
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sallie Southall Cotten:  

Womanhood, Racial Purity, and Defining “Progress” in the New South 

 

 

 

 

Mattie Bruton 

 

 

 

Research Methods Seminar 

Transylvania University 

4/15/2015 

 

 

  

dolph
Typewritten Text
Winner of the Thomas D. Clark Undergraduate Student Writing AwardSponsored by Dr. Melissa McEuen, Transylvania UniversityOctober 3, 2015Kentucky Association of Teachers of History Annual MeetingOwensboro, Kentucky



1 
 

When Sallie Southall Cotten returned from serving on the Board of Lady Managers for 

the Woman’s Exhibit at the 1893 Chicago World’s fair, she was inspired. Representing North 

Carolina at this momentous, highly symbolic turn of the century event had shown her what 

amazing things the future could hold, and what great untapped potential for positive change was 

lying dormant within the women of her home state.
1
  Thus began a career in reform and women’s 

movements so influential that Cotten has been called “The Julia Ward Howe of The South.”
2
 

 In 1929, one year after Cotten’s death, a law was passed under which forty-one North 

Carolinians were sterilized in a state sponsored program.
3
 It was the first in a series of policies 

which infamously, over a course of four decades, sterilized thousands of people deemed unfit for 

reproduction. Influential in North Carolina’s journey to its statewide eugenics program were 

organizations belonging to the North Carolina Confederation of Women’s Clubs (NCFWC), 

acting in accordance with the goals of their founders, who wanted to create a more racially pure 

and  genetically fit North Carolina. Most famous among these founders was Sallie Southall 

Cotten. For upper class white Southern women of the late 19th and early 20th century like Sallie 

Southall Cotten, the rhetoric of race purity and genetic superiority was a way to gain agency for 

both their region and their gender; it allowed them to preserve traditional Southern dignity, 

empower femininity, and promote turn of the century notions of societal progress.  Cotten’s work 

                                                
1
 William Stephenson, “How Sallie Southall Cotten Brought North Carolina to the Chicago World’s Fair of 1893.” 

The South Carolina Historical Review 58, no. 4 (1981):364-383. Cotten’s sojourn to the World’s Fair exposed her to 

both the women’s movement and the national culture of organize reform.Stephenson cites  the president of the 

Board of Lady Managers, Bertha Honoré Palmer, who proclaimed at the opening of the Women’s Building that  

“Even more important than the discovery of Columbus, which we are gathered together to celebrate, is the fact that 

the general government has just discovered women.”  In a way, Sallie Southall Cotten had also discovered women- 

she had discovered that there was a place for women to make positive change in the world, and a place for organized 

womanhood. The fair infused her with both progressivism and patriotism.  
2
 William S. Powell, Dictionary of North Carolina Biogrpahy, 1st ed, s.v. “Sallie Southall Cotten.” (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1979.) 
3
 Eugene R. Brown, Eugenical Sterilization in North Carolina, Raleigh: The Eugenics Board of North Carolina, 

1935. State Library of North Carolina online database,   

http://digital.ncdcr.gov/cdm/ref/collection/p249901coll22/id/417374 , 

http://digital.ncdcr.gov/cdm/ref/collection/p249901coll22/id/417374
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characterizes the nature of not only Southern progressive women’s clubs in this era, but of 

Southern progressivism as a whole, and provides insights into the kind of rhetoric which would 

eventually give way to eugenics programs. 

 We can see Cotten’s core values and aspirations begin to take shape in a text she 

published in 1901, when her work in organizing North Carolina women was just beginning, This 

long poetic work is part of Cotten’s “quixotic quest”
4
 to make Virginia Dare a national hero, and 

especially a national hero for Southern women. Cotten was fond of emphasizing the significance 

that the first “American” child was a girl.
5
  She believed that Virginia Dare could be developed 

into a symbol of American womanhood that was currently missing from the historical cannon. 

The White Doe is not shy about its patriotic agenda; Cotten writes in her introduction to  The 

White Doe that “a familiar knowledge of the history of one’s own country increases patriotism 

and stimulates valor. For this reason the study of written records called history should be 

supplemented by research into myths, folklore, and legends.”
6
  Cotten wanted to transform 

Virginia Dare into a symbol of both sacred traditional American pride and, and progress for an 

idealized American destiny.
7
 No doubt inspired by the thrilling patriotism of the World’s Fair, 

Cotten viewed America as exceptionally destined for grand purposes above all other countries. 

                                                
4
 Margaret Supplee Smith, “Sallie Southall Cotten: Organized Womanhood Comes to North Carolina,” in North 

Carolina Women, Their Lives and Times ed. Michele Gillepsie and Sallie G. MacMillan, (Athens: The University of 

Georgia Press, 2014) 224. Cotten’s obsession with Virginia Dare can be seen in eagerness to display the antique 

“Virgina Dare Desk” at the Women’s Building. It also manifest in her long unrealized dream of creating the Virginia 

Dare Training School, which would focus on teaching domestic homemaking skills to working class girls. Anastsia 

Sims, in her work The Power of Femininity in The New South: Women’s Organizations and Politics in North 

Carolina 1880-1930, also mentions this preoccupation, in which she notes Cotten’s proclivity to name things, like 

scholarship programs, after Virginia Dare during her involvement with the North Carolina Confederation of 

Women’s Clubs. 
5
 Smith, “Organized Womanhood”., 225.  

6
 Sallie Southall Cotten, The White Doe, The Fate of Virginia Dare: An Indian Legend. (Philadelphia: JB Lipincott 

Company, 1901). University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill online database,  

https://archive.org/details/whitedoefateofvi00cott, 3. 
7
 Anastasia Sims, The Power of Femininity in The New South: Women’s Organizations and Politics in North 

Carolina 1880-1930. (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1997), 137-139. Sims examines the work of 

North Carolina women in constructing historical narratives and preserving history in her chapter “‘Handmaidens of 

History’: Female Patriots Search for a Useable Past.” 

https://archive.org/details/whitedoefateofvi00cott
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She writes in the introduction to The White Doe that  “In South America, dominated by the 

spaniards, civilization has made no strides, while in the United States a new nation has risen 

whose destiny none may limit or foretell.”
8
 By telling the story of Virginia Dare she wanted to 

emphasize that women had a key role in this great destiny.  

Not only did Cotten use Virginia Dare as a symbol of feminine power, but also a symbol 

of racial purity, reflecting deeper concerns of the dominant white Southern psyche. The subtexts 

of Cotten’s word choice and narrative reveal the complex intersections of race and gender which 

characterized The New South. It is no coincidence that the text is titled The White Doe or that 

again and again Cotten’s word choice in describing Virginia dare returns to the color of her skin, 

calling her “the snow papoose”
9
 or “Pale- Face Maiden”. She also at length discusses how the 

Indians fawned over Dare’s Caucasian traits, like her blonde hair and eyes of “limpid 

blueness.”
10

 Cotten emphasizes the whiteness of Dare’s skin as symbol of both civilization and 

feminine purity. In keeping with Cotten’s Southern upbringing, this is unsurprising- the Southern 

culture of the 19th and 20th century was saturated with the idea of the pure, white, woman as the 

incarnation of virtue and symbol of the South.
11

  

Established as a cultural foil to the archetype of the pure, white, woman was the 

animalistic, passionate black man.  In the years immediately following reconstruction, white 

Southerners felt their identity and way of life was being threatened by the population of newly 

emancipated blacks, and often used the narrative of the “savage” black man preying on the 

innocent white woman to justify racist acts. It is during these years, the late 1800s and the early 

                                                
8
 Cotten, The White Doe, 25. 

9
 Cotten, Ibid., 41. 

10
 Ibid., 43. 

11
 Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North Carolina 1896-

1920, (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press) 31-59. Gilmore discusses the idea of pure Southern 

womanhood throughout her book, but her most intensive analysis of the topic can be found in the chapter, “Race and 

Womanhood.” 
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1900s, that we see the creation of Jim Crow laws across the South, as well as a sudden surge in 

lynchings and other forms race violence. Glenda Gilmore examines the racial violence of this era 

in her seminal work Gender and Jim Crow, which she accounts to the socio-cultural Southern 

myth of the animalistic black man raring to take advantage of pure, white, Southern women and 

girls. White Southern men feared that by allowed freedmen too much liberty, blacks would never 

“know their place” and it would give way to the rape of their wives and daughters
12

. Perhaps, as 

well, it would give way to the metaphorical rape of their regional pride and identity, a final insult 

to their pride and identity after the loss of the Civil War.  

We see this narrative of white virtue menaced in Cotten’s The White Doe. While there are 

no black characters in this text, racial division is still clear. Cotten villainizes the Indian character 

Wanchese for not falling into into appropriate submissive awe when he first encounters white 

men. Instead he is busy “envying a race his superiors in wisdom, fearing a race his superiors in 

skill.”
13

 The only “good’ Indians in Cotten’s story are those who act subserviently, in constant 

worship and reverence of Dare’s superior whiteness. While these characters all admire and love 

Dare from afar, they recognize that they do not deserve and will not receive her affections. 
14

 

Only the wicked Wanchese pursues her, enlisting the help of a medicine man to transform her 

into a white doe. In the end of the story when Wanchese shoots the doe that Virginia Dare has 

been transformed into this could very well be read as a sort of rape- the dark man violating 

symbolic whiteness. The dark skinned Wanchese, too much empowered, can take advantage of 

the sweet and white Dare, just as it was feared freed black men would take advantage of white 

women if given social power.  

                                                
12

 Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow, 31-59. Gilmore’s chapter “Sex and Violence in Procrustes’ Bed” provides an 

excellent analysis of the correlation between lynchings and the myth of the white woman’s rape in the New South. 
13

 Cotten, The White Doe, 25. 
14

 Dare remains stoically chaste in response to this adorations- “no passions stirred her pulse” while loyal Indian 

men are “glad each day to see and serve her.” in Cotten, The White Doe, 48-49.  
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 Cotten’s exaltation of white womanhood as a symbol civilization’s advancement was part 

of a national trend of feminized progressivism. Cotten was not the only woman who advocated 

that the feminine would come to the forefront of patriotism—such was the nature of the “New 

Woman.”  Women all across America in the early 1900s were beginning to feel empowered in 

their gender, to write and theorize that inherent to femininity was a strong moral fiber of 

compassion and good.
15

 Women like Cotten believed that their sex could act as the moral 

compass of the nation, and equated traditional notions of domesticity to this larger purpose. New 

Women believed that women, long the caretakers of the home and family, had an obligation to 

use their nurturing instincts to better their country and world. Even unmarried women, usually 

college educated and upper class, used motherly rhetoric to promote their work in reform arguing 

that they “would unleash maternal skills and capacities on a needy word.”
16

  In the South, this 

progressive womanhood took on its own distinct color, adopting the traditional notions of 

virtuous purity sacred to Southern gender roles with ambitious efforts to change the world. This 

new rhetoric led Cotten to realize that “she could be both a Southern woman and a progressive 

lady,”
17

 and that she could inspire others to do the same. 

 One year after the publication of The White Doe, Cotten put poetry into practice.  In 

1902, after much struggle and frustration, the North Carolina Federation of Women’s Clubs was 

born under her leadership.
18

  Cotten incorporated traditional values of upper class white Southern 

                                                
15

 Sara M. Evans, Born for Liberty: A History of Women in America (New York: Collier MacMillan, 1989), 147-

152. Evans explores this concept further in her section on “The New Woman.” 
16

 Evans, Born for Liberty, 147. 
17

 Smith, Organized Womanhood, 234. Smith theorizes that the knowledge that she could embody both domesticity 

and activism was a relief for Cotten, who felt trapped and creatively suppressed during her time as a homemaker. 

Smith devotes an impressive amount of research to Cotten’s more domestic years, and creates a captivating 

psychological portrait of a woman who became involved in public progressivism later in life.   
18

 “Overall, the latter half of the nineteenth century created new possibilities for middle-class women, with higher 

education, expanded professional opportunities, delayed marriage, and lower fertility rates— though the South 

lagged behind in these trends. Since the late 1860s, many women in the Northeast and Midwest had participated in 

women’s clubs, which expanded their domestic sphere with cultural, social, and reform activities. Such clubs were 
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femininity into the progressive narrative of her home state. As Anastatia Sims writes of 

progressivism in North Carolina women’s clubs, “The prevailing feminine ideal, which 

postulated women’s capacity for nurturing and service, dovetailed with new ideas about the 

government’s responsibility to look out for the physical and moral welfare of its citizens to 

enable women to step out of the domestic circle and into the public arena- or at least a part of 

it.”
19 

In its earliest years, the NCFWC inhabited only this sphere of “domesticated” public 

activism, its women taking on maternal roles for the people of their state. Two traditional roles of 

an elite Southern woman—the moral education of her children and the maintenance of a clean, 

well-ordered household—were translated on a public scale into education and health reform 

efforts. Projects which fit into one of these categories, or incorporated aspects of both, 

characterized the work of the NCFWC in the 1910s. The NCFWC strove to improve both 

primary and secondary schools across North Carolina, but it developed a specific focus on the 

education of women and girls.  Cotten was a particularly dedicated supporter of trade schools where 

women would learn domestic tasks, the basics of maternal health, and the virtues of Southern 

womanhood.
20

 Public health efforts took the form of “cleanup projects” of cities and towns all 

across North Carolina. These projects were domestically slanted, focused primarily on maternal 

health and keeping diseases out of the home and away from children. Certain chapters of the 

NCFWC sometimes promoted mothers maintaining optimal health for their babies with “Better 

Baby” competitions, in which babies would be judged according to health and perceived genetic 

                                                                                                                                                       
considered ‘radical’ in North Carolina and the South, even into the twentieth century,” in Smith, “Organized 

Womanhood”, 222. Smith argues that the difficulties Cotten faced in building up the kind of organized womanhood 

she had seen at the World’s Fair in her home state only increased her reformist fervor because it reinforced the idea 

that North Carolina and was not participating as it should in the pursuit of national social progress. 
19

Sims, The Power of Femininity, 157.  
20

Sims, ibid., 95-100. The ultimate realization of Cotten’s education goals would have been, of course, her “Virginia 

Dare Trade School.” 
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superiority. Thereby women in the NCFWC assumed the role “public housekeepers,” cleaning 

up both the people and places in their state which they saw in need of reform.
21

  

The areas targeted by the NCFWC education and clean-up programs were 

overwhelmingly places where poor, white North Carolinians lived- class and race played an 

undeniable role in Sallie Southall Cotten’s reform efforts. In the South in the late 1900s, 

“whiteness” was a not only a race construct but a class construct. Poor white Southerners did not, 

in the eyes of the more well off, count as fully white, because to be white was to live in a way 

economically and socially superior to black people. Impoverished whites had not “earned” their 

whiteness- by embodying traits and doing work usually reserved for blacks, they had to be 

quarantined to their own social category: “poor white trash.”
22

  Furthermore, because black 

people in the South at this time were typically very poor as well, they sometimes shared 

community space with poor whites, and this sheer proximity was viewed as problematic. In his 

work “Six Blacks from Home: Childhood, Motherhood, and Eugenics in America,” Patrick J. 

Ryan looks at the case of a young girl whose parents were criticized and even faced legal 

implications for her upbringing. Particularly appalling to the prosecution was that she was seen 

in the company of black males. Ryan argues that contact with black men was, for white women 

and girls, an act representing immorality and indecency. 
23 

 The work of Sallie Cotten’s NCFWC at 

this time also drew upon the fear that poor whites would become too close, both genetically and spatially, 

                                                
21

 Sims, ibid., 109-113. Though the word “eugenics” is never invoked during her discussion of these endeavors, 

certain practices, specifically the Better Baby Competitions, seem to point in this direction. Sadly, there seems to be 

a gap in the research when it comes to who exactly were the “best babies” in North Carolina. 
22

  Matt Wray,”‘Three Generations of Imbeciles are Enough’: American Eugenics and Poor White Trash,” in Not 

Quite White: White Trash and the Boundaries of Whiteness (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006.) The rest of 

Wray’s book examines the evolution of “white trash” throughout different decades of Southern history, 

demonstrating that this was not only a progressive era construct, but a constant staple of Southern society. 
23

  Patrick J. Ryan,  “ ‘Six Blacks from Home’: Childhood, Motherhood, and Eugenics in America,” Journal of 

Policy History 19, no. 3 (2007): 253-28.  
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to blacks. The health reform programs of clubs in the NCFW often operated around stopping the 

“unsanitary” conditions of black neighborhoods from “contaminating” white communities. 
24 

The public health and public education initiatives undertaken by the NCFWC can be read as an 

attempt to promote dominant whiteness, a characteristic of New South progressivism. The “best” babies 

of the “Better Babies” competitions would no doubt be those with the most robustly Anglo-Saxon 

characteristics. Underlying much of NCFWC reform efforts was a fear of dilution of the white race 

through race mixing.  Public health knowledge would show poor whites that racial mixing was unhealthy 

and genetically damaging. Access to education would give children, even children in poor communities, 

an indoctrination into the dominant morality that racial mixing was wrong and damaging to the sanctity of 

the South and the nation. It is important to note how women and girls were targeted by these health and 

education initiatives. There was a fear that the South was losing its grip on the symbolic pure 

whiteness of its women, that “white trash” girls would grow up uneducated, unhealthy, and 

immoral, and would taint their bloodline with unsanitary living and promiscuous race mixing. 

“Educated womanhood” Cotten wrote, “is absolutely essential to develop ‘the female of the 

species’ into proper mates for educated manhood, and for the fulfillment through them of God’s 

law of evolution which forever calls for higher types.”
25  

Cotten’s “higher types” were certainly 

“whiter types” as well, characterized by elitist Southern tradition. By bringing the values of upper class 

white women, symbolic of patriotic feminine purity, into lower class white neighborhoods, Cotten and the 

NCFW strove to “whiten” their lives and keep the South from falling into genetic and moral decay.  

                                                
24

 Sims, The Power of Femininity, 111. Intriguingly, it was the fear of “unsanitary” black communities that often 

brought black and white reformers together in North Carolina. Sims offers an example of a 1912 petition to an 

NCFWC branch in Charlotte made by black reformist Charles N. Hunter which declared “It must occur to you, as it 

must occur to all thoughtful white women of the South, that community health is inseparably linked with Negro 

sanitation. It must also occur to you that, in great measure, Negro sanitation in any high degree, is possible only 

through the instrumentality of white women in The South in cooperation with Negro women.” 
25

Sallie Southall Cotten, A Brief History of the North Carolina Federation of Women’s Clubs, 1901-1925, (Raleigh: 

Edwards and Broughton, 1925) University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill online database, 

https://archive.org/details/historyofnorthca00cott,   1. 

https://archive.org/details/historyofnorthca00cott
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The work of NCFWC women’s clubs was part of a larger Southern progressive push 

towards racial and genetic purity. Southern progressivism acted as a way to maintain traditional 

structures of race and class in a way that would allow for both Southern pride and the respect of 

the rest of the nation. We see this peculiar blend of progressivism and Old South racism at work 

in North Carolina in in Sky-Land, a progressive publication which appeared briefly and 

sporadically from 1912-1915. The editorials, articles, and stories of this publication seem to 

always fall into one of two categories- poverty reform advocacy or idealizations of an imagined 

Old South. Women played a large role in Sky-Land, both as contributors and as subjects. One 

anonymously written poem in the July, 1914 edition of the magazine entitled “The Confederate 

Dead” demonstrates the ideal Southern woman’s maternal loyalty to a mythical Old South: 

“Though lost to honor unto death/and with our woman’s might/ we’ll cherish it, our legacy/ and 

keep its honor bright.”
26

 Part of preserving this “honor” was, in the eyes of Southern 

progressives, preserving racial purity. 
  
There is a strong allegiance here to state and region which 

both praises the past and worships progress, and Sallie Southall Cotten reflects this mentality as 

well, in The White Doe using an idealized version of the past to promote a vision of the future.  

We also see in Sky-Land the budding of eugenics rhetoric in progressive efforts targeting 

women and the family. In the April, 1914 issue, an article entitled “How to Prevent Poverty 

Through Legislation” appeared, which disparaged the emphasis on “relief,” or the kind of charity 

work Cotten was involved with in the NCFWC’s early years, in favor of “prevention.” This 

article suggested genetic diseases and inferiorities could be prevented with requirements of 

health certificates before a person could be issued a marriage license; women, the article 

                                                
26

 “The Confederate Dead,” Sky-Land, Stories of Picturesque North Carolina: The People’s Magazine, ed. Mae 

Lucile Smith 1, no. 7 (1914) 449. State Library of North Carolina online database, 

http://digital.ncdcr.gov/cdm/ref/collection/p249901coll37/id/12090 Unfortunately, almost all the editorial articles in 

Sky-Land have no specific author attributed to them.  

http://digital.ncdcr.gov/cdm/ref/collection/p249901coll37/id/12090
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advocated, would also have to prove they were competent in domestic tasks before they married. 

Women would achieve this kind of education, of course, in the sort of trade schools which 

Cotten so staunchly fought for. The author specifically uses the term “eugenics” in reference to 

this proposed legislation, indicating a shift in the progressive discussion towards eugenics 

advocacy in explicit terms.
27   

This discussion escalated even further in December of 1914, when 

C. Banks McNairy presented an impassioned speech to the Seabord Medical Society of North 

Carolina and Virginia in which he argued that “We cannot expect the development of a pure, 

healthy and noble race when the blood of the mother and father has been poisoned with the 

contagion of vice. The treatment of this problem is relatively simple: segregate, prohibit 

marriage, and sterilize.”
28

  In 1919, an obscure, short lived, and inefficient piece of legislation 

was implemented in North Carolina state law “which was undoubtedly intended to serve as a 

sterilization law although the word sterilization does not appear in the text of the act.” 
29 

No one 

was actually sterilized in North Carolina under this act, and indeed there were no state sponsored 

sterilizations performed in Sallie Southall Cotten’s lifetime, but she contributed influentially to a 

progressive genetic purity conversation which gained momentum year after year until it 

eventually transformed into concrete practice.  

Towards the end of Cotten’s life and career, in the mid to late 1920s, the character of 

NCFWC involvement became much more public and political. Cotten herself had at the 

beginning of the organization’s career striven to maintain its “womanly” character by not 

operating in typically male dominated spheres. However, by this point the influence of 

progressive women’s organizations had become too great for the NCFWC to not exist as a 
                                                
27

 “How to Prevent Poverty Through Legislation”, Sky-Land, no. 8, 1914, 366-368. 
28

 McNairy, C Banks, The Undesirables, Address to the Seaboard Medical Society of Virginia and North Carolina. 

Goldsboro, North Carolina, 1914. The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill online database, 

https://archive.org/details/undesirablereadb00mcna. 
29

 Brown, Eugenical Sterilization, 7. 

https://archive.org/details/undesirablereadb00mcna
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political entity, holding clout with statesman and representatives, and arguing causes on a public 

legislative level.
30

  Through her work and cooperation with women’s leaders across the nation, 

Southall had developed high hopes indeed for North Carolina women. The introduction to her 

history of the North Carolina Confederation of Women’s Clubs reads in many ways like a 

manifesto of feminism, calling the women’s movement of the late 18th and early 19th century a 

“revolution- bloodless but not purposeless.” She invokes the names of Susan B. Anthony and 

even South African feminist Olive Scheimer,  displaying a near holy reverence for progressive 

pioneers of women’s rights who were answering “a psychic Call from the infinite in the Soul of 

womanhood.”
31

   

The rhetoric of racial purity and genetic destiny present in The White Doe had become 

more pronounced and explicit by this point in Cotten’s writing, and part of her lofty vision for 

the future of womanhood was the improvement of the race. She wrote: “Reproduction is not 

evolution, for evolution means gradual and permanent improvement of the race, which can only 

come from higher spiritual types of both men and women.”
32   

This idea of genetic improvement 

of human beings as a staple of progress reflects the eugenics school of thought. At this point, 

Sallie Southall Cotten would have doubtless been exposed to eugenics in her public progressive 

career—it was in the mid-1920s that eugenics practices started to become public policy across 

the South and in North Carolina. As Edward Larson writes, women and women’s clubs were 

incredibly influential in many states in bringing eugenics from progressive theory to practice 

across Southern states in the 20s. Louisiana, for instance, saw the eugenics sterilization 
                                                
30

 Sims, The Power of Femininity, 166-187. For Sallie Cotten herself, this increased public presence took the form 

of finally advocating for suffrage. Because of the negative stigma attached to “radical” women in the South, Cotten 

had long been hesitant to attach herself to the suffrage movement, believing that any political place. However, her 

interests in education brought her into the movement as she lobbied for women’s rights to vote on school board 

elections. Her suffragist work is chronicled in Sims’ chapter “‘The Many Public Duties’: Woman Suffrage and 

White Supremacy.”  
31

 Cotten, A Brief History, 1.  
32

 Cotten, ibid., 2. 
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movement championed by the progressive leader Jean Gordon, who proclaimed in 1923 that 

“race preservation is the highest form of patriotism.”
33

 Her rhetoric is nearly identical to 

Cotten’s; they both advocated a commitment to white identity as a means of national race 

improvement.  

Towards the end of Cotten’s career, North Carolina at last saw the concrete, legislative 

effects of a culture of eugenics reform rhetoric. In 1929, one year after Cotten’s death, the first 

functional and explicit sterilization law was passed in North Carolina.  The groups targeted by 

coerced sterilization programs were overwhelmingly the same groups the NCFWC and Sallie 

Southall Cotten had reached out to in their charitable efforts—poor white communities and poor 

white women.  Those sterilized in North Carolina for perceived mental, moral, or physical 

shortcomings were actually victims of a system which “used the constructions of race, class, 

gender, and dis/ability to regulate the production of whiteness.”
34

 This “regulation of the 

production of whiteness” was what Cotten had been involved in through much of her progressive 

career. The eugenic sterilization program of North Carolina addressed many of the same 

concerns as the NCFWC, like fear of race mixing and the moral decline of “white trash” women. 

It used tactics of guilt, shame, and coercion
35

 to try and eliminate people and ways of life that 

                                                
33

  Quoted in Edward J Larson, “In the Finest, Most Womanly Way’ Women in the Southern Eugenics Movement,” 

The American Journal of Legal History 39 (1995): 135.  
34

  Anna Stubblefield, “‘Beyond the Pale’: Tainted Whiteness, Cognitive Disability, and Eugenic Sterilization,” 

Hypatia 22, no. 2 (2007): 164. Stubblefield’s article provides a very illuminating discussion of disability as a social 

construct, analyzing the policies of North Carolina at this time from a modern sociological standpoint. 
35

 How many people were forced or coerced into being sterilized in North Carolina and how many chose to be 

sterilized is fiercely contested among scholars. Anna Stubblefield suggests that almost all sterilizations were 

coerced, but Joana Schoan offers a more balanced and nuanced view in her article “Between Choice and Coercion: 

Women and the Politics of Sterilization in North Carolina, 1929-1975” which appears in Journal of Women’s 

History 13, no.1 (2001): 132-225. Schoan proposes that while some were certainly coerced directly into sterilization, 

for instance by offering them shorter prison sentences if they would undergo the procedure, many more sterilization 

victims, especially women, were persuaded to choose sterilization. However, it remains that poor, uneducated 

women were often targeted for this kind of persuasion. Edward J. Larson explores sterilization programs in North 
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were not part of the idealized kind of South that upper class North Carolinians wanted to be 

proud of. 

 Modern sociological studies of the North Carolina eugenics sterilization program, like 

Stubblefields, have cast it in the light of a racist pseudo-science- and doubtless, it was racist. 

However it was not, at the time, perceived as a pseudo-science. Eugenics was progress, a cutting 

edge new field of study that would improve America for the better. It was the stuff of the 

grandiose, turn-of-the-century visions of the future propagated by events like the 1893 World’s 

Fair, and it was a brand of progress that South could easily incorporate. Southerners, long 

familiar with advocating with racial purity, could adopt eugenics as a progressive measure that 

would not challenge existing social structures. Upper class Southern women especially found a 

home in the rhetoric of race purity and genetic improvement, able to gain feminine agency by 

emphasizing the woman’s role in building a genetically fit society. Sallie Southall Cotten 

embodied both of these subsets of American progressivism- the feminine and the Southern. 

Caught between loyalty to Old South traditions and the allure of a reformed future, she navigated 

a world of contradiction to work for the betterment of womanhood, to the preservation of 

whiteness, and the progress of the New South on a national level.  

  

                                                                                                                                                       
Carolina and other Southern states as it developed through the progressive era and beyond in his book Sex, Race and 

Science: Eugenics in the Deep South, (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1995). 
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