Classroom Connections:
The Women of White
Supremacy

Lesson set for BackStory episode #0298, “Rallying Behind Racism”

Classroom Connections: The Women of White Supremacy
Background for Teachers
In the wake of the 2017 “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, there has been
an increased awareness of white supremacy in the national discourse. However, white supremacy
movements have existed in the United States since the founding of the country. Following the
abolition of slavery, white supremacy groups fought for continued segregation with Jim Crow laws.
Historians have often focused on the role of men in shaping the national narrative of white
supremacy. However, this lens ignores the contributions of white women throughout history who
fought to maintain racial hierarchies.
This lesson, and the corresponding BackStory episode, focus on the women of different
white supremacy movements throughout American history. Far from being innocent bystanders,
women frequently took an active role in trying to preserve the status quo of racial inequality. The
episode discusses white supremacy in three different contexts: slavery during the 19th century,
during Jim Crow-era segregation, and today. Because of the sensitive nature of the subject matter,
some elements of this lesson plan may be difficult for some students to hear and discuss.

Procedures
1. Guiding Question:
a. Ask students to write down an initial response to this question:
i. What role have women played in promoting white supremacy throughout American
history?
b. As the lesson progresses, ask students to revisit this question.
2. Classroom Connections: Listen to Backstory
a. Have students listen to the Backstory episode on the history of American women and white
supremacy. This can be also be assigned before class. Have students focus on the following
comprehension questions for each segment:
i. Photographing a Movement
1. How has Glenna Gordon’s work depicted women in white supremacy groups?
2. How does Gordon respond to criticism that her work amplifies the message of
white supremacists?
ii. Madame Slave Owner
1. What is coverture? How does it apply to white women during slavery?
2. According to author Stephanie Jones-Rogers, what narrative did white women push
in the years following the abolition of slavery?
iii. ‘Segregation’s Constant Gardeners’
1. How is the women’s suffrage movement in the South connected to segregation?
2. What role did women contribute to the implementation of the Racial Integrity Act?
3. How did women use public education to promote white supremacy narratives?
3. Document Analysis
a. Pass out the document set and graphic organizer to students. The documents focus on white
supremacy in the women’s suffrage movement
b. Have students review each document individually or in small groups.
c. For each document, students should fill out the following information in the graphic organizer:
i. Historic Context: What is the context of the document? What was happening in history
around the time it was created? How does this impact what it says?
ii. Intended Audience: For whom was the document created? How does this impact what it
says?
iii. Point-of-View: Who created the document? What is their perspective? How does this
impact what the document says?
iv. Purpose: Why was the document created? How does this impact what it says?
d. After groups have been given enough time to craft their arguments, participate in a class discussion
to summarize key themes and learning points.
4. Return to the Guiding Question
a. To conclude the lesson, have students revisit the initial guiding question. Ask students to reflect on
how their opinions have shifted based on new information. Encourage students to write down one
key takeaway from the lesson.

Standards
AP US History Themes:
Theme 1: American and National Identity
Theme 5: Politics and Power
Theme 8: Social Structures
C3 Framework:

Change, Continuity, and Context
D2.His.1.9-12. Evaluate how historical events and developments were shaped by unique circumstances of time
and place as well as broader historical contexts
D2.His.2.9-12. Analyze change and continuity in historical eras
D2.His.3.9-12. Use questions generated about individuals and groups to assess how the significance of their
actions changes over time and is shaped by the historical context.

Perspectives
D2.His.5.9-12. Analyze how historical contexts shaped and continue to shape people’s perspectives.
D2.His.6.9-12. Analyze the ways in which the perspectives of those writing history shaped the history that they
produced.
D2.His.7.9-12. Explain how the perspectives of people in the present shape interpretations of the past.

Historical Sources and Evidence
D2.His.11.9-12. Critique the usefulness of historical sources for a specific historical inquiry based on their
maker, date, place of origin, intended audience, and purpose.
D2.His.12.9-12. Use questions generated about multiple historical sources to pursue further inquiry and
investigate additional sources.

Causation and Argument
D2.His.14.9-12. Analyze multiple and complex causes and effects of events in the past.
D2.His.16.9-12. Integrate evidence from multiple relevant historical sources and interpretations into a
reasoned argument about the past.

Document Analysis: Graphic Organizer
Source
Doc A: The 15 and
19 Amendments
th

th

Doc B: Kate
Gordon Interview
Doc C: Excerpt
from Carrie
Chapman Catt
Doc D: Political
Cartoon from New
York Tribune
Doc E: Declaration
of Principles

Doc F: Excerpt
from W.E.B.
DuBois

Historic Context

Intended Audience

Point-of-View

Purpose

Classroom Connections: The Women of White Supremacy
Part I: Guiding Question
Consider this question throughout the lesson.
1. What role have women played in promoting white supremacy throughout American history?

Part II: Backstory – Rallying Behind Racism
As you listen to the Backstory episode, answer the following questions for each segment.
1. Photographing a Movement
a. How has Glenna Gordon’s work depicted women in white supremacy groups?
b. How does Gordon respond to criticism that her work amplifies the message of white
supremacists?

2. Madame Slave Owner
a. What is coverture? How does it apply to white women during slavery?
b. According to author Stephanie Jones-Rogers, what narrative did white women push in the years
following the abolition of slavery?

3. ‘Segregation’s Constant Gardeners’
a. How is the women’s suffrage movement in the South connected to segregation?
b. What role did women contribute to the implementation of Virginia’s Racial Integrity Act?
c. How did women use public education to promote white supremacy narratives?

Part III: Document-Based Question

Directions: Using the information from the podcast and the documents below, formulate an argument in response
to the following prompt:
•

How did white suffragists approach the question of equal voting rights for black women between
the passage of the 15 and 19 Amendments?
th

th

In your response you should:
Ø
Ø
Ø
Ø
Ø

Craft a thesis statement that takes a stand on the question above
Structure a response that follows a clear format and uses logical argumentation
Contextualize your response in your knowledge of US History
Use at least four of the documents
Use the graphic organizer to outline your thinking

Document A
“The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any
State on account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude. Section 2. The Congress shall have power to
enforce this article by appropriate legislation.”
th

The 15 Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
Adopted on March 30, 1870
“The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any
State on account of sex. Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.”
th

The 19 Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
Adopted on August 26, 1920

Document B
“The question of white supremacy is one that will be decided by giving the right of the ballot to the educated,
intelligent white women of the South. This is a fact that many of the brightest men in the South are acknowledging
today. The white women of the South hold the balance of power. Their vote will eliminate the question of the
Negro in politics and it will be a glad free day for the South when the ballot is placed in the hands of its intelligent,
cultured, pure, and noble womanhood. The woman suffragists of the north are looking to the south; they are
watching the signs of the times. Everything points to this great evolution, that between the negro vote and the vote
of the intelligent womanhood, the South, true to its traditions, will trust its women and thus placing their hands the
balance of power, the negro as a disturbing element in politics will disappear.”

Interview with Southern Suffragette Kate Gordon

Daily Picayune, July 7, 1901

Document C
“The facts are that woman suffrage secured by Federal Amendment will be subject to whatever restrictions may be
imposed by state constitutions (provided those restrictions are in accord with the National Constitution) in
precisely the same way as woman suffrage secured by state constitutional amendment. No larger number of negro
women can be enfranchised by Federal Amendment than will be enfranchised by State Amendment. If the
women of the South are ever to be enfranchised, it must be by (1) Federal Constitutional Amendment, or (2) State
Constitutional Amendment. If their franchise is obtained by the former method, it will come by the votes of white
men in Congress and legislatures; if by the second, they will be forced to appeal to voting Negroes to elevate them
to their own political status. One would suppose the first would be the preferable method from the Southern
viewpoint. It is possible that behind this commonly spoken objection, lies a hope and belief that Southern women
will remain disfranchised forevermore. A man unfamiliar with political history, psychology, and the science of
evolution might cherish such a belief in fancied security, but ideas cannot be shut outside the borders of a state.
There is no Southern state in which women of the highest families are not giving their all in order to propagate
this cause, and they are doing it with so noble a spirit and so eloquent an appeal that final surrender of the citadel
of prejudice is only a question of time. No one has ever questioned the "fighting ability" of the South. That ability
is not confined to men. Courage, intelligence, conviction and willingness to sacrifice characterize the suffrage
movement in every state, and the South is no exception. The women of that section will vote; the question is how
long must they work, how much must they sacrifice to win that which has so freely been granted to men of all
classes?
White supremacy will be strengthened, not weakened, by woman suffrage. In the fifteen states south of the Mason
and Dixon line are: 8,788,901 white women, 4,316,565 negro women, or 4,472,336 more white than negro
women.
The total negro population is 8,294,274, and white women outnumber both negro males and females by nearly
half a million. In two states only, South Carolina and Mississippi, are there more negro than white women, and in
these states there are more negro men than white men. In South Carolina, voters must read, own and pay taxes on
$300 worth of property. In Mississippi, voters must read the Constitution. The other four states of the "black
belt"—Georgia, Florida, Alabama and Louisiana—impose an educational test. Women voters would be compelled
to submit to the same qualifications. In the other nine states white women exceed the total negro population.
Woman suffrage in the South would so vastly increase the white vote that it would guarantee white supremacy if it
otherwise stood in danger of overthrow. If a sly dread of female supremacy is troubling the doubter he may find
comfort in the rather astonishing fact that white males over 21 are considerably in excess of white females over 21
in all except Maryland and North Carolina; negro females over 21 exceed negro males in Alabama, Tennessee,
Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina and Virginia, but the restrictions in these states of property ownership
represented by tax receipts, education and various other tests, would fall more heavily upon women than men,
and thus admit fewer women than men to the vote. If the South really wants White Supremacy, it will urge the
enfranchisement of women.
Excerpt from Woman Suffrage by Federal Constitutional Amendment by Carrie Chapman Catt
1917

Document D

Political Cartoon in the New York Tribune
March 1, 1913

Document E

Declaration of Principles of the Southern Women’s League for the Rejection of the Proposed Susan B. Anthony
Amendment to the Constitution of the United States by Josephine A. Pearson
1919

Document F
While many of those seeking enfranchisement recognize the broad demand of justice for all human beings which
underlies their argument, they are often tempted by the exigencies of the situation to ignore the application of
those underlying principles to any but themselves, or even to deny and attack the justice of equally just demands
for the ballot. The advocates of woman suffrage have continually been in great danger of asking the ballot not
because they are citizens, but because they occupy a certain social position, are of a certain grade of intelligence,
or are “white.” Continually it has been said in America, “If Paupers and Negroes vote why not college-bred
women of wealth and position?” The assumption is that such a woman has superior right to have her interests
represented in the nation and that Negroes and Paupers have few rights which society leaders are bound to
respect. So, too, many colored people, in arguing their own enfranchisement, are willing to be counted against the
enfranchisement of women or foreigners or the unfortunate. Such arguments or neglect is both false and
dangerous, and while its phrasing may be effective at times it represents a climbing of one class on the misery of
another.
The insistent call of democracy is ringing in the ears of all people today as never before in spite of the hard
experiences of the past. The cure for the ills of democracy is seen to be more democracy. We are rapidly
changing from a form of social control dictated by the interests of a few to one dictated by the interests of a large
and larger majority.

Excerpt from Disenfranchisement by W.E.B. DuBois
1915

