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Inquiry Activity: Should temperance reform be intersectional? Were black men a 
threat to white women in the south? Was lynching an issue temperance reformers 
should consider? 
Intersectional means the interconnected nature of social categorizations such as race, class, and 
gender. Temperance was largely a reform movement for women, should it also take a stand for 
race issues? In this inquiry students will examine contrasting primary source accounts and form 
their own conclusions.  

 
Framing the Controversy: 

As President of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, Frances Willard was 
known for her work to prevent the negative impact of alcohol on society, especially 
women and children, and her lifelong mission to advance women’s rights. By the mid-
1880s, the WCTU was the largest organization of women in the United States, with a 
broad social reform agenda, and had 
grown into a worldwide and diverse 
organization. 

Under Willard's leadership, the 
WCTU had endorsed woman suffrage. 
At the time, it was still considered a 
radical idea, even by many women. 
Willard argued that the only way 
women could protect their homes and 
families from the threat of alcohol was to 
win the right to vote and make 
prohibition the law, along with other 
reforms to improve women's lives. 
Through the WCTU, thousands of 
women joined the campaign for the vote in the late nineteenth century. 

While most of its members were white, the WCTU was also an important reform 
organization for black women. It was one of the only national organizations that black 
and white women could both join. Black women who joined the WCTU saw alcohol as 
especially damaging for African-Americans, who were struggling against poverty, 
discrimination, and racial violence to improve their lives after Emancipation. The WCTU 
was an important vehicle for black women who were committed 
to reform work.      
 
The WCTU in the South 

To advance its goals of temperance, prohibition, and 
woman suffrage, in the 1880s the WCTU began to organize 
chapters in the South. While they saw white Southern women as 
having great potential to advance these causes, there were 
obstacles. White Southern society held on to deeply conservative 
gender roles, and many women opposed suffrage because they 
believed that public roles for women would threaten their 
positions as Southern "ladies." In addition, many white Southern women balked at the 
idea of working alongside black women. 
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In response, the WCTU made accommodations. Each local or state Union could 
choose whether or not to endorse issues like suffrage, even if the national organization 
approved them. And WCTU women could organize segregated state and local chapters, 
though the national conventions would seat black and white delegates equally. The 
WCTU's approach to the South, and Southern white women's influence within the 
WCTU, are important themes in the conflict between Frances Willard and Ida B. Wells. 
 
Background: Ida B. Wells and the Campaign Against Lynching 

Ida B. Wells was an educator and journalist who began her civil rights activism 
in response to racist incidents she had experienced. In 1892, after one of her close friends 
was murdered by a white mob in Memphis, Tennessee, she began to investigate the 
circumstances surrounding lynchings, which had become horrifyingly common in the 
South. The conventional wisdom at the time was that white 
mobs murdered black men after they had raped white women. 
Wells's research proved that this was not true; allegations of 
rape were rarely involved, but the belief that they were 
reduced white sympathy for black victims of lynchings. 

Wells began reporting on her findings. She showed that 
lynchings were not misguided vigilante justice against men 
who had committed crimes--what she called “the old 
threadbare lie that negro men rape white women.” Instead, 
they were a way for white people to systematically use violence 
and fear to oppress black people. 

Wells embarked on a wide-ranging anti-lynching 
campaign to draw attention to and stop the killings. She 
became frustrated, however, by the reluctance of influential 
white reformers to support her work. One of those reformers 
was Frances Willard. 
 
The Conflict 

In 1890, Frances Willard had traveled to Atlanta for a WCTU convention. While 
there, she gave an interview to a pro-prohibition newspaper, the New York Voice, about 
Southern politics. In the interview, Willard blamed black voters for the defeat of 
prohibition bills in the South, even though there was no evidence to suggest they were 
responsible. 

Many black people strongly supported temperance and prohibition. But both 
Northern and Southern whites often stereotyped black men as more prone to 
drunkenness and violence than white men. 

Though she insisted that she had "not an atom of race prejudice," Willard's 
comments in the interview upheld these racial stereotypes. She stated that in the South, 
“the colored race multiplies like the locusts of Egypt,” and “the grog [liquor] shop is its 
centre of power.” In addition, she portrayed black men as specifically threatening white 
women. 

Ida B. Wells charged that Willard, as a reformer and the leader of an organization 
with many black women members, carried a special duty to speak out against the 
violence of lynching, rather than perpetuate the stereotype that drunken black men 
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threatened “the safety of woman, of childhood, of the home.” She argued that when 
Willard advanced negative stereotypes about black people and did not disprove white 
Southern excuses for lynching, she effectively condoned it. 

While on a speaking tour of England in 1894, Ida B. Wells re-published the 
interview, calling into question Willard’s moral leadership and using it to apply 
pressure on Willard to live up to her reputation as a Christian reformer. At first, Willard 
tried to defend herself, citing her family’s involvement with the abolition movement and 
her work supporting African-American women in the WCTU. In response, Wells 
pointed out that the WCTU had permitted segregated chapters in an effort to appease 
Southern white women. She confronted Willard directly with these compromises, calling 
on her and the WCTU to explicitly denounce lynching. 
 
Results 

In the face of mounting pressure, Willard eventually took measures to address 
the issue, including speaking out publicly against lynching. The WCTU passed anti-
lynching resolutions in 1894, 1895 and several years following. The resolutions did not, 
however, directly address Wells’s main contention about how white Southerners 
justified lynching, and Willard never retracted her original statements. 

Frances Willard died in 1898 with this conflict unresolved. Ida B. Wells 
continued to work against racism and injustice until her death in 1931, not hesitating to 
criticize white women reformers when she believed they ignored or perpetuated racial 
discrimination. It was not until 1930 that Jessie Daniel Ames founded the Association of 
Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching, and the Southern white women in it 
challenged the claim that lynchings were “in defense of womanhood.” 

The conflict between Frances Willard and Ida B. Wells is only one part of a larger 
story about racism in American women's movements. We hope that a close examination 
of this episode will shed light on that larger history, as well as provide insight into how 
even forward-thinking reform figures like Willard have helped to perpetuate racial 
discrimination. 
 
Frances Willard House Museum. “Introduction." Frances Willard House Museum. Last 

modified N.D. https://scalar.usc.edu/works/willard-and-
wells/introduction?path=index.  

 
  

https://scalar.usc.edu/works/willard-and-wells/introduction?path=index
https://scalar.usc.edu/works/willard-and-wells/introduction?path=index
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Document A: “The Race Problem” 
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Willard, Frances. “The Race Problem.” Voice. Last modified October 23, 1890. Retrieved 
from https://scalar.usc.edu/works/willard-and-wells/the-voice-interview. 

 
Source: 

1. Who is Frances Willard and why might she be a credible source for information 
on the treatment of white women in the south? 

 
 
 
 
 
Document 

2. What claims does Willard make about black men? 
 
 
 
 

3. What evidence does she provide to support these claims? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Analysis 

4. Does Willard have any incentives to be dishonest? 
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Document B: Ida B. Wells-Barnett on Temperance and “Southern Horrors” 

 
Continued… 
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Wells-Barnett. “Temperance and Race Progress.” AME Church Review. Last modified 

1891.  Retrieved from https://scalar.usc.edu/works/willard-and-wells/ida-b-
wells-temperance?path=timeline.  

  
THE OFFENSE 

Wednesday evening May 24, 1892, the city of Memphis was filled with 
excitement. Editorials in the daily papers of that date caused a meeting to be held 
in the Cotton Exchange Building; a committee was sent for the editors of the Free 
Speech an Afro-American journal published in that city, and the only reason the 

https://scalar.usc.edu/works/willard-and-wells/ida-b-wells-temperance?path=timeline
https://scalar.usc.edu/works/willard-and-wells/ida-b-wells-temperance?path=timeline
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open threats of lynching that were made were not carried out was because they 
could not be found. The cause of all this commotion was the following editorial 
published in the Free Speech May 21, 1892, the Saturday previous. 

Eight negroes lynched since last issue of the Free Speech one at Little 
Rock, Ark., last Saturday morning where the citizens broke(?) into the 
penitentiary and got their man; three near Anniston, Ala., one near New 
Orleans; and three at Clarksville, Ga., the last three for killing a white 
man, and five on the same old racket—the new alarm about raping white 
women. The same programme of hanging, then shooting bullets into the 
lifeless bodies was carried out to the letter. 

Nobody in this section of the country believes the old thread-bare lie that Negro 
men rape white women. If Southern white men are not careful, they will 
overreach themselves and public sentiment will have a reaction; a conclusion 
will then be reached which will be very damaging to the moral reputation of 
their women. 

The Daily Commercial of Wednesday following, May 25, contained the 
following leader: 

Those negroes who are attempting to make the lynching of 
individuals of their race a means for arousing the worst passions of their 
kind are playing with a dangerous sentiment. The negroes may as well 
understand that there is no mercy for the negro rapist and little patience 
with his defenders. A negro organ printed in this city, in a recent issue 
publishes the following atrocious paragraph: "Nobody in this section of 
the country believes the old thread-bare lie that negro men rape white 
women. If Southern white men are not careful they will overreach 
themselves, and public sentiment will have a reaction; and a conclusion 
will be reached which will be very damaging to the moral reputation of 
their women." 

The fact that a black scoundrel is allowed to live and utter such 
loathsome and repulsive calumnies is a volume of evidence as to the 
wonderful patience of Southern whites. But we have had enough of it. 

There are some things that the Southern white man will not 
tolerate, and the obscene intimations of the foregoing have brought the 
writer to the very outermost limit of public patience. We hope we have 
said enough.… 

…The editor of the Free Speech has no disclaimer to enter, but asserts instead 
that there are many white women in the South who would marry colored men if 
such an act would not place them at once beyond the pale of society and within 
the clutches of the law. The miscegnation laws of the South only operate against 
the legitimate union of the races; they leave the white man free to seduce all the 
colored girls he can, but it is death to the colored man who yields to the force and 
advances of a similar attraction in white women. White men lynch the offending 
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Afro-American, not because he is a despoiler of virtue, but because he succumbs 
to the smiles of white women… 
 

 
THE BLACK AND WHITE OF IT 

The Cleveland Gazette of January 16, 1892, publishes a case in point. Mrs. 
J.S. Underwood, the wife of a minister of Elyria, Ohio, accused an Afro-American 
of rape. She told her husband that during his absence in 1888, stumping the State 
for the Prohibition Party, the man came to the kitchen door, forced his way in the 
house and insulted her. She tried to drive him out with a heavy poker, but he 
overpowered and chloroformed her, and when she revived her clothing was torn 
and she was in a horrible condition. She did not know the man but could identify 
him. She pointed out William Offett, a married man, who was arrested and, 
being in Ohio, was granted a trial. 

The prisoner vehemently denied the charge of rape, but confessed he went 
to Mrs. Underwood's residence at her invitation and was criminally intimate 
with her at her request. This availed him nothing against the sworn testimony of 
a ministers wife, a lady of the highest respectability. He was found guilty, and 
entered the penitentiary, December 14, 1888, for fifteen years. Some time 
afterwards the woman's remorse led her to confess to her husband that the man 
was innocent. 

These are her words: 
I met Offett at the Post Office. It was raining. He was polite to me, 

and as I had several bundles in my arms he offered to carry them home 
for me, which he did. He had a strange fascination for me, and I invited 
him to call on me. He called, bringing chestnuts and candy for the 
children. By this means we got them to leave us alone in the room. Then I 
sat on his lap. He made a proposal to me and I readily consented. Why I 
did so, I do not know, but that I did is true. He visited me several times 
after that and each time I was indiscreet. I did not care after the first time. 
In fact I could not have resisted, and had no desire to resist. 

When asked by her husband why she told him she had been outraged, she said: 
"I had several reasons for telling you. One was the neighbors saw the fellows 
here, another was, I was afraid I had contracted a loathsome disease, and still 
another was that I feared I might give birth to a Negro baby. I hoped to save my 
reputation by telling you a deliberate lie." Her husband horrified by the 
confession had Offett, who had already served four years, released and secured a 
divorce. 

There are thousands of such cases throughout the South, with the 
difference that the Southern white men in insatiate fury wreak their vengeance 
without intervention of law upon the Afro-Americans who consort with their 
women. A few instances to substantiate the assertion that some white women 
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love the company of the Afro-American will not be out of place. Most of these 
cases were reported by the daily papers of the South. 
 
Wells-Barnett, Ida. B. “Southern Horrors: Lynch Law in All Its Phases.” 

Originally printed 1892. New York Age Print. Retrieved from 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/14975/14975-h/14975-h.htm. 

 
Source: 

1. Who is Ida B. Wells-Barnett and why might she be a credible source for 
information on the treatment of white women in the south? 

 
 
 
 
 
Document 

2. What claims does Wells-Barnett make about black men? 
 
 
 
 

3. What evidence does she provide to support these claims? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Analysis 

4. Does Wells-Barnett have any incentives to be dishonest? 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions for Analysis 
 

1. Were black men a threat to white women in the south? How do you know? 
 
 
 
 

2. Willard ran a temperance organization, should she take a stand on lynching 
when it is unrelated?  

 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/14975/14975-h/14975-h.htm

