expressed in his 

second letter to Fisk, “[Fellowship Church] would be a clearing place for all kinds of activities in 

which racial groups may cooperate on the basis of a community of need and interest.”33 This 

practice was a refutation of the paternalistic model of mission churches, which were popular in 

American cities in the first half of the twentieth century. These churches were also considered to 

be interracial, but in practice, though they served African American communities, were often 

white-controlled institutions that did not relinquish control to the neighborhood. Fisk wrote in his 

very first letter to Thurman, “we don’t want it to be in any sense run by whites ‘for’ Negroes. It 

 
31 Thurman, With Head and Heart, 12; Thurman, Luminous Darkness, 7.  
32 Thurman, With Head and Heart, 146. 
33 Howard Thurman, ed., First Footprints, 6. 
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should be of and by and for both groups.”34 Though Fisk had acquired funding for the project 

through the Wartime Service Commission of the Presbyterian Church’s Board of National 

Missions, which was created to provide ministry to the “War Industry Communities” that saw a 

dramatic increase in residents uprooted from their homes and churches, the funds did not require 

the church to align itself with the denomination’s theology.35 

 The missionary model, and the larger culture of social gospel reform work, emphasized 

works and service as a fundamental part of the Christian faith, and those they were serving were 

useful to them only insofar as they were either converted or received charity. They were not met 

as equals. In Thurman’s mind, this was one of the more dangerous patterns into which the church 

could fall, especially during such a tumultuous period in American history. Reflecting on the 

church twenty-five years after its founding, he told a reporter, “[o]ur hardest job has been to keep 

our church from becoming a social whip. The radicals bare down, saying we are not in there 

fighting. Others want us to become an organization, a placement bureau, a mission that gets 

people jobs and gives away shoes."36 It was also for this reason that he insisted, even prior to his 

arrival in San Francisco, that the church move out of the Fillmore District. As he explained, 

“Until we became strong enough to have a character of our own, I thought we’d better get out of 

that atmosphere.” He was worried that the project could become “a dumping ground for do-

gooders who would get an uplift once a week by coming into the Negro community and helping 

a struggling interracial activity.”37 While the other early members of the church might not have 

disagreed with the spirit of Thurman’s comments, in practice, it was a departure from their 

 
34 Howard Thurman, ed., First Footprints, 1. 
35 Pre-Organizational Meeting of the Committee for Social Action, February 20, 1944, box 58, folder 21, 
HTC. 
36 San Francisco Chronicle discussing the Church’s 25th anniversary celebration October 6, 1969, box 55 
folder 7, HTC. 
37 Time, July 26, 1948, 41-42, box 55, folder 27, HTC. 
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original vision for the church. They said not want to adopt a paternalistic model, but they did 

want to do outreach and offer support to the neighborhood. At a pre-organizational meeting that 

took place prior to the Thurmans’ arrival, the early founding committee identified the purpose of 

the church organization as “to instigate a cooperative approach to community problems in the 

spirit of Christianity.”38 Regardless, Thurman remained convinced and the church did eventually 

leave the neighborhood, a choice which may have kept the church from serving a more 

economically diverse congregation. 

 Thurman’s resistance to the church becoming an “activist” group was based on the fact 

that he believed it would not allow the individuals of the church to be reliant on their own 

spiritual direction. They would instead look to the church to assign them social.39 This point 

reflects the church’s incorporation of Gandhian nonviolence as a spiritual practice. Fellowship 

Church recognized the importance of collective action like the Salt March, but it did not 

institutionalize that component of Gandhi’s movement. Instead, it sought to capture the sacred 

dimensions of Gandhi’s practice through which people sought Truth, or ahimsa, and were then 

compelled to social action. Fisk had been working with Charles S. Johnson of Fisk University on 

nonviolence as a solutions to racial tensions and was active in the efforts of CORE and the 

Fellowship of Reconciliation.40 Thurman supported these practices, but believed that a feeling of 

personal responsibility for social change was fundamental to bringing about those 

transformations and so his efforts, and those of Fellowship Church, focused on fostering a 

spiritual transformation in people. Therefore, like Sue Bailey Thurman’s previous work, 

Fellowship Church approached their program from a place of affirmation over reformation. 

 
38 Pre-organizational Meeting February 20, 1944, box 58, folder 21, HTC.  
39 Thurman, With Head and Heart, 160-161. 
40 Thurman, First Footprints, 3; Fisk and Johnson correspondence relating to Cleage in box 4, folder 4, 
Charles Johnson Collection, Fisk University Special Collections. 
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Affirming culture, both of the individual and of others, was a creative action through which one 

might be driven to reform. Bailey Thurman believed that Fellowship Church’s unifying quality 

was unlimited caring, through which they nurtured “world-creators” who offered “portraits” of 

love through their relationships with other members of the church.41 These creative acts reflected 

a belief in the potential of people and the necessity of nurturing that potential in a racially diverse 

community, as doing so promoted a world-building that reflected the respect realized through 

shared religious experience. Fellowship Church built a program around the international 

interracialism that Sue Bailey Thurman had been implementing through the NCNW and the 

Derricotte Scholarship.  

 The racial problem was at its core, for Sue Bailey and Howard Thurman, a matter of 

alienation between people. As was outlined in the discussion of personality in Chapter Two, the 

relationship of man with God was the essence of human existence and thus, the relationship 

between people in the world— community —  was the ultimate expression of God in the world. 

Fellowship Church sought to promote that community between people through meditation, 

worship, and shared experiences.  

 Rather than a liberal Christian model of education or missionary paternalism, Fellowship 

Church developed a program that transcended the limits of these approaches by focusing on 

racial reconciliation as the core of their religious practice. The result was an interventionist faith, 

though not in the activist conception of many contemporaries and subsequent scholars, that 

sought a change in a members’ spiritual orientation towards one another. The group’s first 

unifying document, “The Commitment” captures this perspective: 

I desire to have a part in the unfolding of the ideal of Christian fellowship 
through the union of men and women of varying national, cultural, and 
racial heritage, in church communion. 

 
41 History of Fellowship Church, box 1, folder 2, SBTC.  
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In this commitment I am pledged to the growing understanding of all men 
as sons of God and seek after a vital interpretation of the highest 
manifestation of God- Jesus Christ- in all my relationships. 
I desire the strength of corporate worship with the imperative of personal 
dedication which will be found through membership in the Fellowship 
Church of San Francisco. 

 

Sue Bailey Thurman’s role in drafting the commitment is unclear, but in at least one of his 

published accounts Howard Thurman credits her as a co-author.42 Sue Bailey’s role in the 

founding then was arguably, like the Pilgrimage of Friendship to India, on equal footing with her 

husband. Not only did Howard Thurman indicate her interest in the venture early in his 

correspondence with Fisk and make clear that she would “give to it her own wide experience and 

capabilities,” but she made the trip to California to meet Alfred Fisk and Albert Cleage before 

Howard Thurman. In fact, Howard Thurman never met Cleage. During this trip, Bailey Thurman 

represented the pair to cast a vote against formal affiliation with the Presbyterian Church.43 In 

their early correspondence, Thurman also repeatedly states he and Mrs. Thurman are willing to 

undertake the work needed at Fellowship Church. Her own work as a historian, journalist, and 

lecturer would certainly be reflected in the programming of Fellowship Church, as would her 

commitments to interracialism. When viewed in the context of her work in Washington DC, 

Fellowship Church’s intercultural programming represents another example of her departure 

from liberal Christianity in favor of a more assertive efforts at reconstruction in human relations.  

 

 

 

 

 
42 “San Francisco Journal,” PHWT, vol. 3, 87.  
43 History of Fellowship Church, box 1, folder 2, SBTC. 
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Interracialism and Internationalism in Fellowship Church’s Program 

 

 While worship was the core of Fellowship Church, the transformation that took place 

during services was to find expression throughout the program and in the larger San Francisco 

community. It is also where Sue Bailey Thurman’s contributions are most visible. In his 

correspondence with Fisk, Thurman explained “the program of the church should build up the 

church, but... we must not hamper the creative form of the spirit of God may inspire, by clinging 

to patterns with which we are ordinarily familiar.”44 Whether or not the actual activities 

themselves had ever been performed in other places is unclear, but the specific union of Howard 

Thurman’s theology and Sue Bailey Thurman’s religiously informed curricula with the activities 

distinguished them from other programs at other churches. A hallmark of the church’s 

programming was the International Programs including the youth summer camp, International 

Workshop, Junior Workshop, and the Fellowship Dinners. These programs were intended to 

first, acknowledge the diversity of the Fellowship Church congregation; second, celebrate their 

cultural contributions; third, educate the congregations and at times the community in the hopes 

that they would connect their spiritual experiences with the new information acquired from the 

workshops to pursue transformed relationships with others.  

 It is immediately obvious that this structure is reflective of Sue Bailey Thurman’s 

international work of the previous decade. Through her programs like the Derricotte Scholarship 

and the NCNW Summer Seminars she had sought to put interracialism into practice by creating 

spaces through which women could meet, learn, and celebrate their creativity and cultural 

legacies. At Fellowship Church she advanced this practice as the Chair of the International 

 
44 Howard Thurman, ed., First Footprints, 46. 



 

248 
 

 

 

Workshop Committee. The Workshop was an integral part of the church, as, aside from worship, 

it was the primary way that the leadership could promote connections between people of 

different races. The International Workshop offers the opportunity to observe two important 

advances in the practice of interracialism. First, since it took place at Fellowship Church, it was 

accompanied by a specific worship or theological program, which the YWCA and NCNW did 

not offer. Second, though it was led by an interracial team, the highest leadership was African 

American. When Sue Bailey Thurman left the YWCA she began doing her work through 

organizations that were predominantly or exclusively African American. At Fellowship Church 

African Americans were a minority, similar to the YWCA, but the church was led by the 

Thurmans. Therefore, a study of the workshop offers a view of institutionalized nonviolent 

liberal Christianity and a way that African Americans practiced an interventionist faith in a space 

that, while multiracial, was still majority-white. 

 In developing the International Camps, Workshops, and Dinners, Fellowship Church 

drew first from its diverse congregation. The membership of Fellowship Church was most often 

identified as sixty percent Caucasian and forty percent non-Caucasian. Of the percentage of non-

white members, African Americans were the largest group and the majority of the others were of 

Asian descent. Most of the Asian members were Chinese or Japanese, but there were also some 

Filipino members. There were a small number of Mexican and Indian members.45 The 

importance of racial balance to the congregation was revealed in a letter from Ruth Coffin, 

affectionately known as “Coffee” to the Thurmans, to the Chairman of the Fellowship Board. 

George Tatsuno, a Japanese member of the church who served on the Board and as chairman of 

the Community Outreach Committee, resigned from the Board and requested to be an associate 

 
45 box 56, folder 12, HTC; Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 109: Howard Thurman estimated that the 
split was 35% black and 5% other non-white races. 
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member. Coffee wrote on a small index card attached to Tatsuno’s resignation letter: 

… tell me- when the occasion permits- how in blazes are we going to get 
more Japanese into the church?? We need them, to be a well rounded 
entity, and I think they need Fellowship Church. Just between us, I believe 
the danger is ever-present that we will become known as merely a Negro-
White church, and that would be very bad. Surely there are more Chinese 
(and Japanese) who want and can appreciate the kind of religion Dr. 
Thurman stands for in this community… but we certainly aren’t getting 
them into Fellowship Church.46 

 

Coffee’s concern about racial homogeneity, or even just decreased heterogeneity, reflects the 

centrality of interracialism to the church’s identity. To carry out their vision, they needed to have 

a congregation that reflected the community in which they lived and contributed.  

 In order to achieve total equality, Fellowship Church maintained an integrated leadership, 

from the pastorship to the committee chairmen. Beginning with Howard Thurman and Alfred 

Fisk, the pastorate was one African American and one Caucasian and through the church’s 

internship program and guest preachers, Fellowship Church hosted a racially diverse slate of 

visiting minsters. In 1947 they recruited a Mexican university student, Reverend George 

Acevedo, to fill the internship spot and the Reverend John Yamashita preached to the 

congregation every fourth Sunday. Having racial minorities in positions of authority at a 

majority-white congregation was a significant departure from previous practices. As Thurman 

observed in Footprints of a Dream, white ministers had led minority churches for many years, 

but the reverse was almost entirely unprecedented.47 Similar care was given in the leadership of 

the church’s committees. For example, Dave Tatsuno chaired the Community Outreach 

Committee and Arnold Nakijima was one of the leaders of the Religious Education Institute. 

Photographs of the Board of Directors reveal that it was also composed of African American, 

 
46 Letter from Ruth Coffin to Hansel Harter, September 9, 1947, box 55, folder 6, HTC. 
47 Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 119-120.  
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white, and Asian American members.48 

 The Intercultural Workshops and Dinners were the means of promoting these practices 

programmatically for the general church members. Sue Bailey Thurman assumed the 

chairmanship of the program in the first years and her efforts as a historian, archivist, lecturer, 

and campus leader became a model for the different events. This can be seen in the program’s 

use of culture - art, music, poetry - and lectures as a format for promoting the dignity and value 

of different peoples, which reflected her Indian lectures and Cuban seminar. The first 

intercultural program was a summer day camp for neighborhood children in 1944. At an early 

meeting of the Youth Committee, those in attendance determined that “the activities for youth in 

this district should have a broader perspective than just sports, recreation and social activities; 

that the goal… should be to promote inter-racial good-will among the young people of the 

community, who will be the citizens of tomorrow.”49 From Washington D.C., Howard Thurman 

added that it should go beyond a normal Vacation Bible School in that its emphasis should be 

“giving the children an interpretation of the spiritual significance of life, other peoples and their 

gifts including crafts and music.”50 If successful, the approach would carry over into their 

relationships with others in their community and influence how they built relationships with 

others and they would become creators in the world to come. The committee proposed that the 

camp should focus on cultural contributions of the groups of the San Francisco area. Originally, 

the church planned to accept money from the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), but 

ultimately decided to create their own summer program with funds from the Rosenberg 

Foundation of San Francisco.51 Constructing their own program yielded the opportunity to 

 
48 Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 62-63; UNESCO Conference, box 58, folder 41, HTC. 
49 Minutes from the Youth Committee Meeting, March 31, 1944, box 58, folder 21, HTC. 
50 Thurman, First Footprints, 46. 
51 Thurman, First Footprints, 22-23. 
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compose a curriculum that would fulfill the unique interests of Fellowship Church.  

 Two graduate students were hired to lead the camp. Heather Whitten, a white student 

studying religious education at Anselmo Theological Seminary was the first all-summer 

volunteer to be brought into the project. In line with the church’s interest in integrated 

leadership, an African American social work student named Jacqueline Myles (who was an 

intimate acquaintance of Sue Bailey Thurman as they had both been raised in Dermott, 

Arkansas) was also selected to work on the program.52 Adopting the title “Adventures in 

Friendship,” the camp took its students around the globe exploring the cultures of American 

Indians, Mexicans, Filipinos, Russians, Japanese, Chinese, and Jewish peoples. Their daily 

activities included an exploration of the arts and artifacts of the various cultures, often led by 

representative speakers from the culture of study for that week. For the week of Filipino study, 

for example, an Episcopal rector of Filipino descent, Father Palmajar, visited the camp and 

shared with the students a dress and tapestry woven from pineapple fiber and then sang them the 

working songs of the Filipino women.53 The camp once took a field trip into Chinatown to see 

first-hand some of the things they had learned about in class. They made crafts and often ate food 

that was customary to the people of the culture.  

The fundamental goal of the camp was to deepen the interest of children in people of 

races and cultures different from their own and, based on this criterion, it was considered to be 

largely successful by those involved.54 The camp’s leadership often cited responses from the 

children as examples of the program’s success, like a ten-year-old boy who declared, “I will be 

 
52 Fisk refers to it as the “Anselmo Theological Seminary, but I believe it is the San Anselmo Theological 
Seminary, now San Francisco Theological Seminary at University of Redlands. Howard Thurman, ed., 
First Footprints, 47; Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 34.  
53 Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 35. 
54 Narrative Report of Fellowship Camp, box 58, folder 27, HTC. 
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glad when the Japanese come back to San Francisco again so that I may learn more about 

them.”55 Based on the positive response, they decided to extend the program as “workshops” that 

took place throughout the school year and continued to hold the camp during subsequent 

summers. An Intercultural Committee was formed to provide, “an awareness of the dangers of 

provincialism and to inform [the congregation’s] goodwill with wise and intelligent 

appreciations of each other, and the richness of the heritage of the race.”56 With this act, 

intercultural studies had officially become a staple of the church programming. 

 The Rosenberg Foundation continued to underwrite the workshops, providing funds to 

pay a full-time leader to integrate intercultural elements into the regular children’s programming. 

The resulting projects came to be known as the “Junior Intercultural Workshops,” held every 

Saturday and on weekday afternoons. Heather Whitten remained with the workshops until 1947 

when she left to work at the Booker T. Washington Community Center.57  The meetings were not 

always the same programming. For example, on some Wednesdays they had book days in the 

Intercultural Library and other days they would do intercultural crafts or attend events 

celebrating different cultural holidays like Yom Kippur.58 The focus was primarily on using 

culture to teach children about the heritage of each group, ultimately bringing the attention back 

to the shared American experience. The students also went on field trips to places like Russian 

Hill, Golden Gate Park, and Thomas Starr King’s tomb.59 The church also hosted various guests 

 
55 Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 35-36. 
56 A Report from the annual meeting, 1949, box 58, folder 2 and Miscellaneous workshop details, box 58, 
folder 10, HTC. 
57 Report of Howard Thurman on the intercultural workshops, box 58, folder 21; Letter to Parents, box 58, 
folder 10, HTC. 
58 Report/Description of Intercultural Workshops, October 6, 1945, and Outline of 46-47 Program 
November 1946, box 58, folder 40, HTC. 
59 Outline of 46-47 Program, November 1946, box 58, folder 40, HTC. 
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who spoke with the children including Navajo Indian children and visiting Nigerian students.60 

During these meetings student learned “ truths and facts in such a way that unwanted and 

incorrect prejudices maybe unlearned and healthy attitudes and understanding established.”61 Sue 

Bailey Thurman saw propaganda as one of the most powerful forces preventing people from 

building relationships with one another. As long as children, and adults, saw people of different 

races as being inferior — in intelligence, cultural contributions, or morality — then they would 

be unable to recognize the fundamental relationship that they shared in God. Offering positive 

views of other races in children would foster an understanding of people as one.  

  A second dimension of the Junior Workshops was to promote a sense of personal respect 

in the students through a celebration of their unique cultures and participation in collective 

activities.62 One of the workshop directors told the story of a nine-year-old girl who was 

devastatingly shy. However, by the end of her time in the Intercultural Camp, she was 

volunteering to be a hostess at one of the reception hours.63 This little girl experienced one of the 

most important transformations a person can undergo: she developed confidence in herself and 

through that confidence felt that she could contribute to the larger workings of the church. 

Democratic living was also a priority, evidenced by a report from volunteer Luella Sibbald. One 

day the group of students was on their way to the zoo, but some students protested that they 

would rather go to the beach. After a brief meeting the students took a vote and ended up going 

to the beach. Jacqueline Myles used the moment to teach the students about the democratic 

procedure and how important it was for people, as part of a democracy, to vote.64 

 
60 Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 126. 
61 Letter to the parents outlining the goals of the workshops, box 58, folder 10, HTC. 
62 If I Were a Child in India 1952, box, 58, folder 10, HTC. 
63 Report from Kay Irvine to Hazaiah Williams, box 58, folder 10, HTC. 
64 Reflection of Luella Sibbald, box 58, folder 27, HTC.  
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 In the first years of the workshops, there were typically eleven to fifteen students of 

different races between eight and thirteen years old. At the conclusion of the first nine months, it 

was estimated that roughly 150 students had been reached through the program.65 The workshops 

were so important to the church programming that when the Japanese residents returned to San 

Francisco, and Fellowship Church had to leave their original location in the Japanese Methodist 

Church, Howard and Sue Bailey Thurman hosted the workshops in their own home. Initially the 

group was hosted in the attic, but after the fire marshal declared it to be unsafe, they moved to 

the living room and ultimately the basement.66 Thus, the Thurman’s facilitated intercultural 

understanding in their own home, shepherding young people towards a one world vision as they 

had one at Howard University and the Student Christian Movement.  

 The Intercultural Committee was also concerned with the education of the congregation’s 

adults and while the student programming was largely focused on interculturalism, the adult 

programming took a more explicit internationalist approach, inviting international political, 

religious, and social leaders to offer tangible practices and facts to accompany the multiracial 

sympathies the members already possessed.”67 Engaging in this type of event was a fundamental 

part of their commitment in the church: to draw from their collective commitment to 

multiracialism to transform their relationships with people in every dimension of their life. 

Learning about the realities of life for oppressed groups, the things that they needed to achieve 

social equality, and providing a forum to work through one’s own prejudices supported the 

members’ worship experience insofar as they were tangible pathways to achieving an external 

 
65 Report/Description of Intercultural Workshops October 6, 1945, and Outline of 46-47 Program 
November 1946, box 58, folder 40, HTC.  
66 Report/Description of Intercultural Workshops October 6, 1945, and Outline of 46-47 Program 
published November 1946, Box 58, Folder 40, HTC. 
67 Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 64. 
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transformation in line with the personal.  

 The first iteration of the adult programs was the Fellowship Dinners. These were large 

international occasions, often serving between 150-200 people, that involved many of the Junior 

Workshop components: folk music, decorations, and dancing.68 When they celebrated the 

heritage of the Philippines, the committee decorated the entire hall with fake flowers indigenous 

to the islands and served the attendees an indigenous chicken dish. During their celebration of 

Israel, guests were invited to participate in traditional Jewish dance.69 Attendees of “An Evening 

in India” had the opportunity to participate in folk dancing after viewing a film titled “Heritage 

of India” and listening to the San Francisco consul general of India M.R. Ahuja speak. Like the 

children’s workshops prominent speakers were an important part of these functions. In addition 

to Mr. Ahuja, Fellowship Church hosted Dr. A. Ralla Ram, the General Secretary of the Student 

Christian Movement of India, Burma, and Ceylon and later the Vice President of the World 

Student Christian Federation. He was also one of the major advocates for the Pilgrimage to 

Friendship in India in 1935. During the first meeting of the United Nations, the church hosted 

visiting members of the National Black Press: W. E. B. DuBois, Reverend Galen R. Weaver, and 

Mordecai Wyatt Johnson.70  

 The committee also facilitated different cultural events at Fellowship Church that were 

open to members of the San Francisco community. Often referred to as the “Intercultural 

Workshop,” these events were designed to create a “meaningful experience by presenting 

various aspects of many cultures and people so that individual horizons may grow increasingly 

encompassing.”71 The church’s publications and the members often use the term “appreciation” 

 
68 Report on Junior Intercultural Workshop, October 6, 1945, box 58, folder 21, HTC. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Intercultural Junior Workshop, Box 55, Folder 6, HTC. 
71 Six Month’s Program, box 58, folder 40, HTC. 
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to describe the goal of the workshops and dinners, of which some African Americans were 

critical because of its use by white liberals. Chapter Two considered these critiques from Jane 

Saddler and Marion Cuthbert, two African American women in the YWCA, regarding the need 

to assert pressure in the organization to achieve change. However, Sue Bailey Thurman’s work 

recast appreciation to be concerned with individual worth and combatting stereotypes of different 

racial or national groups. Whereas Howard Thurman had cited artistic expression as a means of 

uniting people, Sue Bailey Thurman’s time in Harlem offers an alternative perspective on this 

approach. Culture was an expression of a person or group’s creativity, which was possible 

because of their relationship with God. It is not only that the arts of other expressions of 

“culture” were accessible to other people, but that they were the own person’s voice, their 

expression of the creative spirit. By experiencing the cultural expressions of other people then, 

they were encountering their expression of their humanity.  

 Some of the public events included concerts of diverse artists including Creole musician 

Camile Nickerson and the International Community Chorus. They maintained an Intercultural 

Music Library, which held professional recordings of native music from countries all over the 

globe. One year the committee hosted a Spring Art Show, which included paintings from artists 

representing Italian, Persian, Mexican, Chinese, African American, Japanese, Danish, and Dutch 

cultures.72 They also hosted speakers like C.L.R. James, who gave a talk entitled “The Prophetic 

Riddle of Herman Melville,” presumably in anticipation of the publication of his Mariners, 

Renegades, and Castaways.73 The Intercultural Workshop held an event titled “Negro Women in 

American Life,” which most likely was inspired by Bailey Thurman’s own work and anticipated 

 
72 Program from Spring Art Show, box 58, folder 40, HTC. 
73 Information on the Intercultural Workshops including the inventory of the Music library, program of 
concerts, and list of monthly events can be found in box 58, folder 40 in HTC. The C.L.R. James lecture 
was given on March 9, 1952. 
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her later museum exchange program through which she shared an exhibit of women like 

Sojourner Truth, Mary McLeod Bethune, and Juliette Derricotte as the narrative core of Black 

History.74  

 Both adults and children reflected on the positive impact the intercultural programming 

had on their lives. One member explained, “the difference the church has made in my attitude 

toward people is to increase my confidence in ‘oneness’ because of the perfectly natural 

fellowship expressed by those of widely different backgrounds working together toward a goal 

of universal love and an integration of differing religious faiths.”75 The children reflected the 

sentiment as well. Once while they were examining photos of children in Russia, the different 

students realized that “He looks like me” and that maybe one day all the children of the world 

could be friends.76 The programs established a sense of unity among the church members, 

pulling them closer to the realization of a diverse religious community. 

 Another impact of the program was its reach beyond the church into the San Francisco 

community, such as when local schoolteachers told Howard Thurman that the children in their 

class who had attended Fellowship Church’s workshops had brought the lessons they learned 

about other cultures into the regular classroom.77 When Heather Whitten, the program director, 

left Fellowship Church for the Booker T. Washington Community Center it was viewed in a 

positive light because through her new position “the workshop of Fellowship Church… has 

made and is making an important contribution to the intercultural life of San Francisco.”78 There 

was also interest in adopting the program at other churches and even synagogues in the area. 

 
74 The Six Month Program of the Intercultural Workshop, box 58, folder 40, HTC. 
75 Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 114. 
76 Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 35. 
77 Intercultural Junior Workshop October 6, 1945, box 58 folder 21, HTC. 
78 Report from Howard Thurman, box 58, folder 21, HTC. 
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Whitten met with some of those interested parties to discuss setting up a model in their own 

congregation.79 In these ways Fellowship Church was able to spread their message of authentic 

community to the broader Bay Area, supporting their approach to social change through personal 

relationships. 

 Advocacy for social change through personal transformation did not mean that Sue 

Bailey Thurman and Fellowship Church members were withdrawn from society. In addition to 

her responsibilities leading the Intercultural Workshop at Fellowship Church, Sue Bailey 

Thurman served on the Board of the local YWCA and Chairman of that organization’s first 

World Fellowship Committee, held a position on the Board of Directors at the International 

Institute of San Francisco, chaired a girls schools’ PTA (a school which the Thurman children 

did not attend), and established the Bay Area chapter of the NCNW.80 There are several 

examples of the church supporting political and social programs for its members, especially in 

the areas of housing and employment discrimination. The Community Relations Committee was 

the group most explicitly concerned with connecting Fellowship Church members to social 

problems, once describing itself as acting “like Jiminy Cricket in Pinocchio, as the social 

‘conscience’ of the church.”81 Each month they distributed a statement identifying areas where 

the church or individuals could take action in the hope that members would seek practical 

applications for the spiritual work they had been doing at the church.   

 Just months after the church celebrated its inauguration, members created a committee 

against Jim Crow in military and service training, a campaign they continued three years later 

when they drafted a letter to the governor of California calling for the integration of the 

 
79 Letter from Virginia Scardigli, Chairman of Intercultural Committee to Professor Irving Coleman 
September 18, 1946, box 58, folder 21, HTC. 
80 Thurman, Footprints of a Dream, 124. 
81 Community Relations Committee Report to the Church No. 1, box 58, folder 21, HTC. 
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California National Guard.82 Segregation, they pleaded, was “detrimental to the promulgation of 

our American way of life.” Almost a year later, a group within the congregation composed a 

Resolution on Racial Restrictive Covenants to the church’s Board of Directors, which the Board 

unanimously adopted on March 11, 1946.83 The Community Relations Committee also 

distributed information to the congregation about the Escheat Suits being filed under the Alien 

Land Law, which prevented alien people ineligible for citizenship from owning land or leasing it 

for long periods of time.”84 Dave Tatsuno, who chaired the CRC, declared that in this instance 

the government of California was an insidious enemy to the Japanese citizens. Howard Thurman 

held a position on the Citizens’ Subcommittee of the Mayor’s Committee Disposition of 

Temporary Housing, which had the task of deciding what should be done with the temporary was 

housing that was constructed under the Lanham Act of 1940. Thurman was involved in the 

review and discussion over what should be done with the people who would most likely be 

displaced if the government reclaimed the property.85 

 Regarding labor issues, the church hosted A. Philip Randolph, the founder of the 

Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, in 1944 and he remained connected to the church through 

his relationships with both Thurman and a later co-pastor Robert Meyners.86 Towards the end of 

the 1940s, Meyners contacted out to local leaders for aid in the “improvement of the employment 

situation for members of racial and cultural minority groups”87 He sent letters to Carlton 

Goodlett (NAACP), Gay Lawson (YWCA), Joe Masuoka (Japanese American Citizens League), 

 
82 Letter to Governor Warren April 22, 1948, box 58 folder 22, HTC. 
83 Resolution on Racial Restrictive Covenants, box 58 folder 22, HTC. 
84 CRC Report to the Church No. 1, box 58 folder 22, HTC. 
85 Mayor’s Committee for the Disposition of Temporary War Housing, box 56, folder 16, HTC; 
Memorandum on San Francisco’s Industrial Land Needs April 17, 1950, HTC. 
86 Community Bulletin May 28, 1944, box 55, folder 6, HTC. 
87 Letter from Robert Meyners to A. Philip Randolph April 8, 1948, box 55, folder 6, HTC. Letters from 
Meyners to various leaders May 29,1948, box 55, folder 6, HTC. 



 

260 
 

 

 

Donald Glover (San Francisco Urban League), and many others requesting their attendance at an 

upcoming meeting of the Community Relations Committee.88 Members of Fellowship Church 

believed that every person in California, regardless of race or other superficial category, 

deserved the right to be employed in any field for which they are qualified.89 In early 1945 the 

World Fellowship Committee, which Sue Bailey Thurman chaired for a time, hosted a discussion 

of the Fair Employment Practices Commission. They emphasized that the unions should be 

better educated about their rights and that adults in general should be better educated.90 When the 

State Fair Employment Practices Act was put on the ballot in 1946, the Community Relations 

Committee asked members to get involved by acquiring signatures in support of the bill or 

financial contributions. In their 1946 report of the church’s support for the State Fair 

Employment Practices Act, the CRC said “in no better way can we implement the ideals that 

gave birth to this church”91 

 Other initiatives included the Social Service Committee raising funds to send to India for 

famine relief and prevention through a pilot nutrition project, a young adult group creating a club 

through which they educated young people about mental health and connected them with 

counselors if needed, and the church hosting an open forum titled, “Is Universal Military 

Training Democratic?”92 Through these programs and others, Fellowship Church pursued a 

transformation in human relationships within themselves, their community, and ultimately the 

state. Interracialism was the key to these processes because it offered a way to change one’s own 

 
88 Letters from Meyners June 2, 1948, box 55, folder 6, HTC. 
89 CRC Report to the Church No. 1, box 58, folder 22, HTC. 
90 World Fellowship Committee Minutes March 13, 1945, box 58, folder 21, HTC. 
91 Report from the Community Relations Committee 1946, box 58, folder 22, HTC. 
92 The Social Service Committee, box 58, folder 21, HTC; Footprints of a Dream, 75; 
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understand of themself through sustained relationships with others. The members understood the 

value of this model. Echoing the sentiment of Winnifred Wygal’s observation about the dual 

nature of the YWCA - a social movement and religious organization - a member of Fellowship 

Church pointed out that while the National Conference of Christians and Jews, American Friends 

Service Committee, YMCA, and YWCA were all creating positive change in the San Francisco 

area, “Fellowship Church, better than any other to date, gives the ‘feel’ of intergroup living.”93 

These principles drew Fellowship Church into the orbit of the organizing conference of the new 

United Nations within one year of the church’s founding. Sue Bailey Thurman represented the 

young church, and other African American institutions, at the proceedings and explored how a 

transformed human spirit could shape global affairs.  

 
 
 

The Conscience In the Dress Circle 

 

 By the convening of the first United Nations in 1945, Sue Bailey Thurman had 

established herself as an international expert, especially within the NCNW. It stands to reason 

therefore that she would be selected as a journalist and representative for the Council during this 

global meeting. In these positions Sue Bailey Thurman offered mature critiques of colonialism in 

Asia and Africa, and drew on her artistic spirit in an effort to shape a rebuilding world.  

As the second World War approached its end, the major global powers convened a series 

of political meetings to discuss international organization after the war. During the fall of 1944 

there was a series of two conferences at the Dumbarton Oaks estates outside of Washington DC 
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during which representatives of the United States, Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and China 

met to discuss the formation of a body for world governance. At the conclusion of the meetings 

they had drafted the Dumbarton Oaks Proposals, which became the foundation of the United 

Nations. The following year, a meeting of fifty nations — the four sponsoring governments, 

forty-two invited nations, and four additional nations that joined during the proceedings — met 

in San Francisco at the United Nations Conference on International Organization (UNCIO) to 

discuss the Proposals and formally establish the United Nations. The UNCIO lasted from April 

25th- June 26th, 1945, at the conclusion of which the UN charter was signed.  

 Sue Bailey Thurman’s reporting at the UNCIO reflects her approach to internationalism 

in its attention to education, oppressed voices, and the creative potential of multiracial spaces. 

She was commissioned to write a series of articles for the Chicago Defender, and contributed 

articles to the Aframerican Woman’s Journal (of which she was still an honorary editor) and The 

San Francisco Teacher’s Journal. Through these writings and Fellowship Church’s support of 

unofficial conference events, Bailey Thurman offers a perspective on the ways that those outside 

of the event sought to shape international affairs. As Brenda Gayle Plummer has written, the 

conference’s four leading nations (U.S., U.K., U.S.S.R., and China), and a majority of the other 

official participants, were not not particularly concerned with colonialism and human rights. 

Rather, it was an “attentive public,” including foreign visitors in San Francisco to lobby for 

colonized peoples’ rights, that pressured the official proceedings to consider human rights and 

decolonization.94 Sue Bailey Thurman’s articles were particularly concerned with the injustices 

of the colonial system and the efforts of women during the conference making her a part of this 

public advocacy. Almost all of her articles take place from the perspective of the “dress circle,” 
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traditionally the first balcony level in an opera house, which she believed to have the “best view” 

of the conference. In one article for the Chicago Defender she refers to the observers in the dress 

circle as the “conscience” for the drafters of the United Nations charter.95 They, along with the 

more official but not formally recognized consultants, pressed for an International Bill of Rights, 

the abolition of colonialism, and the initiation of a trusteeship program for decolonizing nations. 

Unofficial actors were thus the moral arbiters of the conference, representing “the people” when 

colonial powers sought to exclude them.  

 In addition to her commentaries on imperialism and women, which at many points 

intersect, Sue Bailey Thurman’s writing also reflects her approach to internationalism by 

promoting a sense of optimism in human relations. Like the Fellowship Church International 

Workshops, Bailey Thurman’s reports of the conference showcase interracial and international 

spaces in which people learn from each other about different cultures and the political challenges 

they face. Bailey Thurman was hopeful about the United Nations, but rightfully cautious 

regarding its potential to affect change for oppressed peoples. However in writing about 

spectators’ lively discourse regarding imperialism and racial prejudice, she modeled an 

engagement with international affairs that her readers could adopt. At the conclusion of her 

second Chicago Defender article, she writes in the voice of a spectator “We have learned so 

much from each other here in the ‘Dress Circle,’ when I return to Iowa I could hold a school on 

the implications of this conference for the average man” She goes on “We observers must keep 

our places in the Dress Circle through the years, while the International Conference develops 

into a radical adventure in world peace.”96 Workshops, civic clubs, schools, and churches across 

 
95 Sue Bailey Thurman, “Views Of Confab’s ‘Dress Circle’ Big Peace Factor,” The Chicago Defender, 
May 26, 1945, 5. 
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the United States could all raise the banner for decolonization by participating in intercultural 

education and, ideally, interracial fellowship.  

 

 

Advancing Anti-Colonial Critique Through Unofficial Representatives 

 

 World War I revealed a fracture in the European imperial system and anticolonial 

nationalist movements erupted in the early interwar period.97 African Americans recognized this 

as an opportunity to draw connections between their plight in the United States and those of 

colonized peoples, leveraging these international connections in their demands for equal rights.98 

At the conclusion of World War II it was clear that, for African Americans in particular, the legal 

segregation and exploitation to which they had been subject was unacceptable in the postwar 

world. Not only did the Double V campaign leave no doubts as to the necessity of their equal 

treatment, but the discourse surrounding the United Nations provided an opening to realize the 

failed promise of the League of Nations for national self-determination for their fellow suffering 

under the global color line. Though the vision of the United Nations was for a global body 

wherein the rights of individuals and nations would be protected and self-determination would be 

upheld, large groups of peoples were silenced in the proceedings as their representatives were 

chosen by colonial powers, not the people themselves. India’s representatives, for example, were 

members of the colonial government and other imperial holdings like Burma (Myanmar) and 

Nigeria were entirely absent. 

 
97 Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International Origins of Anticolonial 
Nationalism (Oxford ; Oxford University Press, 2007). 
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 In the United States there were similar internal conflicts over representation — African 

Americans, women, and religious minorities were all initially shut out from the delegation. 

Eventually groups of “consultants” from some of these groups were permitted to attend, bringing 

the U.S delegation, unofficially, from eight to fifty.99 Though many petitioned to be added to the 

delegation, the only official organization representing African Americans at the UNCIO was the 

NAACP. Walter White, the organization’s longtime leader, was the official consultant and 

W.E.B. Du Bois and Mary McLeod Bethune were permitted to attend as White’s advisors. 

Consultants were permitted to sit on the assembly floor and held meetings with official delegates 

about three times a week, though never together as a group. They also did outreach in San 

Francisco to their respective constituent groups for their support of the UN.100 Ralph Bunche, 

who had attended the initial Dumbarton Oaks meetings as an expert on dependent areas, was 

technically the only formally recognized participant at the UNCIO serving in a similar role as as 

the technical expert on trusteeship. Prior to the conference, Black scholar Rayford Logan 

observed that ninety percent of the official delegates were white while two thirds of the people 

those delegates represented were not.101 Thus, the matter of representation was central to the 

UNCIO for the vested public and the African American delegates understood their role at the 

conference as critical to protect the interests of not only Black Americans, but their position as 

global advocates.102  

 
99 “For the Press” from the Department of State April 10, 1945, series 5, box 34, folder 1, NCNW Papers. 
100 Plummer, 130. 
101 Ibid. 
102 For more on African Americans at the UN see Carol Anderson, Eyes Off the Prize: The United Nations 
and the African American Struggle for Human Rights, 1944-1955 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003); Carol Anderson, “From Hope to Disillusion: African Americans, the United Nations, and 
the Struggle for Human Rights, 1944–1947,” Diplomatic History 20, no. 4 (1996): 531–63; Hanes Walton 
Jr., Black Women at the United Nations: The Politics, a Theoretical Model, and the Documents (R. 
Reginald/Borgo Press, 1995). 
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 Sue Bailey Thurman took up this work in her articles by presenting an alternative view of 

the conference in which colonial and marginalized voices are the primary subjects. All of her 

articles in the Chicago Defender position the multiracial Dress Circle as the most important 

arena of discourse. In the other publications she maintains performance framework, often 

describing the conference as a dramatic production. Her Aframerican Woman’s Journal piece 

“Behind the Scenes at San Francisco,” pulls the actions of these groups from behind the curtain 

to make them visible t her readers. She does not generally discuss the official affairs of the 

conference, typically only referencing them when she cites a speaker who either offers a 

perspective on the failings of imperialism or as a catalyst for a conversation among the 

observers. It is a telling of the conference that is neither counter or complementary, but rather 

offers a parallel account of how things are accomplished.  

 Bailey Thurman’s articles reflected her established approach to internationalism. Like her 

lecture work and international seminars, she focused on education as a tool for advancing 

change. For example, in one of the “overheard conversations” in the Dress Circle, a pair of 

observers discussed,  

‘Did you know that the society of local Indonesians in San 
Francisco has protested the lack of native representation from 
the Netherlands East Indies at this conference? There are 
70,000,000 of them – hopeless colonial subjects of her Majesty 
the Queen’s government in Holland’… 
‘It is disconcerting when you think of it’… 
‘Yes but the brilliant and beautiful Madame Pandit, sister of 
Nehru, unofficial spokesman for India here, says there is a 
contagious awakening to freedom throughout the Orient, and 
that Asia and Africa will demand their liberty!’103 

 

Or, after discussing the precarious position of the Philippines in American society — that they 
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were considered U.S. nationals, not citizens — one of the observers commented “It is incredible 

what the average citizen does not know!”104 Reporting the information through imagined 

conversations could have simply been a narrative choice to engage her readers, but it also 

indicates that knowledge is attained through relationships with others. The articles themselves 

are educational, as many of the readers might not otherwise have known about the advocacy for 

colonial rights or the varying ways imperial oppression manifests for those groups, but by 

creating a parallel public sphere at the conference she is also modeling a means of change 

characterized by multiracial encounters (of the kind that the United Nations would have had if it 

was correctly aligned with its stated values).  

 Bailey Thurman’s articles also move these contacts outside of the San Francisco Opera 

House. Without an official audience in the UNCIO, many sought constituents in the diverse Bay 

Area community. Fellowship Church received some of these speakers either officially in church 

programs or through informal meetings in the community, as did other churches and civic 

groups.105 The First Congregational Church in downtown San Francisco hosted a “organized 

minority protest” at which the “forgotten nations” were able to voice their opinion on the 

situation at hand for dominated racial and ethnic groups. These included representative from 

Bombay, the Caribbean, and Puerto Rico. Obonu Ojike represented Nigeria convened a press 

conference with other African nations and lectured on the effect of British imperial domination 

in Nigerian history. The head of the Chinese delegation, and brother of Madame Chiang Kai-

shek, T.V. Soong ventured into the city to visit Chinatown. The Chicago Defender article 

highlights the disparity between China’s ascent to global power, while the Chinese in San 

 
104 Sue Bailey Thurman, “‘Dress Circle’ Affords Best View Of Conference,” The Chicago Defender 
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Francisco suffered from inadequate housing, racial restrictive covenants, and a high death rate 

from tuberculosis.106 Bailey Thurman weaved these events together to illustrate the vitality of the 

colonial people in the face of legal disenfranchisement on a global scale. If the United Nations 

was going to leave the matter of colonial subjectivity up to the imperialists, then the rest of the 

free world became the constituents for the dominated groups, as it would be their sympathies and 

appeals that might compel the United States and other governments to support their self-

determination. 

 These same themes appear in Bailey Thurman’s article for the NCNW, which adopts a 

more journalistic tone. The Council considered itself to be an “appreciative interpreter of other 

races and cultures to African Americans and in this article Sue Bailey Thurman gives 

considerable attention to the major contributions of the nonwhite representatives. The Ethiopian 

Minister to the United States, Blata Ephrem Telwelde Medhem, spoke to a plenary session to 

warn them of the result of the League of Nations’ weak response to Italy’s invasion of his 

country, highlighting the necessity of a stronger commitment from the UN on their willingness to 

intercede in matters that threatened world peace. She also recounts the efforts of Madame Vijaya 

Lakshmi Pandit, who traveled as a representative (not formally recognized) of the Indian people 

and the representatives from Haiti, Liberia, and China. 

 There is only one white person mentioned in the article and it was for him Sue Bailey 

Thurman reserved her greatest scorn. Of the South African General Jan Smuts she wrote: 

With the ruling Dutch Afrikaners or “Voorkedders,” and the native 
Africans who outnumber the Europeans four to one, [Smuts] sets forth in 
the preamble to the charter…. “To reestablish faith in fundamental human 
rights, in the sanctity and ultimate value of human personality, in the equal 
rights of men and women and of nations large and small…” He is the 
same General Smuts who eleven years later declared from the platform of 
Town Hall in New York City that ‘next to the ass, the most patient of all 
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animals is the Negro’, and moreover, any attempt to Europeanize the 
Negro would serve only to ‘bolshevize’ him and lead to a racial problem 
of such proportion ‘it would be well nigh impossible to cope with it’. We 
see him go on the stage here in San Francisco and wonder what ironic fate 
has done the casting in this drama.107 

 

The hypocrisy of Smuts’ commitment to human rights while remaining an avowed white 

supremacist was the epitome of the problem Sue Bailey Thurman and her peers saw in the 

UNCIO. Elsewhere she criticized presumed Anglo-Saxon superiority after Anthony Eden from 

the United Kingdom evoking the Anglo-Saxon tradition as a way of advancing the conference’s 

goals. The members of the dress circle criticize a “stout D.A.R. lady” who applauds Eden’s 

comments saying “It would seem no place to mention a an Anglo-Saxon way.” Though she was 

generally optimistic about the United Nations and the possibility of building a new 

internationalism, having men like Smuts and Eden at the helm would sabotage the mission. This 

was not a unique view to Bailey Thurman, but it does reveal the contours of her international 

world view. She was not antagonistic towards white people or their institutions, but she was 

fiercely pro-democratic and any policies or postures that prevented the full freedom of any group 

was unacceptable.  

 Sue Bailey Thurman’s insistence on demonstrating the power and political poise of the 

delegates and the benefits of developing international relationships transformed the complicated 

political dynamics into human ones. Quoting Filipino Commissioner Romulo’s speech to the 

General Assembly, she told the NCNW readership “Whatever the immediate circumstances of 

the wars beginning… the issue in the Pacific must rest, not upon economics, not politics, but 

upon a moral estimate of the human race.”108 Like Bailey Thurman’s belief in the creative world 
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building of Fellowship Church, here the problem of colonialism needed to be interpreted through 

an understanding of human potential both of the colonized and colonizer. Thus, the full 

expression of Sue Bailey Thurman’s internationalist vision in the realm of international affairs 

comes into view. For a decade before the UNCIO Bailey Thurman had committed herself to 

promoting intercultural awareness under the belief that culture was representative of a group’s 

collective creative expression, which was ultimately an expression of man’s relationship with 

God. Allowing oppressed groups to participate in the deliberations of the United Nations, with 

their own elected leaders, and ultimately determining their own form of governance was a 

corresponding practice. Both are concerned with a creative self. 

 

 

The Role of Women 

 

 In her reporting on the colonial question Sue Bailey Thurman repeatedly highlighted the 

role of women. Through their capacities as official and unofficial delegates, they were consistent 

advocates for colonial rights and the Human Rights Amendment to the United Nations Charter. 

She does not go so far as to make any explicit claims regarding their unique position at the 

conference, but her attention to their efforts to call attention to social issues and their means of 

congregating with fellow delegates suggest that Bailey Thurman drew on a tradition of women’s 

organizing that prioritized community building, education, and political advocacy. Mary 

McLeod Bethune’s role at the conference was contested from her earliest contacts with the State 

Department through the official proceedings, when she was reportedly dismissed by Walter 

White and W.E.B. Du Bois. In spite of these setbacks Bethune lobbied for the Bill of Rights and 
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held twenty public meetings to discuss the conference proceedings, in addition to her 

consultations with Council members and other UNCIO consultants.109 For Bailey Thurman, 

Bethune’s role at the conference secured her place as a woman of the highest caliber in African 

American history.  

 In a draft of her Aframerican Woman’s Journal article, Bailey Thurman reflected on the 

NCNW’s participation at the UNCIO, “It is said with dry humor around NCNW House in 

Washington, that the founding of United Nations in San Francisco, the year 1945, went off into 

history ‘before the dawn of women’.”110 This passage was removed from the final draft. Despite 

appeals from Mary McLeod Bethune, the NCNW was denied representation as delegates or 

consultants because, according to the State Department, African Americans and women were 

already represented through the inclusion of the NAACP and four different women’s 

organizations.111 However, Bethune and the NCNW rejected this assumption outright in their 

appeal to the Secretary and Assistant Secretary of State explaining that “[n]one of the women’s 

organizations named represent Negro women.”112 Their awareness that the six and a half million 

African American women in the United States had unique interests from both white women and 

Black men reflects a decades worth of advocacy on the NCNW’s part and a lifetime of work by 

Bethune herself.   Three women accompanied Bethune on behalf of the NCNW: Eunice Carter, 

Edith Sampson, and Dorothy Ferebee, while Sue Bailey Thurman, already living in San 

Francisco, served as an unofficial delegate and journalist. The four women descended upon the 

San Francisco Opera House prepared to advocate for their race and gender on a global scale by 
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participating in the building of the first “world body.”113 

 In Rising Wind Brenda Gayle Plummer details the tensions between Du Bois and White, 

and Bethune. After it was announced that she would be a representative for the NAACP, White 

tried to sabotage her presence at San Francisco, in private he and Du Bois questioned Bethune’s 

competency, ignored her on the trip, including the celebratory stops along the way, until they 

reached Oakland. The NAACP did not alert her of her appointment until just before the 

conference and did not initially pay her fare to California.114 The historian Carol Anderson also 

prioritizes Du Bois and White’s contributions, mentioning Bethune’s participation only briefly in 

her writings on the UNCIO.115 None of these details or conflicts were included in Bailey 

Thurman’s reports. Instead, she presents the delegation as a unified trio, perhaps to assuage any 

fears of their failure at the conference. Regardless of the rest of the delegation’s rationales, which 

included her lower status in the NAACP (a strange claim considering she was its acting Vice 

President at the time of the conference) and the influence of her relationship with Eleanor 

Roosevelt, the negligence of Mary McLeod Bethune is puzzling at the least and at most, a 

shocking display of prejudice against the political position of women, both at the conference and 

in larger American society.  

 Bethune’s participation at the conference is representative of an approach to politics that 

not only defined women’s organizing for decades, but it also characterized much of the 

subsequent civil rights organizing that spread across the South in the 1950s and 1960s. In fact, 

Bethune’s creation of the NCNW was driven by a recognition that women in every social strata, 

not only elite women’s groups, needed to have training in political activity and equal access to 
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employment and economic opportunities.116 Bethune wrote for the Aframerican Woman’s 

Journal that the presence of women at the conference “marks their maturing political vision and 

the gradual recognition of them by men, as well as the growing awareness among women 

themselves of their contribution as citizens of the world.”117 As citizens of the world, it was their 

duty to participate directly in these types of conversations and to translate their experiences as 

Black women into political action and organize with other female world citizens to advocate for 

their rights. Bethune’s interest in building relationships and strengthening networks among 

women, churches, and civic groups — an approach that Plummer claims also distinguished her 

from the other NAACP delegates — is exactly the type of activity that Sue Bailey Thurman 

highlights in her account of, not only Bethune’s actions, but the women of the conference 

generally.118  

 Thurman’s third article, which is titled “Feminine Personalities Brighten Frisco Parley,” 

reports on the United Women’s Conference, the “largest, most pretentious” of the independent 

meetings that took place once the official proceedings had settled into a slow routine of 

committee meetings.119 Representatives from eighteen local and forty two national women’s 

organizations arrived at NBC studios on May 19th for an entire day of discussion and speeches on 

women’s place as international citizens. Mary McLeod Bethune had contacted Bailey Thurman 

shortly before the UNCIO to alert of the event and encouraged her to see to it that the Council 

had representation.120 The majority of the women highlighted in the article are not from America. 

They came from places like China, Brazil, the Dominican Republic, and Mexico. Bailey 

 
116 See Hanson, Chapter 5. 
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Thurman uses this opportunity to explicitly connect the women of the conference with more 

socially-minded reforms. Dean Virginia C. Gildersleeve, the only female official delegate from 

the United States, is the first subject of the article and emphasized women’s role as mothers and 

teachers as critical in facilitating international change. Jessie Street, a delegate from Australia, 

“contribute[d] the first ringing demand from a platform for the abolition of slums, improper 

housing, unemployment, low wages, poor health conditions and ignorance.” The delegates from 

Latin America used their time to urge the attendees to support the Human Rights Amendment to 

the charter.  

Elsewhere, Bailey Thurman lamented that the absence of the “official hostesses,” 

presumably wives or close relations, of the delegates from Haiti, Liberia, and Ethiopia did not 

travel to San Francisco where they could assume roles as diplomatic hostesses. Recalling with 

fondness the experiences of the NCNW with these women in Washington D.C. in earlier years, 

the article connects the hostesses with the NCNW’s position as interpreters of other cultures. 

Building a new world, Mary McLeod Bethune wrote to the Council, required the special skills of 

women in the areas of “high standards of human relationships.”121 The informal diplomacy that 

was carried out in luncheons, social meetings, Council events, and special audiences with foreign 

women all drew upon excellence in human relationships.  As Marion Cuthbert said, they 

understood the “how” of life. In this case, the how was related to the sensitive nature of 

institution and coalition building across racial and national lines. The events at the UNCIO 

convinced the organization that they needed to resume their Summer Seminar, though Sue Bailey 

Thurman never led them, and their advocacy for decolonization in Africa and Asia only 

increased in the subsequent decades. For nearly one hundred years Black women had worked 
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through social clubs, religious groups, and local political channels to obtain resources for their 

communities and achieve change for their gender. Mary McLeod Bethune had become the most 

powerful Black woman, arguably ever, but certainly in recent generations while Sue Bailey 

Thurman had established herself as an international expert and woven international programming 

into the organization’s identity. Looking out at the “new world a’comin,” they were prepared for 

women to assume their place at the international political table.   

 

**** 
 

The demands of the African American delegation and colonial peoples at the UNCIO 

were not met. Rayford Logan described the UNCIO as a “tragic joke” and Bethune wrote that the 

conference had made clear that African Americans had little more than colonial status in the 

United States.122  The current editor of the Aframerican Woman’s Journal Gertrude Scott Martin 

wrote that “It may be true, as some observers point out that we have asked to much of the 

conference.”123 The delegates returned to their homes and continued to advocate for 

decolonization through different means. Sue Bailey Thurman remained in San Francisco and 

continued her experiments in interracial living. Four years later in 1949, Fellowship Church and 

the Intercultural Committee had the opportunity to showcase the work that they had been doing 

to an international audience through the United Nations. A delegation of twelve church members 

led by Sue Bailey Thurman and Lynn Buchanan traveled to Paris to attend the UNESCO 

conference. Founded as a specialized agency of the UN, UNESCO, or the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, was awarded the task of trying to insure peace 
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and security through international understanding. As one pamphlet announced, “We can build a 

new world if people understand each other”124 The delegation from Fellowship Church would be 

primarily involved in the conference’s three day debate: “What are the duties of the state in 

regard to education, science and culture for the purpose of ensuring a better understanding 

between peoples, and what practical steps should be taken in order to discharge these duties.”125 

Unsurprisingly, the members represented multiple races including Chinese, Mexican, 

African American, Japanese, and Caucasian. Five of the attending members formed the 

Fellowship Church Quintet, which gave concerts while in Europe and upon their return to the 

United States. As the delegates moved from East to West across America with the Quintet, they 

gave talks at public meetings about their experience abroad and on their interpretation of 

UNESCO’s mission. In the United Nations and UNESCO, the congregation found a common 

cause and audience for their interracial mission. Like the United Nations though, Fellowship 

Church was unable to fulfill its aspirations for a national movement of religious integration.126 

Yet, in their pursuit of interracial and international fellowship they created a viable, local effort 

at the type of transformation that African Americans hoped for in the UN.   

Despite the difficulties faced by the church and the UN, each offered Bailey Thurman an 

opportunity to fully enact her vision for world community. Through her efforts with the 

International Workshop, she was able to use creative expression and cultural education to 

facilitate interracial understanding. It was especially important that this programming was carried 

out in a setting that was explicitly religious, meaning that people understood the workshops as an 

essential part of their spiritual participation in Fellowship Church. That the church served as a 
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backdrop to the first meeting of the United Nations only confirmed the Thurmans’ belief that San 

Francisco was the best place for their religious project. Through her reporting on the UNCIO, 

Bailey Thurman articulated her anticolonial views through real and imagined conversations 

between women who enumerated the problems with the imperial influence at the meeting. They 

also performed ambassadorial functions through social and political events outside of the Opera 

House. By engaging in diplomacy out of view of diplomats, they reflected the type of anti-

hierarchical world reconstruction that Sue Bailey desired. 

 

About one year before the Fellowship Church delegation departed for Europe, two 

significant figures in Sue Bailey Thurman’s life died. The first, was Mahatma Gandhi who was 

assassinated by a Hindu extremist on January 30, 1948, over the Mahatma’s (reluctant) 

endorsement of the Indian partition. The following day, S.E. Bailey passed away in Dermott, 

Arkansas.127 Sue Bailey Thurman believed that the two events were connected. She told Beth 

Rhude that she understood her mother had learned of Gandhi’s death and that she was deeply 

impacted by the news because “[mother] had been there ...because we had been there, I should 

say, and she knew India had talked about Ghandhi [sp] with us, and considered him our friend, 

and indirectly hers.”128 In that moment, the global connections that Bailey Thurman had spent 

her life pursuing were realized in a most unexpected way. Even though she had ever met Gandhi, 

S.E. Bailey recognized what his murder meant in the global struggle against imperialism and, 

perhaps, her hopes for her “sons and daughters” in Dermott. At least in the eyes of her daughter, 

Mrs. Bailey of Arkansas was in that moment joined with the Mahatma of India in a spiritual 

connection that reflected their shared understanding of the fight for freedom.

 
127 S. E. Bailey Condolences, box 16, folder 11, SBTC.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

 Howard and Sue Bailey Thurman remained at the helm of the Fellowship Church until 

1953 when Howard Thurman accepted the position of Dean of Chapel at Boston University. 

While there, Sue Bailey Thurman made great strides in her public history work, publishing the 

Historical Cookbook, developing the African American Freedom Trail around Boston, and 

establishing the Museum of African American History with Nathan Huggins at the Charles Street 

Meeting House in the Beacon Hill Neighborhood of Boston.1 She also remained committed to 

her student work and international interests by establishing the Hostess Committee for 

International Students of Boston University.2 After Howard Thurman’s retirement in 1965, they 

returned to the Bay Area where they lived the remainder of their lives.  

 In his biography of Shirley Graham Du Bois, Gerald Horne cites Faith Davis Ruffins’ 

conclusion that African American men are more prominent than African American women in the 

historical record because “the former had wives and the latter did not.”3 Sue Bailey Thurman, 

like Shirley Graham Du Bois, spent much of her later life assuring that her husbands legacy was 

not forgotten. While Thurman was still alive, they created the Howard Thurman Education Trust 

to financially support Black college students and share the “spirit and ideals” that shaped 

Thurman’s life.  create “listening rooms” around the world to share Howard Thurman’s spiritual 

 
1 On African American History Museum, see box 11, folders 16-17, SBTC; African American Freedom 
Trail, box 6, folder 27, SBTC.  
2 History of Hostess Committee for International Students, box 1, folder 29, SBTC.  
3 Horne, Race Woman, 22.  
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teachings.4 In 1989 it was reported that there were listening rooms in Africa, Asia, Europe, 

America.5 After his death in 1981, Sue Bailey and Anne Spencer Thurman continued to 

supervise the Trust in different capacities. 

 As she had done throughout their marriage, Bailey Thurman continued to work on her 

own projects even as she helped her husband with the Trust. Around the time that they returned 

to San Francisco, Bailey Thurman began establishing International Rooms at Black colleges in 

order to “open vistas to new worlds” for students.6 She also served as the Director of the San 

Francisco African American Historical and Cultural Society in 1970 to which she contributed 

throughout the final decades of her life, and she even created her own traveling history exhibit. 

The Sue Bailey Thurman Museum Exchange Program continued to emphasize African American 

women’s historical contributions through the Exchange’s collection of fifteen dolls constructed 

by Meta Warrick Fuller including Shirley Chisholm and the “widows of martyred heroes:” 

Coretta Scott King, Myrlie Evers-Williams, and Betty Shabazz. It also drew on the arts, not only 

through the dolls but also through quilts created by the History Quilt Club of Sausalito and Marin 

City, the wooden mural “Freedom Now” by Robert Ames, a Yoruba tapestry, and 124 “miniature 

brides” of the United Nations “presenting the corporate dream of all mankind for unity, peace, 

and justice for all peoples.”7 The Museum Exchange Program and International Rooms 

demonstrate that, like so many times throughout their partnership, Sue Bailey and Howard 

Thurman pursued shared goals using different methods.  

 
4 On the Howard Thurman Educational Trust, see Thurman, With Head and Heart, 259; Eisenstadt, 
Against the Hounds of Hell, 344-345. 
5 “Howard Thurman Listening Room Dedication,” Sun Reporter (March 1, 1989), 1, box 10, folder 1, 
SBTC.  
6 Records show rooms opened at Arkansas A & I (named for the Bailey Family), Spelman College, 
Hampton Institute, Livingstone College, and Bennett College. See Sue Bailey Thurman International 
Rooms, box 14, folder 14, SBTC.  
7 Sue Bailey Thurman Museum Exchange Program, box 14, folder 15, SBTC. 
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“Faith in the World Community” has sought to demonstrate that African American 

women’s visions of a world rebuilt were not only located in the political Left and nationalist 

movements. By drawing on the diasporic vision of the Black Baptist tradition and the ecumenical 

Christian movement of the interwar period, Bailey Thurman and her peers advanced an insurgent 

faith that challenged imperialism and racism, and designated women as having a special role in 

this global transformation. World reconstruction would begin with a reorientation of oneself to 

the world, followed by the other people and cultures in it. The world community that would 

come to be, in which people were related to one another through a recognition of mutual 

humanity and dignity, would be free of racial hierarchy and imperial domination as both denied 

the universalism of the “Great Curator of men and Places.” Or, as Sue Bailey might have said, 

economic and political exploitation maintained no “respect for personality.”  

 Importantly, Bailey Thurman’s ideas were put into practice through different initiatives 

and institutions that made these principles legible to African American women in the United 

States. Whether this was through her own lecturing on behalf of the Derricotte Scholarship in 

YWCAs, on the pages of the Aframerican Woman’s Journal, or though daily meditations and 

cookbooks, Bailey Thurman made an international worldview a part of women’s consciousness. 

Women who might never have the opportunity to leave the country or meet people from far away 

lands could read the lectures given during the Cuba Seminar or learn about women’s unofficial 

diplomacy on behalf of colonized peoples at the United Nations and therefore understand their 

place in the global community of women.  

 Bailey Thurman’s initiatives also facilitated women’s travel abroad. The Derricotte 

Scholarship and the Cuba Seminar sent African American women to develop relationships with 

women and institutions in other countries. This flesh and blood response to propaganda, as 
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Howard Thurman called it, not only expanded Black women’s international horizons, but also 

provided women in countries still revoking with the legacies and realities of colonialism a 

chance to see African American women as allies. World War II ultimately cut each of these 

initiatives short, but the planned Seminar in Haiti suggests that the NCNW program had the 

potential to become an annual series like Hubert Herring and the Committee for Cultural 

Relations with Latin America’s Mexico Seminar. In her leadership of these initiatives, Sue 

Bailey Thurman translated the international aspirations and cosmopolitan sensibilities of the 

university and NCNW into real experiences for African American women. Based on her own 

international travels to India, Cuba, Mexico, Guatemala, and across Europe, Bailey Thurman 

knew that personal relationships with people of different races and cultures were the best way to 

transform one’s own understanding of others and therefore she sought to make it available to as 

many women as possible.  

 Perhaps nowhere is this more evident than in Fellowship Church. Not only did Bailey 

Thurman’s leadership of the International Workshop, and its related programs, give her the 

freedom to put her ideas about culture and creative expression into practice, but she was able to 

do so in a religious setting. There, she was able to make explicit some of the ideas that had 

informed her work up to that point. The spiritual elements of creative expression, the spiritual 

necessity for interracialism and interracial spaces, and the universalism of personal access to the 

Kingdom of Heaven were codified in the church program. Through the dinners, student field 

trips, lectures, and exhibits participants were able to experience first-hand the deep significance 

of interracial living. Victoria Wolcott’s identification of Fellowship Church as part of the 

American utopian projects inspired by Gandhi’s ashrams is correct, but the Workshop in 

particular reflects a decade of work translating Gandhi and Tagore’s ideas into women’s 
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programming.8  

 While this project has established a foundation for understanding Sue Bailey Thurman’s 

international vision, there are some questions that remain to be answered. First, more information 

must be collected about the groups with which Bailey Thurman chose to partner. For example, 

having a better understanding of how the All India Women’s Congress and the La Asociación 

Cultural Feminina were interpreting the participation with the Derricotte Scholarship and the 

NCNW would help contextualize Bailey Thurman’s efforts as part of a larger women’s 

movement. This was Bailey Thurman’s stated goal in establishing these relationships, but 

identifying the places where their interests might have diverged would a yield a better 

understanding of the character of connections. It would also provide much needed perspective of 

non-Americans on the African American women’s movement and international coalition 

building.  

 Related to this inquiry is a more robust political and intellectual genealogy of Bailey 

Thurman’s peers. Marion Cuthbert, Juanita Saddler, Dorothy Height, Ethel Nance, and Bella 

Taylor remain scarce in historical analyses, if they’re present at all, while others like Juliette 

Derricotte are more visible but the relationship between their domestic and international work 

remains unexamined. Exploring these women as fellow actors in the liberal Christian movement 

would produce a more nuanced understanding of how the movement influenced a host of other 

civil rights organizations, especially from the perspective of women’s intellectual contributions. 

Further, there are other women outside of these networks with whom Bailey Thurman could be 

examined. Merze Tate and Dorothy Porter were both prominent professional women who 

 
8 Wolcott, Living in the Future, Chapter 4. 
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addressed similar themes to Bailey Thurman through their work at Black colleges.9 Extending 

this analysis to consider Baily Thurman’s relationship to their intellectual and international 

projects would enhance our understanding of Bailey Thurman’s position among professional 

historians and preservationists.  

 Finally, there is more to be considered about the place of the Harlem Renaissance in not 

only Bailey Thurman’s work, but in the larger intellectual transformation of interwar 

Christianity. For Sue Bailey Thurman, the Renaissance was an unfinished project. She was fully 

committed to realizing Black self-portraiture, especially as it related to women, through her 

public history work and journalism. Her growing interest in the domestic arts like cooking and 

quilt making as means of sharing African American history offers an exciting opportunity to 

reflect on how she understood the relationship between gender, racial expression, and historical 

consciousness.  

*** 

 Sue Bailey Thurman died on Christmas Day, 1996. During an internment service at 

Morehouse College in 1997, Coretta Scott King reflected on Bailey Thurman’s influence in her 

own life saying, “Personally she was my spiritual mentor, I’m sure she was not aware of this. 

Just thinking of the conversations we had, and reliving the time spent together, was for me 

indeed nurturing and inspiring… I always felt that she understood my unique role, though we 

never discussed it. She was a role model for all women, and her example was that of the finest 

womanhood.”10 While there are many parts of this story that ended with disappointment — the 

premature conclusion of the Derricotte Scholarship and Cuba Seminar; the dissolution of the 

 
9 Barbara Savage “Professor Merze Tate: Diplomatic Historian, Cosmopolitan Woman,” in Toward an 
Intellectual History of Black Women. 
10 Sue Bailey Thurman Internment Transcript Atlanta, May 15, 1997, box 3, folder 36, Dick Russell 
papers, M191. Northeastern University Archives and Special Collections. 
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World Center for Women’s Archives and the misuse of Mrs. Bailey’s funds donated for the 

NCNW Museum and Archives; the Fellowship Church’s inability to break out of its local church 

confines; and the failure of the United Nations to transform international relations in the wake of 

decolonization — Sue Bailey Thurman continued to pursue her calling as an “artist in human 

relations.”11 Though her dreams might have been idealistic on issues of peace and racial 

reconciliation, she continued to move forward. Sue Bailey Thurman’s hope for a world 

reconstructed, and her relentless efforts for faith in the world community, left behind a 

remarkable collection of artifacts: her own materials pertaining to her remarkable life, those that 

she collected from other women who might otherwise have been lost to time, and an intellectual 

tradition that demanded recognition of the creativity and humanity of African American women, 

which reverberated through the movements and leaders that she inspired.  

  

 
11 Speech by President Silber, box 1, folder 20, SBTC.  
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