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Early 20th Century RI African American Women’s Suffrage
Katherine Riordan, Political Science

Sponsor: Kathleen McIntyre

 How did Black women organize their suffrage clubs and what impact did 

this have on the overall struggle for women’s suffrage in Rhode Island?

“ . . . all objections to the ballot for women are but protests against progress, civilization and good sense.” 

-Mary E. Jackson

Historical Context
★ Slavery officially ended in Rhode 

Island in 1843; the 13th amendment 
abolished slavery nationally in 1865

★ After the Civil War (1861-1865), Black 
women founded many organizations, 
including the 1890 National Association 
of Colored Women (NACW) 

★ When WWI broke out in 1914, many 
African American men entered the 
military; more women entered the 
workforce

★ Jim Crow segregation and violence 
leads to the Great Migration

★ “Colored Women Denied Work in 
Rhode Island'' published in the 
prominent Black newspaper The New 
York Age in 1918

★ The Advance newspaper, based out of 
Providence, was founded in 1909 to 
cover African American news and 
activism.

★ In 1918, Rhode Island suffragist Mary E. 
Jackson wrote an article for the 
NAACP’s magazine, The Crisis, 
discussing the entrance of African 
American women into the workforce.

★ Mary E. Jackson encouraged women’s 
clubs to address these problems, as she 
described organizing for activism  as    
“ the solution of industrial problems, 
and every possible method of achieving 
it must be utilized.” 

★ Rhode Island ratified the 19th 
Amendment on January 6, 1920, making 
RI the 24th state to ratify.

Divisions Over Race
★ The Rhode Island Suffrage Association 

represented the flagship organization in 
the state, with deep ties to the National 
American Woman Suffrage Association. 
NAWSA’s overarching stance on the 
inclusion of African American women 
was highly problematic and inconsistent.

★ Some white suffragists were motivated 
by racism in their activism, using the 
argument that if Black men could vote, 
why shouldn’t they?

★ White Rhode Island suffragist Sarah 
Algeo, wrote in her memoir  “there 
should be no stock-taking account of 
suffrage progress in Rhode Island in 
1913 without mention of the honorable 
part played by the colored women.” 

★  Prominent Black suffragist and civil 
rights leader Roberta Dunbar and Sara 
Algeo maintained a personal friendship 
while collaborating  in Rhode Island’s 
movement

★ Founded in 1913, the Rhode Island 
Women's Suffrage Party sought to be 
more inclusive and promoted goals of 
racial integration.

Organizing
★ Clubs

■  African American cultural clubs 
such as the Women's New Century 
Club played a significant role in 
promoting  Black authors, 
celebrations of Black  history, and 
musical events.

■ Such clubs became key tools for 
activism, allowing African American 
women to organize pro-suffrage 
events and NAACP meetings, thus 
mobilizing Black activism.

★ Churches
■ The Congdon St. Baptist Church, the 

oldest Black church in Providence, 
served as a mobilizing structure for 
suffrage activism and social 
movements.

■ In 1916, the Resolution of the 
Colored Women's Clubs Supporting 
the Federal Woman Suffrage 
Amendment was signed at the 
Congdon St. Baptist Church in 
Providence

■ The Olney St. Baptist Church and the 
Pond St. Baptist Church in 
Providence, along with the Union 
Baptist Church in Pawtucket, and 
the Shiloh Baptist and Union 
Congregational Churches in 
Newport were all important spaces 
for Black women’s social and 
political organizing.
● Signers included Mary E. Jackson 

and Bertha Higgins.
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