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 The campus of Mississippi State College for Women (MSCW, now Mississippi 

University for Women [MUW]) was desegregated in 1966 by six local black women, three 

freshman and three nontraditional students.  Although these women did their part by taking the 

yoke and breaking the mould by attending the “all-white” women’s college, five other very 

strong-minded young black women carried the burden and integrated the dormitories in 1968.  

With progress on their minds, and the bitter-sweet taste of equality in their mouths, the slowly 

growing black population on campus was just getting started.  During the 1969-1970 school year 

four black women desired the full college experience that they had watched their white peers 

enjoy yearly –an experience they were denied –the opportunity to join a social club.   

The Corettas were formed with the mission of bridging the gap of racism and segregation 

on the campus of MSCW that was created by the “Jim Crow” South.   The Corettas were the first 

organization on campus formed to allow all girls to become members regardless of their race, 

creed, or color.  The Corettas laid the foundation that made it possible for today’s historically 



black sororities such as, Zeta Phi Beta, Delta Sigma Theta, Sigma Gamma Rho, and Alpha 

Kappa Alpha to come to campus
1
.  

 Researching the Corettas, the organization founded by black women, was made easy by 

the Mississippi University for Women Archives, Special Collections, and the Meh Lady (1969-

2000). Originally the group was listed as an organization, instead of a social club. Over time it is 

clear that the group fluctuated in membership through the years.   

 Thumbing through the history of Mississippi University for Women by way of Meh Lady, 

the school’s yearbook, one cannot avoid the absence of color.  The yearbooks, pictures, 

documents, and faces are all printed in black and white, but the everyday life on campus was also 

absent of color.  There was the occasional snapshot of the “cleaning lady”, who was black, as 

well as the food service staff; however, the student population consisted of all white females.  

The yearbooks are filled with the campus life, a campus void of color.  The year of 1966 marked 

a turning point, and like a flower budding ever so slowly the color begins to show.   

The 1966-1968 editions of the Meh Lady do not include pictures of the black women who 

desegregated the campus in 1966.
2
 It was not until 1968 that the faces of black women appear in 

the Meh Lady, and they were not in social clubs; but, in the student organizations section.  The 

first notice of color comes in the form of Asian descent.   International students were allowed to 

attend MCSW and be part of the social clubs and organizations, but not black students.  Why?  

This question has yet to be answered.  Black students were allowed to participate in the theatre, 

choir, and organizations such as the Young Democrats, but not the social clubs.  The social clubs 

were tight-knit groups with their own agendas.   
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Black women were initially banned from attending MSCW and after desegregation they 

were still kept out of the social clubs.  The social clubs on campus are a symbol of sisterhood, 

comradery, leadership, civil service, and teamwork, all of which were off limits to black women.  

This was true until Arelya J. Mitchell, Antoinette ‘Toni’ Harrison, Shirley Bishop, and Diane 

Adams decided that they, too, deserved the right to form a group that would allow them access to 

such sisterly love.  When these young women desegregated the dormitories in 1968 they 

continued their push for equal rights.  In the fall of 1969, in a back room of the Student Center, 

the young women created the Corettas with Arelya J. Mitchell as the first president and 

Antoinette Harrison as Vice President
3
. 

The Corettas are not pictured in Meh Lady until the 1970-1971 academic school year.  

The group is pictured with a total of thirteen girls: eleven of whom were black, one was white, 

and according to her name and picture, one student, who appears to be of Hispanic descent.  The 

Corettas were formed to break the color barrier and tear down the walls of separatism.  During 

the founding years of the organization there is always a sponsor pictured with the girls.  The 

sponsor in the 70s is always pictured as a white male, Joe Portiera or D. Campbell.   

There were periods of time where the organization was not pictured at all in Meh Lady.  

From 1986 to 1988 and again in 1991 and 1992 there is no evidence of the Corettas on campus 

or in these editions of Meh Lady
4
. There were years when the yearbook included the names of 

members, pictured and not pictured which made it hard to classify the members by race.  There 

is a strong possibility that there were not enough students interested in the organization at the 

time.  The year of 1990 produced the least amount of members with only eight members, all of 
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whom are black.  The most members pictured were in 1979 with a total of 39 members, who 

were all black.  The organization really thrived during the ten year span from 1973 to 1983 with 

members well over twenty much of the time.   

The Corettas opened their arms to all races, but the numbers do not justify their mission 

with the most number of white women in 1972.  The Corettas only had ten members that year, 

five black and five white.  During research of the thirty year reign of the Corettas, the 

organization had a total of ten white women and two woman of Hispanic descent.  This prompts 

another question that is yet to be answered.  If the Corettas were opened to “all” people then why 

is the diversity so low?  Is it the segregated mentality of many or the fear of something new?  

Although the organization may not be as popular or as big as it once was, its history and 

story must be told.  Those four women started something that they truly believed in and strived 

for the success of the Corettas.  Their legacy must be told.  Lest We Forget!
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