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Hidden Figures
Black women have made 
an enormous contribution 
to the building of America, 
breaking  gender and racial 
barriers as they made 
history. Many whose 
resilience and leadership 
contributed to the social, 
economic, cultural  and 
political landscape of our 
country are unsung and 
unknown – literally hidden 
figures.

This list of Black American 
women leaders is by no 
means comprehensive. 

But did you know?



Early Trailblazers

Anna Julia Cooper’s voice speaks to us 
from the pages of the current US passport. 
She was born enslaved and became an 
American educator, writer, and scholar 
remembered for her pioneering crusade for 
the upliftment of African-American women.  
Her first book, ‘A Voice from the South: By 
a Woman from the South’, received wide 
critical acclaim and raised awareness 
against slavery and racism targeted at 
black women. Later, she completed her 
doctoral studies and became only the fourth 
African-American woman to earn the Ph.D. 
degree in any field.

Anna Julia Cooper

The cause of freedom is not the 
cause of a race or a sect, a party or 
a class-it is the cause of human 
kind, the very birthright of humanity.



 In the 1890’s Ida led an anti-lynching crusade with her work as a 
journalist. She wrote as a columnist for various Black publications 
detailing her experiences as a Black woman in the South, and  
published two magazines of her own: ‘Memphis Free Speech and 
Headlight’, and ‘Free Speech’.  After increasing incidents of race-
related murders, she became a pioneer in investigative journalism, 
researching and documenting the rise of lynching and its causes. 

 She also founded several civil rights organizations to help women, 
children and people of color. A founding member of the NAACP she 
continued to write and protest until her death in 1931.

Ida B Wells,
African-American 
journalist, newspaper 
editor, suffragist, 
sociologist, feminist, 
and an early leader in 
the Civil Rights 
Movement. 

“The way to right wrongs is to turn the light of 
truth upon them.” .



Susan McKinney Steward, MD

First African-American woman to 
earn a medical degree in New York 
state
When Susan Smith McKinney-Steward, M.D., 
graduated valedictorian from the New York 
Medical College for Women in 1870, she was 
the was the first African-American woman to 
ever earn a medical degree in New York state, 
and the third in the United States.

Charlotte Ray,
First African American Woman Lawyer

Charlotte E. Ray (January 13, 1850 – January 4, 1911) 
was the first Black American female lawyer in the United 
States. She graduated from Howard University School of 
Law in 1872 and was the first female admitted to the 
District of Columbia Bar, and the first woman admitted to 
practice before the Supreme Court of the District of 
Columbia. Her admission was used as a precedent by 
women in other states who sought admission to the bar.



Bessie Colman,
Aviator

Elizabeth Coleman was the world’s first black 
female pilot. Born in 1892, Coleman rose to fame in 
national airshows in Europe and America. After a 
tragic series of mechanical errors, she crashed her 
plane while performing, dying at the age of 34. Her 
legacy has continued however – in 1995 she 
appeared on US postal stamps and has received a 
series of posthumous honors across the country for 
her pioneering work, energy and passion for 
aviation.

Maggie Lena Walker,
Banker

Maggie Lena Walker was the first woman bank 
president in the United States. Forming St. Luke 
Penny Savings Bank in 1903. She served as 
president of the bank until 1932. This made her 
the first (known) woman president of a bank in 
the United States. She was also a lecturer, writer, 
activist, and philanthropist. She lived from July 
15, 1867 to December 15, 1934
.

I



Mae Jemison.
Astronaut

Mae Jemison is the first African-American 
woman astronaut and a leading scientist and 
advocate for girls' education in the U.S. 
Jemison, a physician by training  joined NASA in 
1987 and served aboard the space shuttle 
Endeavor in 1992. For the past several years, 
she has led  100 Year Starship, a research 
philanthropy dedicated to empowering people 
through technology.

Hazel Winifred Johnson-Brown (October 10, 
1927 – August 5, 2011) was a nurse and 
educator who served in the United States Army 
from 1955 to 1983. In 1979 she became the first 
black female general in the United States Army 
and the first black chief of the United States Army 
Nurse Corps.

Hazel Winifred Johnson
US Army General 



Gwendolyn Brooks
poet

Gwendolyn Brooks (born 1917) was the first 
African American to receive a Pulitzer Prize for 
Poetry and is best known for her poetic portraits 
of urban African Americans.She was the first 
black woman poetry consultant to the Library of 
Congress and poet laureate of the State of 
Illinois. 

Zora Neale Hurston
Novelist and anthropologist

Zora Neale Hurston (January 7, 1891 – January 28, 1960) 
was an American novelist,  folklorist, and anthropologist 
known for her contributions to African-American literature 
and her portrayal of racial struggles in the American South, 
and works documenting her research on Haitian voodoo.  
Of Hurston's four novels and more than 50 published short 
stories, plays, and essays, she is best known for her 1937 
novel Their Eyes Were Watching God.



Ruth 
Simmons
Educator
Ruth Simmons is the first African American to be 
named President of an Ivy League university. 
Simmons was sworn in as the 18th President of 
Brown University in autumn 2001, the University's 
first woman President and the first African American 
woman to lead any major university in the United 
States.

Addie Wyatt
Labor Leader

Addie L. Wyatt was a leader in the United States Labor 
movement, and a civil rights activist. Wyatt is known for 
being the first African-American woman elected 
international vice president of a major labor union, the 
Amalgamated Meat Cutters Union. She was also  
founding member of the National Organisation of 
Women.



Where Black Women Stand Today

 Despite the achievements of individual Black women, who have succeeded 
against the odds, Black women in the US still face institutional barriers to 
progress. African American women, who make up 13 percent of the female 
population in the United States, are making significant strides in education, 
participation, health, and other areas, but there is a long way to go to fully close 
the racial and ethnic disparities they face. Black women still fare among the worse 
in most social and economic indicators, including generational poverty, health 

outcomes, a wage and wealth gap, criminal justice and discrimination at work.



Health check
Although the Affordable Care Act increased access to health care for black women in 
many states, socioeconomic factors continue to contribute to the significant health 
issues African American women face.
Black women are up to four times more likely than
white women to die from pregnancy-related causes,
represent 61 percent of new HIV infections,
and are 43 percent more likely to die from breast cancer
than white women.Every year, 1,722 African American
women die from breast cancer—an average of five
African American women per day.

Black women with cervical cancer die at twice the rate of white women.

Hypertension is more prevalent among African American women than any
other group of women: 46 percent of African American women 20 years of age
and older have hypertension, whereas only 31 percent of white women and 29
percent of Hispanic women in the same age bracket do. 

.



African American women have the highest rates of premature 
births and are more likely to have infants with low or very low 
birth weights. African American infants are more than 2.4 
times more likely as white infants to die in their first year of 
life. According to the US Centre for Disease Control and 
Prevention for every 1000 live births 4.8% of infants die in 
their first year. For black babies it is 11.7%. Black women with 
higher education levels do not significantly reduce the risk 
factor. The biggest predictors of low birth rate and infant 
mortality are stress factors associated with race 
discrimination.

Only 35 percent of African American lesbian and bisexual 
women have had a mammogram in the past two years, 
compared to 60 percent of white lesbian and bisexual women



Education

Black women are making steady strides in 
higher education attainment, outstripping 
the higher education attainment of black 
men. 

In 2017, 22.1 percent of African American 
men over the age of 25 had earned at 
least a bachelor’s degree. For African 
American women over the age of 25, 25.4 
percent had earned at least a bachelor’s 
degree.compared with 38% of White 
women. 

Black women hold a huge lead in master’s 
degrees. In 2017, there were 1,185,000 
Black women who held a master’s degree 
but no higher degree. For Black men, the 
figure was 660,000.



Only 2 percent of African American women are represented 
in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics, or 
STEM, fields, while women in total make up 24 percent of 
the STEM workforce. 

African American women earned more than half of all 
science and engineering degrees completed by African 
Americans—surpassing their male counterparts. 

According to Census data about work-life earnings, white 
women make more than African American women among 
full-time, year-round workers, regardless of what degrees 
they have obtained.



Entrepreneurship

Higher unemployment rates, long-term unemployment, and a 
much greater pay gap led women of color to start 
businesses at a greater rate 
out of necessity and the need to survive, rather than a desire 
to seize a market opportunity.

African American-owned businesses are the fastest-growing 
segment of the women-owned business market and are 
starting up at a rate six times higher than the national 
average.

As of 2017, African Americans owned 19% of all 
women-owned businesses. An estimated 2,205,300 
million African American women-owned firms 
employed 398,400 workers and generated $56 billion 
in revenues.



Economic injustice and the 
wealth gap

While white women make around 75 percent of white men’s 
annual earnings, black women make only 63 percent of 
white men’s annual earnings.

Married or cohabiting African American households have a 
median wealth of $31,500 while single African American 
women have a median wealth of only $100.

African American women with children, however, have zero 
median wealth.
he poverty rate for African American women is 28.6 
percent.13 In comparison, the poverty rate of white, non-
Hispanic women is 10.8 percent. 



African American women are three times more likely than 
white women to be incarcerated. The American Civil Liberties 
Union, or ACLU, asserted that incarceration particularly 
affects Latinas and black women as they are often the primary 
caregivers for their children and are also disproportionately 
victimized.

Black women have lower labor force participation, have twice 
the unemployment rate of white men and women, and 
although Black women work part time less than white women; 
however, those who do  work part time are more likely to do 
so because they cannot find full-time work. 

The combination of these factors means that black women 
and their families may have a difficult time achieving 
economic security and social mobility. Black women’s equal 
pay is especially important for family income, as black 
mothers have the highest rates of being the primary or sole 
breadwinner for their families: 70 percent of black mothers 
were breadwinners in 2016.                                      



Insert video here



Black women leaders in the 
journey to justice

 Earlier slides spoke to the women who made huge 
achievements despite the odds. Black history is 
especially defined by women who fought against 
the odds and continue to do so.



Sojourner Truth,  born Isabella (Belle) Baumfree; 
c. 1797 – November 26, 1883) a abolitionist and 
women’s rights campaigner.

Fannie Lou Hamer,  best known for championing 
black voting rights, especially in her home state 
of Mississippi, one of many hotbeds for racially 
motivated voter suppression. One of her notable 
achievements was fighting for the inclusion of her 
colleagues in the Democratic Party National 
Convention 1964.

Ella Baker's was one of the most influential organisers 
for racial and economic justice during the  Civil Rights 
Movement. She organised young activists culminating 
in the founding of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee in 1960, the group that helped organise the 
1961 Freedom Rides to fight segregation in interstate 
bus and train systems. SNCC also heavily drove black 
voter registration in the South during the Mississippi 
Freedom Summer of 1964.                                               



Rosa  Parks,  ‘Mother of Freedom’ and a 
figurehead of the Civil Rights Movement. 
Rosa Parks was central to the strategy 
that prompted the Montgomery Bus 
Boycott.                  

Shirley Chisholm was the first 
black woman elected to U.S. 
Congress in 1968, and later 
became the first black candidate 
for a major party's nomination for 
president as a Democrat.

Marsha P. Johnson, a black transgender 
activist and leader of the Stonewall rising. 
Johnson's efforts also include helping 
homeless LGBT youth, AIDS activism and 
founding organizations to serve trans 
communities. Her work is chronicled in the 
documentary Pay It No Mind: The Life and 
Times of Marsha P. Johnson. 



Angela Davis is a professor and author who 
focuses on the "industrial prison complex" in the 
U.S. as well as the role of black women and the 
rise of intersectionality in feminism. She rose to 
prominence during the 1970s when targeted by 
the FBI she was imprisoned and later acquitted 
on charges associated with a courtroom attack 
during the trial of the Soledad Brothers. 

A self-described “black, lesbian, mother, warrior, poet,” Audre 
Lorde dedicated both her life and her creative talent to 
confronting and addressing the injustices of racism, sexism, 
and homophobia. Lorde's writings and speeches addressed 
the need for solidarity and intersectionality across struggles. 
Her 1973 poetry collection, From a Land Where Other 
People Live, was also nominated for a National Book Award.          

Barbara Charline Jordan (February 21, 1936 –
January 17, 1996) was an American lawyer, 
educator and politician who was the first African 
American elected to the Texas Senate after 
Reconstruction, the first Southern African-American 
woman elected to the United States House of 
Representatives.



Black Lives Matter
Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi—created a Black-centered political 
will and movement building project called #BlackLivesMatter in response to the 
acquittal of Trayvon Martin’s murderer, George Zimmerman. It is now a global 
network of more than 40 chapters, building local power to intervene in violence 
inflicted on Black communities.

Alicia Garza (born January 4, 
1981) is an African-American 
activist and editorial writer who 
lives in Oakland, California. She 
organises around the issues of 
health, student services and 
rights, rights for domestic 
workers, ending police brutality, 
anti-racism, and violence against 
trans and gender non-
conforming people of color.



Leveraging the power of black 
women



Political Leadership: Black 
women running for office 


