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The Legacy Of Black Women Politicians

FROM SHIRLEY CHISHOLM TO KAMALA HARRIS AND AYANNA PRESSLEY, THE LEGACY OF BLACK
WOMEN IN POLITICS IS ONE THAT CHALLENGES THE STATUS QUO. HISTORY HAS SHOWN THAT BLACK
WOMEN CONTINUALLY SHOW UP FOR OTHERS, BUT WILL THE DEMOCRATIC PARTY FINALLY SUPPORT

OUR CANDIDATES AND GIVE US AN OPPORTUNITY TO LEAD?
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BY TAYLOR CRUMPTON ·  FEBRUARY 18, 2019

The Democratic Party would cease to exist without Black women. Pioneers like Shirley Chisholm,

the first Black woman elected to Congress, initiated revolutionary change within a predominantly

white-controlled political system that silenced intersectional individuals who challenged power

structures and dynamics of oppression. Her famous mantra, “If they don’t give you a seat at the

table, bring a folding chair,” heralded the unique role that Black women politicians have played in

enacting social change as members of the federal government. Chisholm had the ability to defy

generations of white male privilege through the weaponization of her voice and experiences as a

Black woman.

The New Yorker embodied these principles during her historic political campaigns, for the House

of Representatives in 1968 and the presidency in 1972. She advocated against the Democratic

Party status quo and forged a unique path for Black women interested in politics. Her platform

represented the needs of the people; describing herself as the “people’s politician,” Chisholm

utilized her role to engage communities ignored by those in politics. The implementation of these

ideas inspired generations of young Black women to run for office in their home districts. Among

those women was Rep. Barbara Lee of California, whose own political engagement began while

she was working on Chisholm’s presidential campaign.
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Mentored by the matriarch of Black women politicians, Lee famously voted against the Iraq War

and developed a political agenda focused on the empowerment of marginalized communities,

such as low-income and working families, as well as on reproductive rights for women of color

who experience disenfranchisement because of their intersecting identities of race, gender and

class. With her leadership background as a former chair of the Congressional Black Caucus, co-

founded by Chisholm, and co-chair of the Progressive Caucus, Lee has positioned herself within

the Democratic Party to provide mentorship and guidance for young women of color eager to

reclaim their power, and seat at the table, from generations of white male politicians.

In 2018 Lee launched a campaign to become House Democratic Caucus chair, inspired by her

belief that Black women, as the backbone of the Democratic Party, deserved to be represented

in its leadership. Although she lost the election, her decadeslong history of implementing and

passing federal legislation for those most marginalized by society caught the attention of

incoming Black women politicians such as Rep. Ayanna Pressley, who acknowledged Lee as a

big sister and mentor.

Pressley, the first Black woman to represent Massachusetts in Congress, began her political

career working out of the former office of Chisholm, her hero. An emergent political trailblazer,

she donned a Chisholm-inspired pin, “BYOC” (“Bring Your Own Chair”), when she began her

historic run for Congress against Michael Capuano, a 10-year incumbent representative. In 2018

Jahana Hayes of Connecticut, Lucy McBath of Georgia and Lauren Underwood of Illinois joined

Pressley in the sisterhood of Black women first to represent their state or congressional district,

merely 50 years ago after Chisholm’s congressional campaign.

Weeks after her election, Pressley challenged Democratic Party donors about the

commodification of Black lives and pushed for continued support of young Black people in her

district. She is unafraid to highlight the historical wrongs of the Democratic Party’s

discriminatory policies that contributed to her constituents’ unequal access to resources. Like her

political mentors, Pressley is bold in her efforts to obtain justice and equal protection for people

disenfranchised by oppressive systems.

On Martin Luther King Jr. Day, Sen. Kamala Harris continued the political lineage of Black

women when she announced her candidacy for the Democratic presidential nomination. Her
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campaign logo, “Kamala Harris for the People,” is an homage to Chisholm’s legacy of activism

and advocacy in Congress. Last year the California senator published an essay in ESSENCE that

also paid tribute to the late congresswoman: “Because when any of us breaks a barrier, it allows

people who otherwise could not imagine someone who looks like them in that role to see

themselves.” If nominated, Harris would be the first Black woman to become a major political

party’s candidate.

Black women voters are the most powerful voting bloc, and continually support Democratic

candidates at the local, state and federal levels. In 2016, 94 percent of Black women voted for

Hillary Clinton, the Democratic presidential nominee. Black women politicians are challenging

the Democratic Party’s platform in order to develop an inclusionary agenda that ensures

everyone has a seat at the table. History has shown that Black women continually show up for

others, but when will the Democratic Party support our candidates and give us an opportunity to

lead? We’ve been relegated to supporting roles for far too long.
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Black History Legacy: Mary Eliza Mahoney, The First
Black Nurse

MARY ELIZA MAHONEY WAS ONE OF ONLY FOUR STUDENTS TO COMPLETE THE RIGOROUS GRADUATE
NURSING PROGRAM AT THE NEW ENGLAND HOSPITAL FOR WOMEN AND CHILDREN, MAKING HER THE

FIRST BLACK LICENSED NURSE.
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BY BREANNA EDWARDS ·  FEBRUARY 15, 2019

If you are a medical professional (particularly a Black medical professional), or just an overall

Black-history buff, you likely have heard of Mary Eliza Mahoney.

For those who have been denied tales of Mahoney’s excellence, she is heralded as the first

African-American licensed nurse.

Mahoney worked in nursing for almost 40 years before retiring, but during her time as a medical

professional, as well as long after, she was a champion of women’s rights. A trailblazer, not just as

a Black person, but also as a woman.
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Mahoney’s story starts in 1845 in Boston, where she was born to freed slaves. Her exact date of

birth is unknown, but she is believed to have been born in the spring, the National Women’s

History Museum notes.

Even as a teenager, Mahoney knew she wanted to become a nurse, and she began working at the

New England Hospital for Women and Children, which, as its name suggests, provided health

care exclusively to women and their children. At the time, the hospital was also known for its all-

women staff of doctors.

There, Mahoney worked from the ground up over the next 15 years, in jobs such as janitor, cook

and washerwoman, while also seizing the opportunity to work as a nurse’s aide.

The hospital operated one of the first nursing schools in the United States, and as you can

probably guess, in 1878 a then 33-year-old Mahoney was allowed to enter the hospital’s

professional graduate school for nursing. During the intensive 16-month training program,

students attended lectures and got hands-on experience in the hospital.

The program was rigorous, and according to the Women’s History Museum, of the 42 students

who entered the program, only four, including Mahoney, completed the requirements in 1879. In

the same breath, she became the first Black person in the U.S. to earn a professional nursing

license.

Mahoney would go on to serve as a private-duty nurse for the remainder of her impeccable career

(she decided against public nursing because of the rampant discrimination there) and became

known across the East Coast for her “efficiency, patience and caring bedside manner,” according

to the Women’s History Museum.

A staunch advocate of those within the profession, Mahoney became a member of the Nurses

Associated Alumnae of the United States and Canada (NAAUSC, later known as the American

Nurses Association) in 1896. But she faced discrimination at NAAUSC, which had a

predominantly white membership, so Mahoney took it upon herself to co-found the National

Association of Colored Graduate Nurses (NACGN) in 1908.
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Within the next year, Mahoney would give the opening speech at NACGN’s first national

conference. At the convention, members selected Mahoney to be the national chaplain and

presented her with life membership.

Mahoney eventually became director of the Howard Orphanage Asylum for Black Children in

1911. Even after her work as a nurse came to an end and she retired, she never stopped fighting

for justice. After the 19th Amendment was ratified in August 1920, the Women’s History Museum

notes, she was among the first women who registered to vote in Boston.

After a lifetime of giving medical care to others, Mahoney ended up with her own medical

struggles and died on Jan. 4, 1926, at the age of 80 after a three-year battle with breast cancer.

Her grave is located at Woodlawn Cemetery in Everett, Massachusetts.

Even if Mahoney’s contributions sometimes go unnoticed, there are many ways that those within

the medical profession have tried to keep her legacy alive. In 1936 the NACGN, which ultimately

merged with the American Nurses Association, founded the Mary Mahoney Award, which is

given to nurses or groups of nurses for their efforts to increase diversity and inclusion in the

nursing world. In 1976 the American Nurses Association posthumously inducted Mahoney into

the Nursing Hall of Fame, noting that she “inspired both nurses and patients with her calm, quiet

efficiency and untiring compassion.”

In 1993 Mahoney was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame, the nation’s

oldest membership organization dedicated to recognizing and celebrating the achievements

of American women in areas including the arts, athletics, business, education, government,

humanities, philanthropy and science.
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