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History of the General Federation
of Women’s Clubs

The General Federation of Women’s Clubs (GFWC)- the
world’s largest and oldest nonpartisan, nondenominational
woman’s volunteer service organization- was founded in 1890.
GFWoC traces its roots back to Jane Cunningham Croly, an
accomplished New York newspaper woman, who wrote under
the pen name of Jennie June. Indignant that she and other
women were denied admittance to a banquet honoring
Charles Dickens in 1868 at the all-male New York Press Club
simply because they were women, she determined to organize
a club for women only. The name chosen for this club was the
Sorosis, a Greek word meaning “an aggregation; a sweet flavor
of many fruits.” Although the founder originally supposed they
were starting a new movement, they became aware over the
years of the existence of other women'’s clubs that had
formed independently to meet the needs of women in the
expanding country. As Sorosis approached its 21st year, Mrs.
Croly proposed a conference in New York that brought
together delegates from 61 women'’s clubs. On the last day of
the conference, the women took action to form a permanent
organization. A committee to draft a constitution and plan of
organization to be ratified the following year was chosen, with
Sorosis President Ella Dietz Clymer as Chairperson. The
constitution was adopted in 1890, and the General Federation
of Women’s Clubs was born. The U.S. Congress chartered

itin 1901. Ella Dietz Clymer gained a particular place of honor
in Federation history as the author of the GFWC

motto, “Unity in Diversity.” Speaking to the delegates at the
first conference, she said, “We look for unity, but unity in
diversity. We hope that you will enrich us by your varied
experiences...” The aptness of the motto is evident in the

diverse interests of the GFWC members, who have
implemented a broad range of programs and projects tailored
to meet the needs of their communities. It set the tone for the
flexibility that has allowed GFWC to grow and adapt to the
changing and diverse lifestyles and concerns of women
throughout a century of volunteer work.

At first, women’s clubs joined the General Federation directly,
but they later came into membership through state
federations that had begun forming in 1892. GFWC also
counts international clubs among its members. Although
women’s clubs were founded primarily as a means of self-
education and development of women, gradually the
emphasis of most clubs changed to one of community service
and improvement.

GFWC program areas of activity include the arts, conservation,
education, home life, international affairs, and public affairs,
as well as various special projects. The Federation also has a
distinguished record of legislative activity on issues of
historical importance, beginning with the establishment of a
national model for juvenile courts and service in the forefront
of the conservation movement resulting in the establishment
of the first Forest Reserve in 1889. GFWC turned the tide for
passage of the Pure Food and Drugs Act, and supported
legislation of the eight-hour workday and the first child labor
law. In addition, as early as 1944, GFWC indorsed a resolution
supporting equal rights and responsibilities for women.

The small banding together of existing clubs that began in
1890 has grown into the largest organization for women
volunteers in the world. GFWC now numbers 60,000 members
in 2,300 clubs across the

United States, with 7 International Affiliate countries.



Benefits of Belonging to GFWC
Just as every clubwoman is unique, so too, is her answer to
the question, “Why GFWC?”
In fact, one of the most significant benefits of belonging to the
Federation is the opportunity our members have to express
and explore their unique interests and desires- a clubwoman
seeking leadership training can create a path for herself that is
all her own, a clubwoman seeking leadership training can
create a path for herself that is all her own, and a new
member looking for friendship will have no trouble finding
companionship along her own GFWC journey. While the
stories and experiences of Federation members are unique,
there are similar threads in all of them, illustrating the
substantial and tangible benefits that GFWC provides to each
member, club, and state federation.

THE TOP SIX BENEFITS OF BELONGING:
INFLUENCE: In communities across the world, clubwomen get
things done. This kind of influence comes from more than a
century of community service; strong partnerships with local
government, businesses, and other nonprofits; and a national
reputation for advancing the good of citizens and
communities through the work of our members.

SUPPORT: As most any clubwoman can attest, reaching out to
fellow club members for a helping hand usually results in a
room full of shoulders to lean on. New members thrive as part
of this network.

RECOGNITION: Communities are enriched and lives are
enhanced by the volunteer service of our clubwomen, and we
take justifiable pride in recognizing members and clubs for
their hard work and commitment.

RESOURCES: As our members’ interests grow and evolve,
GFW(C’s capacity to provide resources to match gets stronger.
Many of those resources are first presented in GFWC'’s Club
Manual, where the depth and breadth of GFWC’s program
research is evident. GFWC offers members direct access to
more than 170 national, regional, and local companies,
agencies, and organizations.

RELATIONSHIPS: GFWC opens the door to becoming good
friends with women who have interests and talents that we
would otherwise never experience. Our members develop and
nurture strong friendships through events that are tailored to
networking and one-on-one time spent with fellow
clubwomen.

EXPERIENCE: GFWC affords women opportunities to lead on
the local, state, regional, and national levels, in both elected
and appointed positions. These opportunities mean stronger
leaders for GFWC, and tremendous individual development
for members.

Excerpts from GFWC Clubwoman Magazine, Oct-Nov, 2008, Vol 86:6,
“Benefits of Belonging,” Willoughby, Nikki

Additional GFWC History located on the Documents Page of the
gfwcbillings.org website.



