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Mississippi University for Women, formerly Mississippi State College for Women 

(MSCW), was founded in 1884 as the first women’s university in Mississippi.  During its early 

years under the moniker II&C (The Industrial Institute and College for the White Girls of 

Mississippi), the university declared itself and institution dedicated to educating young girls not 

only the academic field, but in the matters of religion, specifically Christianity.  The focus on 

Christianity went so far as to require that all students attend mandatory chapel services on a daily 

basis.  Although the students had the choice of a few different denomination services to attend, 

the atmosphere of the university was undeniable Christian.  It was not until 1928 that mandatory 

chapel attendance was no longer required, just strongly encouraged.  The Christian atmosphere 

of the university did not go away despite the removal of mandated chapel attendance; instead, a 

number of student religious groups emerged and began to flourish on the MSCW campus.  The 

Baptist Student Union, Wesley Foundation, and the Young Women’s Christian Association 

(YWCA) were just a few of the religious organizations on the MSCW campus.  Of these, the 

most prominent became the YWCA.  With Christian values being a cornerstone of the university, 

the YWCA was an important part of the society of MSCW during the 20
th

 century.  Throughout 



the decades, the YWCA found themselves at the center of not only religious life, but social life 

of the students attending the university.  That being said, the YWCA was forced to face head-on 

the societal issues of the time.  Perhaps the most important social issue of the 20
th

 century was 

concerned with race. With the YCWA’s prominent presence on the MSCW campus, the issue of 

race was an unavoidable subject for this group, and ultimately led to disaffiliation with the 

YWCA. 

Even though the issue of race came to a head during the civil rights movement of the 

1960s, the question of race was one that had been present in the United States for decades, 

especially in the South.  The issue of race is addressed by the YWCA as early as 1936.  

Correspondence sent to the MSCW chapter of the YWCA from the Interracial Education 

Committee of the National Student Council outlines the “Program of Worship for Interracial 

Sunday”
1
 set for February 9, 1936.  While the program provides a schedule that would be 

expected from any worship service, the “Meditation” section’s content presents progressive 

concepts of equality:  

Let us meditate upon the law of the Eternal, confessing each his own share of 

responsibility for the evils in our world, and more especially in our country, resulting 

from a disregard of this law.  

We have accepted with our lips, but not practiced in our lives, the great precept of 

brotherhood, “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” 

We have failed to prove the sincerity of our professed belief in the sacredness of the life 

and liberty of all people. 

We have not counted all men our neighbors, or equal to ourselves in their rights to 

freedom from oppression, violence, and other injustice, and to respect for their 

personality.  

                                                           
1
 “Program of Worship for Interracial Sunday”, February 9, 1936, “YWCA Policies 1936-1945”, Student Christian 

Association (SCA) Collection, MUW University Archives, Columbus, Miss.  



Too often have we thought of ourselves primarily as members of a particular national or 

social group, and allowed a false sense of superiority over other groups to blind us to the 

wrongs which they suffer. 

We have been guilty of harboring within ourselves, or of condoning in others, class 

bitterness, race hatred, and indifference to the wrongs inflicted upon those not of our own 

nation, race, class, or creed.  

Even when aware of the intrenched wrongs that delay the establishment of a “social order 

permeated by the spirit of love and fellowship,” we have been slow to speak out against 

them. 

We have not been fearless in making common cause with the victims of intolerance, 

violence, and covetous aggression. 

We have vainly sought to enter the Kingdom of the Eternal without becoming as the little 

child, who meets another in a spirit of open friendliness, and without concern as to his 

class, faith, race, or nationality. 

For those shortcomings do we humbly repent and seek forgiveness.  May we no longer 

fail to take an intelligent and sympathetic interest in the lives of our fellowmen. 

May we strive ceaselessly to make a daily reality of the brotherhood which we profess, 

and each do his share in helping abolish the causes of friction and strife between man and 

man.  May the realization of this dream become the passion of our lives.  

 

This is undeniably instruction for those attending the service to recognize the equality of 

every man, as well as a call to recognition and acknowledgement that each and every one of 

those in attendance is responsible for the current situation.  The idea of equality is one that seems 

almost radical to the minds of many white southerners.  However, at least for this one Sunday, 

the sermon called for racial hatred to be put aside and all people to live as one in Christ.  

Unfortunately, the exact location of this event (if it were held) is unknown, but given that this 

document concerns the YWCA, it is believe that this had to take place somewhere either on or 

near the MSCW campus.  Despite the fact the South was a strictly segregated society, this 

document seems to present the idea that some progress was suggested in regards to race 

relations, even if it was not fulfilled. 



The YWCA handbook from 1938 also provides evidence that the issue of race was a 

concern to the organization.
2
  The issue takes enough precedence that the YWCA holds a 

committee to deal specifically with the issue.
3
  The Race Relations Committee acted as the 

primary body to “adventure in the realms of understanding people of other race.”
4
  According to 

the handbook, this can be achieved in a number of ways.  Members of the committee were urged 

to draw from the local community to help learn about the interaction of different races.  Talks or 

lectures by well-informed individuals to students groups were also recommended.  Also, students 

should read review books and plays written by “Negros” and present their reviews to groups of 

fellow students.  A final suggestion is to spend an evening enjoying “Negro art.”  For instance, it 

was recommended to have an exhibition of paintings by black artist or a reading of black poetry, 

or even enjoy a warm evening outdoors watching the sunset and learning to sing “Negro 

spirituals.”  The handbook goes on to acknowledge that difficulties of beginning to such 

activities as suggest a number of ways to aid in achieving these goals, such as observing 

Interracial Sunday or exchanging college publications with and visiting Negro colleges.
5
  The 

final suggestion   The handbook from 1938 clearly depicts how the YWCA was attempting, even 

as early as the 1930s, to improve race relations.   

With all the evidence supporting the YWCA’s efforts to improve race relations, one 

might think the MSCW chapter of the YWCA followed the precedent set by the national level.  

However, this evidence is quite misleading.  Although these documents were sent to the MSCW 

chapter, there is no evidence that the local chapter on the university’s campus acted upon any of 

                                                           
2
 Handbook of the National YWCA, 1938,  “YWCA Interracial Policies, etc: Student Christian Association 1938-44”, 

SCA Collection, MUW University Archives,  Columbus, Miss. 
3
 Ibid. 

4
 Ibid. 

5
 Ibid. 



the initiatives set by the national organization.  In fact, there are documents that show the 

MSCW’s chapter’s disgruntlement with the national YWCA.   

One such example is a series letters exchanged between Jeanne Lancaster of Louisiana 

State University and, MSCW’s Resident Secretary of the YWCA, M. Elizabeth Hudson.  

Lancaster’s letter to Hudson is concerned with the planning of an Area Meeting.  Lancaster asks 

Hudson’s if she will respond immediately on the following points, such as a potential date and 

location.  She also asks Hudson if “we can have an interracial conference there?”
6
  Hudson’s 

letter of response does not arrive until January of the next year.  The response is brief; saying 

that due to her late response she would be of little help.  She does however take the opportunity 

to voice her opinion of holding an interracial conference—“Then too I do not think any 

suggestion will be of very much help to planning for an inter-racial conference as I under the 

present conditions would not feel it wise to participate in one of that type.”
7
  This letter makes it 

clear that the YWCA of the college did not share the same view on race as the national 

organization.   

Another letter from the National Student Council of the National Board of the YWCA to 

Elizabeth Hudson provides more evidence that the university’s YWCA did not see eye to eye 

with the national YWCA in regards to race relation.  The letter addresses the recent confusion 

about the meeting of YWCA cabinet member and then provides the date for the meeting of the 

Mississippi chapters.  The letter goes on to say: 

The meeting will include representatives from all of the student YWCA’s in the state, 

which means, of course, that it will be interracial in character… 

                                                           
6
 Letter to Elizabeth Hudson from Jeanne Lancaster, November 20, 1943,  “YWCA Interracial Policies, etc.: SCA 38-

44”,  MUW University Archives, Columbus, Miss. 
7
 Response to Jeanne Lancaster from M. Elizabeth Hudson,  January 28, 1944,  “YWCA Interracial Policies, etc.: SCA 

38-44”,  MUW University Archives,  Columbus, Miss. 



We feel that, although community mores in this our great Southland dictate a different 

way of functioning in terms of race relations, our unique role as a YWCA calls upon us to 

join those more progressive forces which believe that only through face to face working 

together on common problems can we find the solutions politically, economically or 

socially for our Southern Region.
8
 

 

These two passages from the letters are bracketed and a handwritten note asks—“Miss 

Kern, what do you think about this?”
9
  It seems the this declaration of an interracial conference 

and the YWCA’s role in helping to attain racial equality interested, if not angered, whomever 

wrote the note. 

It is clear at this point, that the MSCW chapter of the YWCA was not in agreement with 

the national organization’s position on race.  However, it is revealed later in 1945 just how 

strongly opposed the MSCW chapter was to the YWCA of America’s race policies.  In October 

of 1945, a bulletin is circulated to the members of the college’s YWCA. The YWCA council 

voted to formally separate from the National YWCA citing three reasons.  One reason was 

dissatisfaction with the religious programs the YWCA offered college women, and another was 

the belief that the ten percent of the budget that went to the national YWCA was a misallocation 

of funds.  Still, the reason that seems to takes precedent is the displeasure in the National YWCA 

policy concerning “inter-racial relations, between the white and the negro races, and between the 

white and the negro students in their national conference.”
10

  Following this incident, the MSCW 

chapter of the YWCA officially withdraws its affiliation with the YWCA of America and 

becomes the Student Christian Association (SCA) of Mississippi State College for Women.  The 

                                                           
8
 Letter to M. Elizabeth Hudson from the YWCA of America,  February 19, 1945,  “Student Christian Association”, 

SCA Collection,  MUW University Archives,  Columbus, Miss. 
9
 Possibly M. Elizabeth Hudson’s note. 

10
 Bulletin concerning the split from the national YWCA, October 1945, “Student Christian Association, N.D.”, SCA 

Collection, MUW University Archive,  Columbus, Miss. 



minutes from around this time made no mention of a proposed split; instead, the issue seemed to 

have been discussed off the record.   

While the National YWCA attempted to advance race relations throughout the United 

States, the local chapter of the organization felt very differently about the this strategy.  Despite 

the urging on a national scale, the MSCW chapter refused to follow in progressing race relations.  

Instead, when support from the national organization continued to grow, the MSCW chapter felt 

it best to separate from the group. This does not mean definitively that all the members and 

council of the local chapter did not support some degree of racial equality; however, it does 

mean that there were apprehensions about the issue.  Although it is not certain that the issue of 

race created the fissure between the two, one could speculate that this policy drove the wedge 

deeper.  

 

 

 

  


