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This dissertation looks at black girlhood in the nation’s capital in the twentieth
century and argues that black girls and women living in Washington, D.C. used
organizational and social spaces as a platform to imagine the possibilities of black
girlhood. The Phyllis Wheatley YWCA, the Girl Scout Council of the Nation’s Capital,
and the ritual of the debutante ball, which have not been compared together in one text,
are the social spaces at the core of this study. Sources such as organizational papers, local
and school newspapers, published oral histories, social scientific studies, and photographs
show that these spaces functioned simultaneously at critical sites of uplift and civil rights
work, education, pleasure, and leisure. Black girls and women used their participation in
girls’ organizations to assert black girls’ right to a happy and healthy childhood.

Viewing black girlhood through the lens of organizations reveals both what black
women thought about and desired for black girls, as well how girls used these spaces to
for their own joys and pleasures. Rather than treating ideas about and representations of
black girls separately from black girls’ lived experiences, as previous histories of black

girlhood have done, this dissertation bridges both perspectives. Taking this two-pronged



approach shows how girls’ organizations were mutually beneficial to black girls and
women.

Although there were overlaps in membership and participation between the
Phyllis Wheatley YWCA, the Girl Scout Council of the Nation’s Capital, and the
debutante ball, each took a unique approach in catering to black girls’ needs and shaping
the narrative of black girlhood. Organizational leaders used offered services and
programming such as residences, camps, charm and beauty clinics, and etiquette lessons
to develop girls and young women who participated in their program spiritually, morally,
emotionally, and physically. At the same time, black girls contended with a desire to
build friendships and romantic relationships, navigated the development of their personal
values and physical bodies, and asserted themselves as citizens of Washington and the
United States more broadly. At times, organizational leaders and young participants had
the same vision of girlhood, and at other times did not. But for both parties, the YWCA,
the Girl Scouts, and debutante ball served were spaces where they could develop this

vision.

This project contributes to what we know about black girls with its discussion of
friendships, interpersonal relationships, and girls’ relationships with their physical bodies.
Whether these relationships brought joy and sense of belonging, or were anxiety-ridden,
organizations played an important role in fostering them. “That charm of all girlhood”
also expands how we view middle-class black women’s leadership in social
organizations. They were not solely concerned about social status, but were committed to
cultivating black girls into successful black women. Looking at black girls’ social

organizations frames the construction of black girlhood as an intergenerational project.
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Introduction

Three adolescent girls entered a streetcar wearing “boys’ hats” and brightly
colored and patterned clothing accessorized with brass belts and buttons. During their
thirty-minute journey, the girls shared a box of bonbons, which spilled on the floor of the
streetcar. At the supposed dismay of other passengers and the driver, they laughed and
chatted loudly with each other. This scene appeared in a story titled, “The Loud Girl,” in
Silas X. Floyd’s Short Stories for Colored People both Old and Young, published in
1920. He believed that his stories would enlighten the minds of young people and aid
them in their development into “good men and good women.”* In “The Loud Girl,” he
cautioned young female readers against loud dress, behavior, and speech. In his
description of the “Loud Girl” he wrote, “She often cherishes the illusions that the
attention such manners attract is combined with admiration, when the truth is that those
who witness her strange conduct are simply wondering how it is possible for her to throw
to the winds that charm of all girlhood—modesty.”? Floyd framed his story as a
cautionary tale and a critique of what he deemed garish behavior, but the scene could be
read differently. Rather than about girls behaving badly, young readers could have
imagined the story could as a depiction of friendship and camaraderie among black girls.
While Floyd considered modesty and reserved behavior to be hallmarks of girlhood, the
girls in the story likely viewed belonging to a friend group and the pursuit of pleasure as

important markers of black girlhood.

! Silas X. Floyd, Short Stories for Colored People both Old and Young in Edward S. Green, The National
Capital Code of Etiquette Combined with Silas X. Floyd’s Short Stories (Washington, D.C.: Austin Jenkins
Co., 1920), 6.
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In the early decades of the twentieth century, writers like Floyd published Short
Stories for Colored People both Old and Young and other conduct manuals to instruct
and socialize black youth on social etiquette and personal care and comportment.®
However, storybooks and conduct manuals were only one space where black girls learned
how to navigate girlhood and develop into black women. Organizations and social spaces
for youth, which also emerged at the turn of the century in the United States, were also
important sites for these lessons. Still, black girl-centered social spaces did much more
than just tell girls how they should behave.

""That charm of all girlhood,™ is an organizational and social history that
examines black girlhood through the lens of girls' organizations and rituals from the
1930s-1960s. | argue that black girls and women used these social spaces, namely, The
Phyllis Wheatley YWCA (PW YWCA), the Girl Scout Council of the Nation's Capital
(GSCNC), and the tradition of the debutante ball, as a platform to construct and
experience the possibilities of black girlhood. An analysis of both the perspectives of
organizations and their members reveals that these organizations and rituals functioned
simultaneously as critical sites of race work, education, and the pursuit of leisure and
pleasure.

By utilizing these spaces for uplift and civil rights work, education, and leisure,
black women organizational leaders and their girl and young women participants

challenged the idea that black girls were incapable or unworthy of the status of girlhood.

Instead, they asserted that black girls were entitled to the same rights and joys of girlhood

% For a sustained discussion of Floyd’s Short Stories and other conduct manuals from the late 19™- early
20" century, see Michele Mitchell, “The Righteous Propagation of the Nation: Conduct, Conflict, and
Sexuality,” Righteous Propagation: African Americans and the Politics of Racial Destiny after
Reconstruction (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 108-140.



that their white counterparts possessed. Claims for black girlhood were embedded within,
and essential to, larger claims for black citizenship and demands for America to live up to
its democratic ideals. For black girls and women living in the nation’s capital, this
argument had a symbolic importance unique to African Americans living in Washington.
As the seat of the United States government, D.C. was meant to be the symbolic beacon
of the American ethos of democracy. And as such, black activists and community leaders
fought to make D.C. mean “democracy’s capital.”* Girls’ organizational leaders, who
were mostly black women, and black Girl Scouts, YWCA members, and debutantes were
also included in this struggle.

In 1938, Julia West Hamilton, then President of the PW YWCA penned a letter to
Oklahoma Senator Elmer Thomas, chairman of the Senate Subcommittee on District
Appropriations, in response to the proposed closing of the National Training School for
Girls (not to be confused with Nannie Helen Burroughs’ National Training School for
Women and Girls), an institution for white and black delinquent and abandoned girls. She
wrote, “The Negro girls of the District of Columbia have been seriously discriminated

against for years...”®> Hamilton’s letter positioned black girls as citizens of the District

4 Gregory M. Borchardt, “Making D.C. Democracy’s Capital: Local Activism, the ‘Federal State,” and the
Struggle for Civil Rights in Washington, D.C.,” Ph.D. Dissertation, The George Washington University
(2013).

5 “Letter from Mrs. Julia West Hamilton to Senator Elmer Thomas,” Undated, PW YWCA Collection, Box:
392-1719, Folder: Mrs. Hamilton, MSRC. Hamilton was elected President of the PW YWCA in 1930 and
served in this position until her death in 1955. In 1938, the District of Columbia House Appropriations
Committee proposed a plan to close the National Training School for Girls. At the time of the proposal, the
school had a reputation for rioting, overcrowding, and incompetent leadership. The superintendent of the
school, Dr. Carrie Smith Weaver, was swiftly removed from her position without explanation in 1937. The
plan was to remove the black girls to Blue Plains, a facility for delinquent black boys. Representative Ross
Alexander Collins of Mississippi, a Democrat and chairman of the House Subcommittee on District
Appropriations, led the charge in closing the school. This is the same congressman, introduced in the first
chapter, that when asked to help come up with a plan to aid the influx of black migrant teenage girls, said
that he could not help the situation because his constituents “‘wouldn’t stand for spending all that money on
niggers.” Representative Arthur Wergs Mitchell of Illinois, the first African American Democrat elected to
Congress, expressed similar sentiments as Hamilton in the Washington Post. He argued that moving the



whom the government and community failed and who deserved equal treatment. Each of
the girls and women discussed in this study may not have joined picket lines or
participated in political organizing (though many of them did), but by insisting on
inclusion, and eventually integration, safe housing, a healthy girlhood, the beauty of
black girls, and a space to build friendships and socialize with peers, black girls and
women in Washington affirmed that black girls could and should have a girlhood.

Literature Review
Black Girlhood in the United States

This dissertation shows how community leaders and black girls imagined black
girlhood. In this study, black girlhood encompasses both ideas and experiences. Histories
of black girlhood in the United States have examined what adult African Americans
thought about black girls and what they sought to provide for them, as well as black girls’
inner worlds. Nazera Sadiq Wright’s Black Girlhood in the Nineteenth Century traces the
representations and cultural significance of black girls within black literary production:
slave narratives, newspapers, short stories, novels, and conduct manuals. She argues that
African American writers employed the figure of the black girl across these various texts

to advocate for social and political causes like abolition and argue for full citizenship

black girls to Blue Plains would result in ‘rioting and other behavior which might well become a scandal in
the eyes of the community and Nation.” Women of the Association of American University Women and the
League of Women Voters also disapproved the closing of the school. For Mitchell quote see “Mitchell
Urges House to Save Girl’s School: Colored Representative Opposes Sending Inmates to Boys’ Home,”
The Washington Post, March 19, 1938, X3. For more on the National Training School for Girls
controversy, see James D. Secrest, “Report Urges Closing Girls’ Prison School: House Group Seeks
Savings by Transfer of Delinquents,” The Washington Post, January 26, 1938, 1; “Costs Cut 60 Pct. At
Reform School,” The Washington Post, January 16, 1938, 5; “False Economy,” The Washington Post,
March 3, 1938, X8; James D. Secrest, “Senate Slated to Keep Girls’ Home in Bill: No Other Place for
Them to Go, in Opinion of Chairman Thomas,” The Washington Post, February 10, 1938, X17; See Jessie
Ash Arndt, “Women Voters Oppose ‘Shacks’ at Blue Plains: Further Study of Children’s Institutions is
Urged; A.A.U.W. Speaker Assails Curtailment of School Board Power, The Washington Post, April 5,
1938, X11; “Women Voters Hear Program for Children: Report Asks Training School Kept Where it is
Another Year, The Washington Post, December 14, 1938, 2.



rights. While black girls sometimes served as cautionary tales, at other times they
represented the hopes and aspirations of the progress of the race. Gender, age, and race
worked together to shape representations of black girls and their processes of coming of
age.®

Black girls embodied the hopes of race progress in the nineteenth century black
literary tradition, and they continued to be emblematic of this through the twentieth
century. In South Side Girls: Growing up in the Great Migration, Marcia Chatelain views
the Great Migration through the lens of black girlhood. She argues that, “As African
American parents and community leaders experienced major changes in their economic,
social, and cultural lives during the Migration, their outreach to girls led them to define
black girlhood in relationship to their anxieties about urbanization, as well as their
greatest hopes for the era.”” Chatelain’s book centers on community institutions like
churches, industrial and public schools, commercialized leisure spaces, and camp.
Although South Side Girls includes excerpts of black girls’ voices, mostly from
interviews conducted for sociologist E. Franklin Frazier’s The Negro Family in Chicago,
Chatelain’s study, like Wright’s, is ultimately about discourses and representations of
black girlhood.®

While Wright and Chatelain offer fresh perspectives on African American literary

production and the Great Migration, respectively, LaKisha Simmons’ Crescent City

Girls: The Lives of Young Black Women in Segregated New Orleans offers a fresh

6 Nazera Sadiq Wright, Black Girlhood in the Nineteenth Century (Urbana: University of Illinois Press,
2016).

" Marcia Chatelain, South Side Girls: Growing Up in the Great Migration (Durham: Duke University Press,
2015), 2.

8 E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro Family in Chicago (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1932).



interpretation of life and coming-of-age in the Jim Crow South. Using the tools of
cultural geography, the history of sexuality, and affect studies, Simmons explores the
various ways in which black girls living in New Orleans navigated life and shaped their
subjectivities within the double bind: the oppressiveness of segregation and racialized
violence on one hand, and the constraints of African American middle-class notions of
respectability on the other. Simmons’s work is very much grounded in black girls” inner
worlds and lived experiences.®

Rather than looking at the perspectives of black girls and women as separate
realms, as previous works have done, this work bridges both perspectives. Looking at the
perspectives of adults and youth in tandem, rather than as two separate ways of
understanding black girlhood, challenges the assumption that the desires of adults and
youth were oppositional. To be sure, both parties at times had different desires or
motivations, but they mutually benefitted from these same social sites, using them to
construct what black girlhood could or should be. Social spaces such as the Girl Scouts,
the YWCA, and the debutante ball are the ideal sites to study this because they illustrate
the interplay between adult leaders and their young participants.

Still, “*That charm of all girlhood’” is indebted to the work of historians of black
girlhood. One of the claims of this dissertation is that organizations functioned
simultaneously as sites of work for the uplift and progress for the race and pleasure and
leisure for the girls who participated. Marcia Chatelain’s concept of the “politics of play,”

a term that she introduces in the final chapter of South Side Girls, deeply influences this

argument. The politics of play describes how:

9 LaKisha Michelle Simmons, Crescent City Girls: The Lives of Young Black Women in Segregated New
Orleans (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015).



Black leaders and civic organizations used advocacy for black girls’ participation
in children’s organizations to make claims about blacks’ fitness for citizenship
and social equality. Adults not only promoted black children’s participation in the
Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, and Camp Fire Girls to signal their right to full
citizenship, but also did so to argue a case for a protected black childhood.°

I use Chatelain’s politics of play as a theoretical framework for understanding the ways in
which the leaders of the organizations at the core of my study envisioned the function of
girls’ organizations beyond leisure or socialization. For example, African American
women in Washington’s scouting movement insisted that black girls should be included
in the organization because they deserved access to the same character-building
opportunities that white scouts enjoyed.

In the final chapter of Crescent City Girls, Simmons discusses black girls’
pleasure cultures, which included play at the local black branch of the YWCA and Mardi
Gras. The historical project of locating pleasure in black girls’ lives is important because
otherwise, their “lives are narrated only by the trauma of Jim Crow.”!! I would also add
that locating pleasure in their lives helps to move the discussion beyond the meanings
that African American adults placed on black girlhood and black girls’ lives. Simmons
argues that sites of pleasure allowed girls to escape the traumas of Jim Crow, and that the
friendships that girls built in these spaces were necessary for healing from these traumas.

While this argument is certainly true, this dissertation pushes past the race-

specific motivations behind black girls® pursuits of pleasure, to their age-specific needs.

10 Marcia Chatelain, South Side Girls: Growing Up in the Great Migration (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2015), 130.

11 Simmons 175. For a discussion of the need for black women’s historians to think more about pleasure
see Evelynn Hammonds, “Black (W)holes and the Geometry of Black Female Sexuality,” Differences: A
Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 6:2+3 (1994), 126-145; and Hammonds, “Toward a Genealogy of
Black Female Sexuality: The Problematic of Silence,” in M. Jacqui Alexander and Chandra Talpade
Mohante, eds., Feminist Genealogies, Colonial Legacies, Democratic Futures (New York: Routledge,
1997); Brittney C. Cooper, Beyond Respectability: The Intellectual Thought of Race Women (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2017), 74-75.



For example, a young African American domestic worker in D.C. could socialize with
other young women at the PW YWCA to escape the drudgery of her employment.
However, at the same time, a working- or middle-class teenager could spend time at the
PW YWCA, simply because she wanted to make friends or find a space to continue
socializing with her current friends outside of the home. Exploring social spaces like the
Girl Scouts, YWCA, and debutante ball, and the relationships that members and
participants forged there, offers insight into black girls” everyday lives, not just their
racialized experiences, but their age-specific needs and desires to socialize.

D.C. History

Historians have undertaken regional and local studies of black girlhood. While
Susan K. Cahn’s Sexual Reckonings: Southern Girls in a Troubling Age is a regional
study of white and black girls, Chatelain and Simmons’ texts are situated in Chicago and
New Orleans, respectively.*? These previous studies have provided insight on black
girlhood in the twentieth-century urban North and South, but Washington D.C., “a
corridor city...[where] Northern and Southern roots converged,” is missing in this body
of literature.® In fact, childhood in the nation’s capital is a topic of historical inquiry that
has not been adequately examined. A collection of published oral histories titled Growing
up in Washington features excerpts of oral histories of adults from various racial, ethnic,
and class backgrounds who grew up in the nation’s capital throughout the twentieth

century.** This edited volume provides anecdotal evidence of the various ways that

12 Susan K. Cahn, Sexual Reckonings: Southern Girls in a Troubling Age (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2007).

13 Treva B. Lindsey, Colored No More: Reinventing Black Womanhood in Washington, D.C. (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2017), 137.

14 Historical Society of Washington, D.C. and Jill Connors, ed. Growing Up in Washington, D.C.: An Oral
History. Charleston: Arcadia, 2001.



gender, race, class, and ethnicity shaped childhood experiences, but, apart from a brief
foreword and introduction, the oral history snippets are not grounded in any historical
analysis. As the first study of girlhood in Washington, D.C., this dissertation opens a
window into understanding what it meant to grow up black and female in the nation’s
capital and shows how claims for black girlhood were embedded within and essential to
larger claims for black citizenship in the nation’s capital and beyond.

Between 1920 and 1930, Washington’s African American population grew from
110,00 to 132,000, a twenty percent increase. In 1930, there were 69,843 black women
who lived in the city. This meant that over half of black Washingtonians living in
Washington were women.*® Historians have traced the professional, organizational,
activist, and everyday lives of black women in D.C. in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. Sharon Harley examines the social uplift work of black female teachers in the
nation’s capital between 1890 and 1930, while Treva Lindsey explores the ways black
women in Washington pursued a New Negro Womanhood to fight against gender and
racial oppression.'® Harley and Lindsey’s histories focus mostly on professional and elite
black women, but Elizabeth Clark-Lewis’s Living In, Living Out: African American
Domestics in Washington, D.C., 1910-1940, centers the lives of black domestics who

migrated from the rural South. She uses oral histories to trace their experiences as

15 The 1920 and 1930 census figures appear in Spencer R. Crew, “Melding the Old and the New: The
Modern African American Community, 1930-1960,” in Francine Curro Cary, ed., Washington Odyssey: A
Multicultural History of the Nation’s Capital, (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Books, 1996), 208 and
Sharon Harley, “Beyond the Classroom: The Organizational Lives of Black Female Educators in the
District of Columbia, 1890-1930,” The Journal of Negro Education 51:3, The Impact of Black Women in
Education: An Historical Overview (Summer 1982), 254.

16 Sharon Harley, “Beyond the Classroom: The Organizational Lives of Black Female Educators in the
District of Columbia, 1890-1930,” Journal of Negro Education 51:3 (1982), 254-265 and Treva B.
Lindsey, Colored No More: Reinventing Black Womanhood in Washington, D.C. (Urbana: University of
Ilinois Press, 2017).
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migrants and their fight to transition from domestic workers that lived-in their employers’
homes to the increased freedom and dignity of living-out.'” Looking much later in the
twentieth century, Ann M. Valk examines grassroots feminist organizing in Washington
in the 1960s and 1970s. Radical Sisters: Second-Wave Feminism and Black Liberation in
Washington, D.C. traces intersections between second wave feminism, the Black Power
movement, and other social movements in Washington, D.C. such as anti-poverty and
welfare rights activism. She shows how each of these movements overlapped in black
women’s work to advance feminist policies in the nation’s capital. 8

These texts highlight the diverse experiences of black women living in the
nation’s capital, but there are questions that remain unanswered. In what kind of world
did the women at the center of these narratives come of age? How did class and color
shape black girlhood and their coming-of-age processes? What were their needs and
desires? The chapters that follow show how black girls and young women who lived in
Washington cultivated relationships with their peers, prepared for womanhood,
developed a sense of self both internally and physically, and how they used organizations
to facilitate these developments.

Girls’ Organizations/Rituals

17 Elizabeth Clark-Lewis, Living In, Living Out: African American Domestics in Washington, D.C., 1910-
1940 (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1994). For more on the ways in which race and
gender shaped black women’s paid labor in the District see Sharon Harley, “Black Women in a Southern
City: Washington, D.C. 1890-1920” in Joanne V. Hawks and Sheila L. Skemp, eds., Sex, Race, and the
Role of Women in the South (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1983), 59-74.

18 Ann M. Valk, Radical Sisters: Second-Wave Feminism and Black Liberation in Washington, D.C.
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2010. For more on black women’s activism in D.C. in earlier periods
see Brittney C. Cooper, “*Proper, Dignified Agitation’: The Evolution of Mary Church Terrell, Beyond
Respectability: The Intellectual Thought of Race Women (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2017) and
Mary-Elizabeth Murphy, ““The Servant Campaigns’: African American Women and the Politics of
Economic Citizenship in Washington, D.C. in the 1930s,” Journal of Urban History 44:2 (2018), 187-202.
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“*That charm of all girlhood’” centers the experiences of African Americans, and
the uniqueness of these experiences for black Washingtonians, in national organizations
and rituals. Histories of U.S. girls’ organizations focus mainly on prominent groups such
as the Girl Scouts, the Camp Fire Girls, and the YWCA, and most of these histories are
national in scope.!® Often, these national stories are dominated by the voices of the
largely white leadership and membership. Lillian Williams’ A Bridge to the Future: The
History of Diversity in Girl Scouting is an institutional history of the Girl Scouts of the
United States of America’s (GSUSA) evolving policies regarding race and inclusion. In
“*The Very Best Influence’: Josephine Holloway and Girl Scouting in Nashville’s
African-American Community,” Elisabeth Israels Perry tells the story of Josephine
Holloway and her quest to bring Girl Scouting to African American girls in Nashville.
Beginning in the late 1920s, Holloway led the formation of several informal Girl Scout
troops formed throughout Nashville until the local Girl Scout Council finally approved
the creation of African American troops in the early 1940s. Holloway’s leadership not
only provided a space for African American girls, but she also inspired other black

women leaders within the community.?° Looking at these organizations at the local level

shapes the way that we view them in ways that national studies do not allow.

19 For examples of national studies of U.S. girls’ organizations see Wendy C. Sterne, “The Formation of the
Scouting Movement and the Gendering of Citizenship,” Ph.D. Dissertation, The University of Wisconsin
(1993); Lillian S. Williams, A Bridge to the Future: The History of Diversity in Girl Scouting (New York:
Girl Scouts of the U.S.A.), 1996; Laureen Ann Tedesco, “A Nostalgia for Home: Daring and Domesticity
in Girl Scouting and Girls’ Fiction, 1913-1933,” Ph.D. Dissertation, Texas A&M University (1999); Susan
Miller, Growing Girls: The Natural Origins of Girls’ Organization in America, (New Brunswick: Rutgers
University Press, 2007); Jessica Foley, ““Meeting the Needs of Today’s Girl”: Youth Organizations and the
Making of Modern Girlhood, 1945-1980,” PhD Dissertation, Brown University (2010); Jennifer Helgren,
American Girls and Global Responsibility: A New Relation to the World during the Early Cold War (New
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2017).

20 Elisabeth Israels Perry, ““The Very Best Influence’: Josephine Holloway and Girl Scouting in
Nashville’s African-American Community,” Tennessee Historical Quarterly 52 (Summer 1993), 73-85.
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Taking a local approach in an analysis of the Girl Scouts is particularly important,
specifically when examining race, because of the decentralized structure of the
organization. This meant that while the Girl Scouts of the United States of America
(GSUSA) could declare that scouting was “for all girls,” local councils ultimately
determined how inclusive it would be. In short, each local council has the potential to
offer its own unique history of black involvement in scouting. Taking a local approach to
the study of the YWCA also offers a different perspective of the organization. The black
YWCA movement in Washington was unique compared to the experiences of black
women in the organization in other cities. The YWCA operated under a branch system,
with black “branches” that came under the control of white YWCA associations.?:
However, Washington’s PW YWCA preceded and maintained its independence from
D.C.’s white YWCA.

The debate about what is gained and lost by a national study versus a local study
is not as important with the debutante ball. The actual ritual did not vary greatly from city
to city or region to region. The primary difference was that in some cities, certain
cotillions were more prominent or well-known than others. In Washington, D.C., the all-
male Bachelor-Benedicts sponsored arguably the most prominent cotillion in
Washington. Karal Ann Marling’s Debutantes: Rites and Regalia of American Debdom is
the most comprehensive historical study of the place of the debutante ball in American

culture. She traces the ritual from early America’s elite circles through the 1990s with

21 Judith Weisenfeld, African American Women and Christian Activism: New York’s Black YWCA, 1905-
1945 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 9; Nancy Marie Robertson, Christian Sisterhood, Race
Relations, and the YWCA, 1960-46 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2007).
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high school proms.?? In Relative Intimacy: Fathers, Daughters, and Postwar American
Culture, Rachel Devlin discusses the cultural currency of debutantes in postwar African
American culture.?® Lawrence Otis Graham’s Our Kind of People provides an insider’s
look at the institutions and customs of America’s black upper class. His discussion of
debutante balls consists of anecdotes from past participants and sponsors, however, much
like the oral history excerpts in Growing up in Washington, much of Graham’s book
lacks historical analysis.?* Katrina Hazzard-Donald’s Jookin’ is a history of social dance
in the African-American community. Here, she discusses the cotillion as a black elite
tradition that rejected black culture and embraced Euro-American cultural aesthetics.?®

Each of these works centers on one aspect of the cotillion. Marling and Graham’s
works are largely about class identity, while Devlin characterizes debutantes as
representatives of the race. Hazzard-Donald’s take on the debutante ball is also about
class identity, but specifically, the performative nature of it. This dissertation draws from
each of these perspectives in order to provide a comprehensive narrative of the black
cotillion.

While there have been separate studies on the Girl Scouts, the YWCA, and the
ritual of the debutante ball, no one has compared all three together in one text. There
have, however, been comparative studies of the Girl Scouts and YWCA, such as Jessica
Foley’s “*Meeting the Needs of Today’s Girl’: Youth Organizations and the Making of

Modern Girlhood, 1945-1980,” and Jennifer Helgren’s comparison of the Girl Scouts and

22 Karal Ann Marling, “A Different Kind of Debut,” Debutantes: Rites and Regalia of American Debdom
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2001), 152-172.

23 Rachel Devlin: Relative Intimacy: Fathers, Daughters, and Postwar American Culture (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 122-135.

24 Lawrence Otis Graham, Our Kind of People: Inside America’s Black Upper-Class (New York:
HarperCollins, 1999), 45-52.

% Katrina Hazzard-Donald, Jookin® (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1999), 162-171.



14

YWCA Y-Teens in American Girls and Global Responsibility: A New Relation to the
World during the Early Cold War. ?® The Girl Scouts and the YWCA lend themselves
more naturally to comparison because they began around the same time and had similar
missions. In addition to this, the debutante ball was not sponsored by a singular
organization. Various social clubs sponsored them. Finally, a young woman had to be
selected to debut, she could not just sign up or join, as was the case with the Girl Scouts
or the YWCA. However, a comparison of these three groups is fruitful. One reason being
that it provides the opportunity to discuss a broader range of black girls” experiences.
The Phyllis Wheatley YWCA, the Girl Scout Council of the Nation’s Capital, and
the ritual of the debutante ball were alike in that they each were girl-centered spaces
dedicated to crafting an idealized image and experience of black girlhood. However, each
catered to different segments of the population. While the PW YWCA and GSCNC
enlisted black girls from a range of socioeconomic backgrounds, the debutante ball,
sponsored by elite private clubs, were available to black girls only in middle- and upper-
class families. Collectively, this grouping of organizations produces a wider range of
class experiences and shows the ways that class shaped aspirations and expressions of
black girlhood. Furthermore, this comparative approach reveals the limitations of girls’

organizations as sites for the conceptualization of black girlhood. If leaders and members

% Some notable comparative studies of girls’ organizations include Jessica Foley’s
comparison of the Girl Scouts and the YWCA in “*Meeting the Needs of Today’s Girl’:
Youth Organizations and the Making of Modern Girlhood, 1945-1980,” PhD Dissertation,
Brown University (2010); Jennifer Helgren’s study of the Girl Scouts, Campfire Girls, and
YWCA Y-Teens in American Girls and Global Responsibility: A New Relation to the
World during the Early Cold War (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2017);
Another example is Susan A. Miller’s comparison of the Girl Scouts and Campfire Girls in
Growing Girls: The Natural Origins of Girls’ Organizations (New Brunswick: Rutgers
University Press, 2007).
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used participation in these organizations to make a claim about black girlhood as a
protected status and black girls as equal with their white counterparts, then what about
girls who could not participate or were excluded from participation?

Methodology
Organizational and Social History

“*That charm of all girlhood’” is both an organizational and social history. While
I am interested in what organizations thought about black girls, and how their
expectations for black girls shaped their programming, | take seriously how black girls
thought about themselves, their desires, and how they were agents. This two-pronged
approach reveals the interplay between black girls and women in the construction and
experiences of black girlhoods and highlights the multiple functions of girls’
organizations in black communities.

This dissertation uses organizational manuscripts, newspapers, oral histories, and
photographs, to trace the missions and evolving functions of girls’ organizations, as well
as their ideas about black girlhood and the programs and activities that they sponsored to
execute these ideas. The PW YWCA'’s collection is housed at the Moorland-Spingarn
Research Center at Howard University and the GSCNC’s records are housed at the
Council’s history center in Frederick, Maryland. Capturing the debutante ball in the
archive is more difficult. Most of these events were sponsored by private elite clubs.
Some, like the Bachelor-Benedicts, did not leave much behind in the archive. With the
debutante ball, newspapers, photographs, and cotillion souvenir programs allow for a
discursive analysis of the significance of the ritual. Still, PW YWCA and Girl Scout
archives have their own set of limits. The first twenty-five years of the PW YWCA'’s

existence are not well-documented in the archive, which has also shaped the
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chronological parameters of this study. Similarly, the GSCNC’s collection, particularly
its material related to the first five years of African American involvement, is thinner
than material from the 1940s and beyond. Despite these limitations, the organizations and
ritual that are the focus of this study are overall well-documented.

Archival evidence shows how black women organizational leaders used their
social clubs to make claims about black citizenship, transmit values of black womanhood,
and to offer black girls a safe and supervised space to be girls. However, focusing solely
on the organizations runs the risk of creating “a perfectly serviceable text about black
women’s work with girls, rather than an actual book about girls,” as Marcia Chatelain
explains about developing her study of black girls in Great Migration-era Chicago.?’ The
voices and experiences of black girls appear in snippets of organizational reports,
newspaper clippings, and oral histories, but ultimately, these sources reveal more about
what organizational leaders thought about black girls and how they desired to mold them.

While it is possible that a young woman joined the PW YWCA or became a Girl
Scout or debutante because of parental coercion, this oversimplifies the relationship
between organizations and the girls that joined them. In her study of the YWCA and
white working-class girlhood in Detroit from 1900-1930, Rebecca Poyourow cautions
historians to not oversimplify the relationship between organizations and their members
as one of coercion and resistance. She writes, “Clubs were indeed efforts of reformers,
philanthropists, and fledgling social service professionals hoping to shape young

workers’ use of leisure time, but that project was neither ineffectual or unwelcome in

27 Corinne T. Field, Tammy-Charelle Owens, Marcia Chatelain, LaKisha Simmons, Abosede George, and
Rhian Keyse, “The History of Black Girlhood: Recent Innovations and Future Directions,” Journal of the
History of Childhood and Youth 9:3 (Fall 2016), 388.
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club members’ experience.”?8 By thinking about black girls’ decisions to join an
organization, we can begin to think about the inner worlds of black girls and their
interpersonal relationships. These peer relationships have received little historical
attention, but thinking about these relationships expands how we think about black girls’
everyday lives.

Published oral histories, sociological studies, newspaper accounts that feature
girls’ voices, yearbooks, and school newspapers amplifies the desires of black girls, their
involvement in girls’ organizations, and black girl culture in the nation’s capital.
Whenever possible, this dissertation uses the voices of PW YWCA members, scouts, and
debutantes to show the ways in which adolescent girls aligned with or diverged from their
organizations’ goals and visions of black girlhood. Where the voices of the members are
not present, I include the voices of adolescent girls who grew up in Washington in this
period, but were not involved with the YWCA, Girl Scouts, or cotillion tradition. The
voices of the non-members are still instructive, because they point to how organizations
could have been appealing to black girls growing up in the nation’s capital, or the
challenges that they may have faced in recruiting them. The voices of participants and
non-participants are woven into each section.

One of the richest sources of girls’ voices comes from Howard University
sociologist E. Franklin Frazier’s Negro Youth Study, conducted between 1937 and 1939.
The aim of this study was to understand what it meant to grow up black in Washington.

The findings of the study were published in Frazier’s Negro Youth at the Crossways:

28 Rebecca Poyourow, “From Working Girl to Adolescent: The Detroit YWCA and the Transformation of
Sociability Among Working-Class Young Women, 1900-1930,” PhD Dissertation, University of Michigan
(2003), 11.
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Their Personality Development in the Middle States. The book was part of the five book
American Youth Commission (AYC) series published by the American Council of
Education. Frazier’s team interviewed both boys and girls. The girls interviewed for
Frazier’s study were residents of Washington, D.C., came from various socio-economic
backgrounds, and ranged in age from twelve through eighteen. Interviewers for the study
asked adolescent girls various questions about their blackness and prejudice, as well as
their sexual and social lives. Out of the twenty interviews located for this dissertation,
nearly half of the girls discussed social clubs that they and their peers started on their own
or pre-existing organizations that they joined, like the PW YWCA.

I join other scholars of black girlhood and sexuality who are engaged in the
historical project of re-reading the studies of Frazier, as well as youth studies conducted
by other black sociologists during the same period.?® As Marcia Chatelain and LaKisha
Simmons have argued elsewhere, Frazier and his contemporaries often used black girls’
responses, particularly regarding their sexual behavior and ideas about sexuality, as a tool
for identifying pathology. However, this dissertation uses the Frazier interviews as a
window into thinking about how black girls constructed and negotiated personal
relationships and relationships with the organizations that they joined. This critical re-
reading of Frazier is important because it offers a corrective to the narrative of pathology
that Frazier presented.

This dissertation also pushes back against Frazier’s conceptualization of black

clubwomen. In Black Bourgeoisie, Frazier railed against Washington’s black elite and

2 LaKisha Michelle Simmons, Crescent City Girls: The Lives of Young Black Women in Segregated New
Orleans (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015); Susan K. Cahn, Sexual Reckonings:
Southern Girls in a Troubling Age (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007); Marcia Chatelain, South
Side Girls: Growing Up in the Great Migration (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015).
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middle class. He pointed out what he characterized as their frivolous behavior and argued
that they lived in a fantasy world. Black clubwomen in particular were a target of his ire.
However, looking at these women’s leadership in social organizations as this dissertation
does, presents a different image of middle-class black women.* Instead of the status-
obsessed and snobbish women that Frazier presented in Black Bourgeoisie, this study
shows how black women used their leadership in girls’ social organizations as a way to
improve the well-being of Washington’s black girls. For example, as Chapter Three of
this dissertation shows, debutante ball organizers used an extravagant, and some would
argue frivolous, event like the cotillion to challenge the racist narrative that black girls
and women were unattractive and undesirable, a radical notion in the early to mid-
twentieth century.

Juxtaposing the perspectives of the organizational leaders and young members
shows the ways each viewed the purpose of girls’ organizations, at times similarly and
differently, and opens the question of how effective and relevant organizations were and
could be. It also demonstrates the ways that adults and girls worked together to make
meaning out of black girlhood through their involvement in organizations. This
challenges the idea that youth organizations were spaces solely for social control. Finally,
juxtaposing both positions shows that ultimately, organizational leaders adapted to
changes in black girl culture and their needs to remain relevant in the lives of their
members.

Terminology and Stages of Girlhood

30 E. Franklin Frazier, Black Bourgeoisie (New York: Free Press), 1957.
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This dissertation uses the boundaries and definitions of “girl” and *“girlhood” that
the PW YWCA, GSCNC, and debutante tradition put in place. “Girl” is a contested term,
and no one solid definition exists. Historians of childhood have concluded that age and
the stages of childhood and adolescence are not merely biological markers. For black
girls in particular, it is important to think about who exactly counts as a girl. Historian
Corinne T. Field writes,

Historians have noted how the word girl and its global translations have

functioned to mark out an ambiguous status between childhood and womanhood.

Others have emphasized that racial distinctions are fundamental to the concepts of

childhood and adulthood.3!

For example, Tammy-Cherelle Owens contends that white people “stripped” black girls
of ‘time privileges’ through their “refusal to recognize [them] as either children or
adults.3? Additionally, the term girl has also historically been used as a derogatory way of
addressing adult black women, and a way to deny black womanhood.

The girls and young women in this study are between the ages of ten and
nineteen. This is a broad range, but the organizations under examination here, however,
used chronological age to demarcate and acknowledge the various stages of girlhood.
First, the national Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA USA) created its Girl
Reserve program in 1918, and the PW YWCA adopted the program in the same year.
Girl Reserves were between the ages of twelve and eighteen. The program itself was

relatively broad, but because Girl Reserve clubs were typically formed in schools, girls

who were close in age grouped themselves together.33

3L Corinne T. Field, quoted in “The History of Black Girlhood: Recent Innovations and Future Directions,”
384-385.

32 Field 385.

33 YWCA USA, The Girl Reserve Movement: A Manual for Advisers, (National Board, Young Women’s
Christian Associations: New York, 1921).
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When Juliette Gordon Low began the Girl Scouts in 1912, girls between the ages
of ten and seventeen were eligible for membership, and everyone entered at the same
level. Scouts moved through the ranks based on experience, rather than age.** However,
by the mid-1920s, the organization began to recognize the age-specific needs of girls.
Additionally, Girl Scout scholar Ann Robertson argues that scouts “rejected this
structure” because they “wanted to be with girls their own age.*® By 1938, there were
three levels of girl scouting: Brownies (aged seven through nine), Intermediates (aged ten
through thirteen), and Seniors (aged fourteen through seventeen). In 1963, the Girl Scouts
updated the age levels. This update included the creation of the Cadette level, which
included girls between the ages of eleven and fourteen.® Scouting activities were, and
still are, based on age. In her discussion of scouting’s past and present, Robertson writes,
“Activities are planned around the principle of progression. As girls grow, they take on
increasingly more complex tasks.”3’ For example, African American Senior scouts in
Washington travelled across Europe in the 1960s.% The most that younger scouts could
expect to travel was to camp in another state.

Age was one of the criteria that cotillion organizers used to select debutantes.
Debutantes were typically between the ages of sixteen and nineteen—near or at the end
of high school or in their early years of college. The debutante ball differed from the Girl
Reserves and the Girl Scouts in that it was a coming-of-age ritual where adolescent girls

were ushered into womanhood. After taking their formal bow to society, debutantes were

34 Ann E. Robertson, Girl Scout Council of the Nation’s Capital (Charleston: Arcadia Publishing, 2013), 29
% 1bid 25

% 1bid 29

37 Ibid 25

38 “Itinerary for the Senior Girl Scout Troop 1302,” Girl Scout Council of the Nation’s Capital History
Center, Frederick, Maryland. Herein GSCNC.
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expected to take on “an adult role” within her community.3® But more than a recognition
of a young woman’s responsibility to lead in her community, the debutante ball also
acknowledged her sexual maturity. Art historian Karal Ann Marling writes, “These are
puberty-linked, female ceremonials certifying that a girl has become a woman ready for
marriage.”*° Here, cotillion organizers not only viewed age as a marker of capability to

lead, but employed age as a biological category.

Throughout the dissertation, | use the terms “girl,” “teenager,” “adolescent,” or
“young woman” to reference organizational members and participants. Here, the term
“girl” functions as an umbrella term, based on how organizations used the term. The
latter three terms specifically reference young people who are aged thirteen and older, or
have reached puberty. For example, because the cotillion celebrated a debutantes’
entrance into womanhood, | typically use the term “young woman” to reference
debutantes. Additionally, when | discuss dating culture in Chapter Four, | typically use

the terms *“adolescent” or “teenager.”

Why D.C.

This is the first study that examines social, political, and cultural life among
African Americans in the nation’s capital through the lens of black girlhood. Just as
importantly, situating this study in Washington presents a fresh narrative about how
historians think about black girls’ lived experiences and black women’s leadership.

Marcia Chatelain’s and LaKisha Simmons’ works show how the social landscapes

of Chicago and New Orleans, respectively, shaped experiences of black girlhood in

39 Karal Ann Marling, Debutante: Rights and Regalia of American Debdom (Lawrence: University Press of
Kansas, 2004), 3.
0 1bid
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distinct ways. First, New Orleans’ black population consisted of both black Creoles and
American blacks. Simmons illustrates how this distinction, in many ways, shaped where
black girls lived, as well as how they viewed themselves and each other. Second, black
New Orleanians lived in a city in the Deep South. Here, black girls experienced both the
everyday microaggressions and more overt forms of Jim Crow violence daily. This
profoundly impacted black girls’ psyche and feelings of safety.*! Chicago was also a
segregated city, though not in the same way as New Orleans. African American migrant
girls viewed Chicago as a “promised land” of sorts, that offered better educational and
economic opportunities and a shield from the racial violence of the Jim Crow South.
However, when they arrived, they soon realized housing and employment discrimination
were rampant in the industrial northern city.*?

Washington’s status as a “corridor city—a city through which distinctly Northern
and Southern roots converged,” made it a unique place for African American girls to
come of age.*® Like New Orleans and Chicago, the nation’s capital was also segregated.
Although it was a Southern city, its culture of segregation was much more fluid than its
southern neighbors. In Colored No More, historian Treva Lindsey argues that living in
the nation’s capital presented a unique set of possibilities for black women that was not
available in other cities. As a “black intellectual and cultural capital since the mid-
nineteenth century” and its designation as the federal city, Washington offered a sense of

hope to African American women looking to improve their lives and shape their

41 Simmons
42 Chatelain
43 Lindsey 137
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subjectivities. I argue that this had a profound effect on black girls’ coming of age
process.

As the home of Howard University and the federal government, which provided
federal jobs, the city drew a significant number of educated, professional blacks. In
addition to this class of upwardly-mobile black professionals, there were several elite
“old families” that descended from free blacks, blacks who purchased their freedom “at
least one or two generations before slavery ended,” or mixed-race parentage.*
Additionally, the symbolic importance of D.C. as the seat of American democracy,
offered black Washingtonians a sense of hope and “a particular power to challenge the
federal government to live up to America’s stated national ideals.”*® To see such a
significant concentration of education, middle-class African Americans likely shaped
what girls and young women deemed possible for their own lives’ trajectories.

The YWCA and Girl Scouts were both national organizations, and black
debutante balls occurred in various cities throughout the United States such as New York,
Chicago, and Los Angeles. With D.C. as the focal point, this dissertation adds local
nuance to national histories of girls’ social spaces and traces the ways in which these
spaces in Washington were either representative or exceptional.

The YWCA, Girl Scouts, and debutante ball each had a unique history in
Washington. The PW YWCA, founded in 1905, preceded the white YWCA in the city. It

was independent from, rather than a branch of the white YWCA. This was not the case

4 Graham 223; See also Willard B. Gatewood, “Washington: Capital of the Colored Aristocracy,”
Aristocrats of Color: The Black Elite, 1880-1920 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990), 39-68.

4 Gregory M. Borchardt, “Making D.C. Democracy’s Capital: Local Activism, the ‘Federal State,” and the
Struggle for Civil Rights in Washington, D.C.,” Ph.D. Dissertation, The George Washington University
(2013), 5.
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for black YWCA:s in other cities.*® In 1946, the national body of the YWCA (YWCA
USA), passed its Interracial Charter, which desegregated the YWCA and committed it to
‘pioneer in an interracial experience that shall be increasingly democratic and
Christian.”*’ Prior to the passage of the charter, the organization operated under a branch
system. African American “branches” were part of the larger (white) central associations.
Although branches had some autonomy over day-to-day operations, they were often
“financially dependent upon and administratively subordinate to” the central
associations.*® The independence of the PW YWCA, and its battle to remain so, made it
unique among other African American YWCAs.

The Girl Scouts began in Savannah in 1912, but founder Juliette Gordon Low
established its first national headquarters in Washington, D.C. in 1913, where it remained
until 1915. Low began the scouting movement in the United States as a movement “for
all girls,” yet in many councils, black girls were not part of the all, including in
Washington. It would remain that way until the 1930s. D.C. was one of many examples
of the limitations of the Girl Scouts’ inclusive rhetoric. In the same way that the federal
government and some residents of the nation’s capital characterized the city as a “model”
for American democracy, even though it was segregated, the national Girl Scout
headquarters, which made its home in the city early in the movement, fell short of its

promises of opportunity for any girls who were interested.

46 Another example of a black YWCA that preceded a city’s white YWCA is the New York YWCA. Black
women in New York City established a YWCA in 1905. However, by 1912, it operated as a branch of the
New York YWCA. See Judith Weisenfeld, African American Women and Christian Activism: New York’s
Black YWCA, 1905-1945 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press), 27, 34.

47 Nancy Marie Robertson, Christian Sisterhood, Race Relations, and the YWCA, 1906-46 (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2007), 163.

48 Robertson 7
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Washington, D.C. is an ideal site to study the black elite and their traditions, such
as the debutante ball, because of the concentration of elite and middle-class blacks
throughout most of the twentieth century. This segment of the population formed the
strong social, professional, and political networks necessary for the development and
maintenance of black girl-centered spaces. Take for example, Virginia Richardson
McGuire, who served as the director of the Phyllis Wheatley YWCA from 1927-1937
and was appointed by the GSCNC in 1934 to organize black scouting in the nation’s
capital. Richardson’s father was one of the first graduates of Howard University medical
school and eventually went on to graduate from the institution’s law school. Her mother
was the first African American attendance officer in D.C. public schools. Richardson
married John Grayson McGuire, a Dartmouth graduate who founded McGuire Funeral
Home, “one of the city’s oldest and most prestigious funeral businesses” that continues to
exist today.*® Outside of her work with these girls’ organizations, she also served as
President of the Washington chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP). In December 1934, the same year that she led the movement
for black scouting in Washington, McGuire organized an NAACP anti-lynching
demonstration. In fact, the seventy picketers gathered at the PW YWCA. McGuire served
on numerous civic and government committees, and she also helped found the Women’s
Civic Guild.*® Virginia McGuire’s status and civic involvement in the District illustrated

the close-knit relationship between the city’s black social and political institutions.

49 Sandra R. Gregg, “The McGuire Family Legacy: Tending the Business of Death and Earning a City’s
Respect,” Washington Post, January 14, 1982, DC1. For more on the legacy of the McGuire family see Pat
Lewis, “A Family Saga, A Capital History,” The Washington Star, May 25, 1980, C-2.

%0 “Virginia G. McGuire, Leader in Civil Rights Here,” The Washington Post, Times Herald, February 4,
1967, B4. For more on McGuire’s involvement in D.C. scouting see Robertson, 48, 51. For more on
McGuire’s anti-lynching activism see Mary Jane Brown, Eradicating this Evil: Women in the American
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Chapter Summaries

Chapters are organized chronologically and move from segregation in turn-of-the-
twentieth-century-D.C. to calls for integration in the nation’s capital in the 1950s and
1960s. Chapter One, “Segregation and the Origins of Organizations for Black Girls in
Washington, 1905-1935,” traces the origins of the PW YWCA, black involvement in the
GSCNC, and the black debutante ball. I argue that segregation fostered the development
of a black girl organizational culture in the nation’s capital. Black organizational leaders
were part of a larger movement in the United States to establish youth organizations, but
they also responded to race- and racialized gender-specific issues and changes that
impacted black girls in Washington. Specifically, these organizations grew out of
demographic changes brought on by migration as well as the segregated nature of
recreation and social life in the District. Organizational leaders created and brought girl-
centered spaces to black Washingtonians as acts of uplift and civil rights work. Girls who
joined these activities cited desires to build and maintain friendships as their chief
motivation for wanting to participate. Many of these young women were migrants. In a
segregated city like Washington, spaces like the PW YWCA offered an additional space
to socialize with peers.

Chapter Two, “*We have aimed to meet the rising tide of juvenile delinquency’:
Character-Building and Morality from the Great Depression through World War 11,”
looks at anxieties about idleness and juvenile delinquency among black girls in the 1930s
and 1940s. Reports from and programming at this study’s core organizations as well as

black youth groups in Washington more broadly and E. Franklin Frazier’s Negro Youth

Anti-Lynching Movement, 1892-1940 (New York: Routledge, 2000), 235; Andor Skotnes, A New Deal for
All?: Race and Class Struggles in Depression-Era Baltimore, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 132.
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Study, show how community and institutional leaders in D.C. had concerns, founded or
not, about idleness and delinquent behavior among black girls. Girls’ organizations
turned to character-building initiatives, such as camp, to remove their members from the
threat of delinquency and idleness and encourage good behavior. Christian education,
chastity, and service were at the heart of these programs. While spaces like camp or the
debutante ball allowed for black girls to be surveilled, in many instances, girls valued
Christianity, chastity, and service in the same ways as their leaders. And in other cases,
they did not. This chapter illuminates how organizations’ attempts to build character and
present black girls as moral subjects were not just about attacking delinquency and
idleness, but also about changing larger racists narratives about black girls’ inherent
immorality. Black girls and leaders used character-building programs to present
themselves as upstanding, moral citizens. This chapter also illuminates the processes that
black girls engaged in to develop their personal values.

While Chapter Two explores black girls’ relationships with their inner selves,
Chapter Three showcases their relationships with their outer selves. “‘She is
attractive...And very well-groomed too’: The Politics and Pleasures of Health, Beauty,
and Dress,” reveals the centrality of the physical body in the ways in which black girls
and women envisioned and experienced black girlhood. This chapter uses camping to
illustrate how organizational leaders framed a healthy girlhood as a right.
Simultaneously, campers viewed the journey to and physical experiences of camping as a
source of joy and pleasure. Of course, girls could also experience the pleasures of
physical movement in the city. Dance was a central component in both the PW YWCA

athletic program and the black debutante ball. Dancing was not the only aspect of the
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cotillion that drew attention to the physical body. The beauty and physical features of the
debutante also proved to be very important. Cotillion organizers, coupled with the black
press, presented debutantes as shining examples of the beauty of the black race. This
challenged the notion that black girls and women were unattractive, a challenge that was
meant to instill racial pride. However, this approach had the potential to reinforce
European standards of beauty and damage the self-esteem of young women who did not
fit this aesthetic. Finally, teenagers and organizational leaders used self-presentation
through dress to make a statement about black girls’ identities and citizenship.

The final two chapters center on moments of transition in the history of U.S. girls’
organizations: the institutionalization of a heterosexual youth culture after World War Il
and the Civil Rights Movement. Chapter Four, “Canteens and Cotillions: Learning and
Performing Courtship in the Postwar Phyllis Wheatley YWCA and Black Debutante
Ball,” chronicles the emergence of a more heterosocial-oriented youth culture in the
postwar period, and the participation of black girls and the organizations that catered to
them in this cultural shift. What was the fate of single-sex organizations in this shift?
How did they remain relevant? The organizations in this study, particularly the PW
YWCA, created co-ed programming and workshops that taught girls the basics of charm,
beauty, and dating to adapt to this change through. This programming not only kept the
PW YWCA relevant, but it allowed them to surveil and cultivate the heterosexual
relationships that their members pursued. Similarly, the debutante ball was a space where
exclusive social organizations and the parents of children of the black elite could control
with whom their daughters interacted. In the black press, the debutante ball represented a

model of ideal courtship. Even though adults controlled these heterosocial spaces, the PW
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YWCA’s co-ed programming and the debutante ball allowed black girls to pursue

pleasure and romance.

Chapter Five, “*Integration was the watchword’: Debating the Promises and
Perils of Civil Rights and Integration in D.C.’s Girls’ Organizations,” examines how
D.C.’s girls’ organizations pursued or resisted integration and interracialism during the
era of civil rights. African Americans in the GSCNC heartily embraced integration in the
local council, and black scouts participated in the integration of Girl Scout camps both in
the Washington metropolitan area and in other regions of the United States. Camp
desegregation offered a platform for black girls to take leading roles in the civil rights
movement. On the other hand, while never opposed to interracial work, the women of the
PW YWCA, when asked to form a federation with the city’s white YWCA, were
skeptical about becoming more intimately intertwined with the white organization. PW
YWCA leaders claimed that doing so would not best serve the needs of D.C.’s black
girls. Looking at Washington’s black girls’ organizations in this period opens alternative
spaces for uncovering civil rights work and challenges the popular narrative that national
girls’ organizations, or at least their progressive members, embraced integration as the
ultimate goal.

While the PW YWCA, GSCNC, and the debutante ball often served different
girls, ultimately their goals were similar. The women of the PW YWCA desired to
develop girls and young women who participated in their program spiritually, morally,
emotionally, and physically. Similarly, the mission of the Girl Scouts was the
“development of the girl along physical, emotional, mental, moral, and social lines, to the

end that there may result not only a personally enriched individual, but also an
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intelligently participating citizen in a democratic social order.”>* The black debutante ball
sought to cultivate poise and social graces within debutantes to prepare them for entrance
into black society. At the same time, black girls coming of age in the nation’s capital
contended with a desire to build friendships and romantic relationships, navigated the
development of their personal values and physical bodies, and asserted themselves as
citizens of Washington and the United States more broadly. At times, organizational
leaders and young participants had the same vision of girlhood, and at other times did
not. But for both parties, the YWCA, the Girl Scouts, and debutante ball served were

spaces where they could develop this vision.

L Ann E. Robertson, Girl Scout Council of the Nation’s Capital (Charleston, S.C.: Arcadia Publishing,
2013): 8 and 11; “Girl Scout Camping Objectives,” Meetings-National Board: Camp Committee, 1937-
1938, GSCHP.
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Chapter One: Segregation and the Origins of Organizations for Black Girls
in Washington, 1905-1935

In 1939, Elwood Street, Director of Public Welfare of the District of Columbia,
met with Democratic Congressman Ross Alexander Collins of Mississippi, chairman of
the House Subcommittee on District Appropriations. Street approached him to ask for his
help with a local issue. According to Street, African American girls, mostly between the
ages of fourteen and sixteen, had been pouring into Washington for the past several years.
These teenage women migrated to the nation’s capital from the South unaccompanied by
parents or any other kin. Some did not have confirmed living arrangements, and as a
result, many were sent to the National Training School for Girls. This institution was not
only segregated by law, but was overcrowded, understaffed, and in need of better skilled
supervisors. Representative Collins looked Street squarely in his face and said, ‘If | went
along with your ideas, Mr. Street, I’d never keep my seat in Congress. My constituents
wouldn’t stand for spending all that money on niggers.’2

Even though these were teenagers that were migrating alone and were negatively
impacted by segregation and overcrowding, their status as adolescent girls did not raise
any concern or curry any sympathy in the mind of Representative Collins. In fact, he
simply addressed them as ‘niggers.” Because Washington lacked its own representation,
congressmen who had white supremacist leanings and were not from Washington shaped
institutional and social policies in the District, negatively impacting black citizens. In

Constance McLaughlin Green’s The Secret City: A History of Race Relations in the

! The National Training School referenced here was a reformatory institution, not to be confused with
Nannie Helen Burroughs’ National Training School for Women and Girls, also in Washington.

2 Elwood Street, quoted in Constance McLaughlin Green, The Secret City: A History of Race Relations in
the Nation’s Capital (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967), 247.
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Nation’s Capital, she writes, “Mississippi’s racial views...controlled correctional work in
the nation’s capital.”® The conversation between Street and Representative Collins
illustrates the precarious position of young black women in the nation’s capital
throughout the twentieth century, and their need for support from community institutions.

The development of organizations and rituals for black girls in the nation’s capital
did not occur in a vacuum. The meaning of childhood underwent major changes
beginning in the late nineteenth century. Children went from being characterized as
miniature versions of adults and contributors to the household economy, to a group with
age-specific concerns in need of special nurturing. Childhood came to be understood as a
distinct developmental stage separate from adulthood. This cultural shift, known as the
sentimentalization of childhood, impacted familial relationships, community institutions,
and local, state, and national policy. Debates about child labor laws, schooling, and
reform in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries reflected the notion of the “priceless”
child, which sociologist Viviana Zelizer defined as reformers’ idea that economic value
should not be attached to children, and that they were invaluable beings.*

Gender and race ideologies shaped the sentimentalization of childhood and
defined the boundaries of which children were sentimentalized and which were not.
While reformers pushed for stricter child labor laws and compulsory formal education,
they also worked to protect girls from early sexual experiences. Urbanization and the
emergence of a commercialized leisure culture at the turn of the century led to greater

independence among adolescent girls, which worried parents and reformers alike. For

3 Green 247
4 Viviana Zelizer, Pricing the Priceless Child: The Changing Social Value of Children (New York: Basic
Books, 1985).
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many adolescents, this increased independence led to more heterosexual interactions. In
addition to organizations like the YWCA and Girl Scouts that provided “wholesome”
recreation for girls, state-sponsored spaces such as the juvenile courts and homes for
wayward girls policed girls’ sexual behavior, often viewed as delinquent.® However,
while white proponents of juvenile courts and industrial homes pointed to the ability for
white girls to be reformed and corrected, these same people often assumed that black
girls were inherently immoral, and therefore incapable of reform.®

This larger shift in cultural attitudes towards children fostered the proliferation of
youth organizations in the early decades of the twentieth century. For example, the Boy
Scouts of America began in 1910 in Chicago, the Girl Scouts of the USA began in
Savannah in 1912, and the Camp Fire Girls began informally in 1910 and was officially
established in 1912. In the case of the Girl Scouts, the larger objectives of the
organization were the “development of the girl along physical, emotional, mental, moral,
and social lines, to the end that there may result not only a personally enriched individual,
but also an intelligently participating citizen in a democratic social order.”” Here, Juliette
Gordon Low, the founder of the Girl Scouts, framed girlhood as a stage that required

nurturing in all areas of life in order to develop women who would contribute to society.

5 “Introduction,” Miriam Forman-Brunell and Leslie Paris, eds., The Girls’ History and Culture Reader:
The Twentieth Century (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2011), 2. See also Mary E. Odem, Delinquent
Daughters: Protecting and Policing Adolescent Female Sexuality in the United States, 1885-1920 (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995); Kathy Peiss, Cheap Amusements: Working Women and
Leisure in Turn-of-the-Century New York (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986).

6 Susan K. Cahn, Sexual Reckonings: Southern Girls in a Troubling Age (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2007), 70.

" “Girl Scout Camping Objectives,” Meetings-National Board: Camp Committee, 1937-1938, Girl Scout
Center for Historic Preservation, herein GSCHP.
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Yet, because these organizations were often segregated, or shut out black children
from participation, organizational leaders made the claim that nonwhite children were not
worthy or in need of the same benefits of participation that their white counterparts
received. Still, in the case of Washington, D.C. and other cities across the United States,
black organizational leaders and their members countered the claim that black girls were
not worthy of the same benefits of organizational life that their white counterparts
possessed. They did this through creating their own institutions and social spaces such as
the PW YWCA and the ritual of the debutante ball. Or, they fought for inclusion i