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Esther V. Cooper’s ‘‘The Negro Woman
Domestic Worker in Relation to Trade
Unionism’’: Black Left Feminism and
the Popular Front
ERIK S. McDUFFIE*

Esther V. Cooper’s brilliant 120-page 1940 M.A. thesis, ‘‘The Negro Woman
Domestic Worker in Relation to Trade Unionism,’’ still stands as the most
thorough sociological and historical study written on the working conditions
and status of black women household workers and their efforts to unionize
during the Depression.1 The ‘‘Negro Woman Domestic Worker’’ was a crucial
part of her early intellectual foundation, helping to set the stage for her staunch
support for civil rights, social justice, internationalism, and radical democracy
with special concern for African-American women that were trade marks of her
life’s work. It also stands as a marker for what could have been a significantly
different life journey for her.2
*Erik S. McDuffie is an Assistant Professor in Africana Studies and in the Gender and Women
Studies Program at the University of Illinois at Urbana. His book ‘‘Toward a Brighter Dawn: Black
Women and American Communism, 1930–1956’’ is forthcoming.
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The thesis, above all, contains broad significance for understanding black
women’s activism and black radicalism during the Popular Front. It reveals an
emergent black left feminism, a politics that centers working-class women by
combining Communist Party positions on race, gender, and class with black
nationalism and black radical women’s lived experiences, embedded in their
writings and activism. Black left feminism paid special attention to the
intersectional, transnational nature of African-American women’s oppression
and viewed them as key agents for transformative change. Committed to the
Popular Front agenda of civil rights, trade unionism, anti-fascism, internationalism, and concern for women’s equality, their work anticipating conclusions
drawn by ‘‘second wave’’ black feminism decades later.3
The initial idea for the thesis stemmed from Cooper’s observations as an
undergraduate at Oberlin College of African-American women who cooked and
cleaned the school’s dormitories and then returned home late at night to a small
ghetto in town. ‘‘They had little future and no union,’’ Cooper Jackson
recalled. Her interest in their plight was further bolstered during her years as
a graduate student in the Masters program in Sociology at Fisk University
in Nashville, Tennessee. Her graduate fellowship required her to work at
a settlement house in a poor black neighborhood near Fisk’s campus. The
experience opened her eyes to black urban, southern poverty. Many of her
impoverished clients were black women who worked back-breaking days in the
homes of wealthy white people. She approached her advisor, white economist
Dr. Addison Cutler, about writing a thesis on black women domestics, and
he gave his enthusiastic support for the project. Dr. Charles Johnson,
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the prominent black sociologist and former head of the Urban League who was
now on the faculty at Fisk, also strongly supported her thesis.4
The methodology of ‘‘The Negro Woman Domestic Worker’’ was
distinguished by Cooper’s creative use of sources that brought to life the
miserable conditions in which black women household laborers toiled and their
agency in fighting for a better future. She cited U.S. Labor Department, CIO
and AFL reports, census, and samples of union contracts that covered about
2,000 of the nearly 600,000 African-American women nationally who toiled as
domestic workers. She used comparative data on domestic labor unions from
Scandinavia, the Soviet Union, pre-fascist Italy, and other countries. Above all,
she interviewed and spoke with dozens of black women household workers in
New York, Newark, Chicago, and Washington, DC, giving them a voice and
recognizing them as key agents in their fight for freedom, dignity, and respect.5
The thesis’ main argument contended ‘‘the problems faced by Negro women
domestic workers are responsive to amelioration through trade union
organizations.’’6 She rejected the mainstream American labor movement’s
position that domestic and agricultural workers, and white-collar professionals
were ‘‘unorganizable.’’ Such claims ‘‘have been proven false,’’ she argued, by
the success in organizing household laborers in Western Europe and, above all,
the Soviet Union. In stark contrast to the U.S., she pointed out that in the
U.S.S.R. ‘‘the social standing of domestic workers is equal to any other
worker.’’7 Clearly, Cooper saw advances made for household laborers in the
Soviet Union as a model for improving the lives and status of laboring black
women in particular and American workers generally.
The thesis detailed the highly exploitative nature of domestic labor. Cooper
called attention to the ‘‘social stigma’’ of domestic work, noting that the
relationship between employer and African-American female household workers ‘‘exhibited all the characteristics of the feudal relationship of master and
serf.’’ Black women domestic workers ‘‘have been discriminated against and
exploited with double harshness.’’ She cited long-hours, low wages, poor work
conditions, lack of job security, mainstream labor’s neglect of domestic
workers, absent job standards, the isolating nature of household labor, and the
exemption of domestics from old age insurance and unemployment benefits
under the 1935 Social Security Act as major obstacles that black women
domestics encountered.8
Some of the thesis’ most insightful discussions concerned the ways in which
race, gender, and class not only positioned black female domestic workers at the
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bottom of the economic ladder but provided white women with some freedom
from performing tedious, back-breaking household work. She singled out the
infamous Bronx ‘‘slave market,’’ street corners in the borough where black
women stood waiting to be hired for day labor by white housewives, as ‘‘[o]ne
of the worst types of human exploitation . . . found in New York City, and one
of its ugliest aspects is the way in which girls are shipped up in car loads from
the South to stand on corners waiting for work at 25 to 35 cents per hour.’’
She wrote: ‘‘Housewives, knowing they can get domestic workers at almost
starvation wages have played employee against employee.’’9 By calling attention
to the Bronx slave market, Cooper illustrated the ways in which white and black
women were divided along race and class lines. She in effect rejected the notion
that ‘‘woman’’ was a universal, ahistorical category, directly challenging ideas
posited by some white Communist women theoreticians at this time that
women were equally oppressed by patriarchy.10
Despite these obstacles in organizing black women domestic workers, Cooper
was still optimistic about their future. She cited Section 7a of the 1933 National
Industrial Recovery Act and the 1935 National Labor Relations Act as
important new opportunities for allowing organized labor to expand its ranks.
She praised the African-American women-led Domestic Workers Union for its
trailblazing work in unionizing black women household workers and lauded
the CIO for its ‘‘conviction . . . that unionization is possible for domestic
workers.’’11 In this respect, the CIO and domestic worker unions signified
immense possibilities for not only improving the lot of African-American female
wage-earners but in bringing them into the heart of the American labor
movement. In doing so, her argument implicitly suggested that the unionization
of black female domestics would benefit the entire American labor movement.12
Cooper’s ‘‘The Negro Woman Domestic Worker’’ was a part of a larger
discussion in politically progressive black women’s circles and in the AfricanAmerican community generally about the plight of female household workers.
Black periodicals during these years were filled with probing articles on the
subject.13
The most famous was the 1938 muck-raking exposé, ‘‘The Bronx Slave
Market,’’ published in the Crisis magazine by Ella Baker and Marvel Cooke.
The article discussed the humiliating, exploitative realities encountered daily by
black women desperately in search of work and income. ‘‘Rain or shine, cold or
hot,’’ they wrote, ‘‘you will find them there—Negro women, old and young—
sometimes bedraggled sometimes neatly dressed—but with the invariable paper
bundle, waiting expectantly for Bronx housewives to buy their strength and
energy for an hour, two hours, or even for a day at the munificent rate of fifteen,
9
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FIG. 1. Domestic workers on strike, New York City, 1942. Daily Worker photography
morgue, reproduced with permission of the Communist Party USA.

twenty, or, if luck be with them, thirty cents an hour.’’ Both Baker and Cooke
had ties to the Left. The former associated with an eclectic crowd of Harlem
and downtown radicals while the latter joined the Communist Party but kept
her membership in it private.14
Louise Thompson’s important 1936 essay, ‘‘Toward a Brighter Dawn,’’
published in the CPUSA-affiliated Woman Today magazine, posited groundbreaking analysis about the plight of African-American women domestics that
anticipated modern black feminism. Like Cooper, Thompson paid special
attention to the Bronx ‘‘slave market,’’ declaring that it represented ‘‘a graphic
monument to this most exploited section of the American working class
population—the Negro Woman. Over the whole land, Negro women meet this
triple exploitation—as workers, as women, and as Negroes.’’ They constituted,
therefore, ‘‘the most exploited group in America.’’ Similar to Cooper’s thesis,
Thompson vocally supported the unionization of household workers, and she
credited the National Negro Congress for its support of these campaigns.15
It was this call coupled with their left-wing sympathies for more radical
approaches to addressing racial inequalities, economic disparities, and the
marginal status of black women that distinguished the writings of Esther
14
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Cooper, Marvel Cooke, Ella Baker, and Louise Thompson from more
politically mainstream discussions of household laborers.
Cooper completed her thesis in the spring of 1940, and it caught the
attention of renowned sociologist Robert Park, who offered her a fellowship to
work on her Ph.D. under his direction at the University of Chicago. Cooper,
however, turned it down and opted instead to work for the Southern Negro
Youth Congress in Birmingham. She intended to complete her graduate studies
one day but she got ‘‘busy organizing in the south.’’ The chance to organize in
the South and to materialize her commitment to racial justice and democracy
was for Cooper just too good an opportunity to pass up. To be sure, Cooper
never abandoned her interest in writing and intellectual analysis as best
evidenced in co-founding and serving as editor of Freedomways magazine that
creatively bridged politics, culture, and activism for a quarter century. In this
light, her thesis stands as an important early development in the making of
a black radical activist intellectual who helped usher in the modern Civil Rights
Movement.16
In addition, Cooper’s thesis along with the writing and activism of black
women on the Left foreshadowed arguments made by black Communist leader,
theoretician Claudia Jones after World War II that black laboring women
constituted the most exploited segment in the African-American community
and in the U.S. working-class. Black women, not industrial white workers
therefore represented the vanguard of the working-class. This argument in
effect turned orthodox Marxism and traditional approaches to labor organizing
on their heads, suggesting radically new ways in which to theorize race, gender,
class, and politics and to promote social change—ideas that were further
developed after the late 1960s by the Third World Women’s Alliance,
Combahee River Collective, Angela Davis, and bell hooks, amongst others.17
Finally, many of the observations and conclusions drawn in ‘‘The Negro
Woman Domestic Worker’’ are as relevant today as they were 60 years ago.
African-American women are still arguably the most exploited group in the
U.S. and disproportionately located in low-paying, low-status, non-unionized
service industries. Black women earn 68.4 cents to every dollar earned by
a white man. Nearly one-quarter of all African-American women live below the
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poverty line. The unemployment rate of black women is 9.5%, almost double
the national average and nearly 60% higher than that of white women. And
African-American women make up one of the fastest growing populations in
the prison industrial complex.18
Many of the challenges in unionizing black women today are also the same
ones that confronted organizers in the 1930s. At the same time, there are new
realities in this era of neo-liberalism and corporate globalization, increased
migrations of African-descended people from the Caribbean and Africa, and
anxiety generated by the ‘‘war on terror’’ for those committed to expansive
visions of democracy. ‘‘The Negro Woman Domestic Worker,’’ therefore, can
help put these present-day struggles into a broader historical perspective.
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