
 

 

Corinne Freeman Barnwell 

Corinne Freeman Barnwell is a crusader and fighter for social justice. It is said that she is a retired social worker. 
But, actually, “retired” is not part of her vocabulary.  

Wife, mother, and grandmother, Corinne was featured in 2017 in an exhibit titled “The Personal is Political: 
Portraits of Louisiana Second-Wave Feminists’. The exhibit was part of “Women of New Orleans: Builders and 
Rebuilders.”  

Corinne, “builder and rebuilder,” was a feminist before the word was used much. She is an activist for women’s 
rights and a voice of clarity for racial justice and reconciliation. In 1963, while in graduate school in California, 
this trailblazer planned to serve in the Peace Corps. A serious illness meant that she could not leave the country. 
In fact, her doctors did not know how long she would live.  Thankfully her doctors were wrong, and, by the 
Grace of God, she overcame cancer at age 24. The last 60 years have found her helping others overcome the 
deadly diseases of prejudice, poverty, and privilege.   

Corinne grew up in a family of missionaries, and she too wanted to serve God. She carried on the family tradition 
and made the United States her mission field. A pivotal event in her life was participation in the 1964 Mississippi 
Freedom Summer Project. Mainly young white people, 1000 of them, came from all over the country to serve as 
volunteers in Freedom Summer. Corinne was one of 400 women. That summer, through her volunteer ministry, 
she refined her understanding of African American history, citizenship, political power, and the freedom 
movement for all blacks.  

The summer of the Freedom Project in Mississippi resulted in a Freedom School in New Orleans which Corinne 
help start. As she has written, “we taught math, reading, and the history of the Civil Rights Movement.” From 
her early days of frontline activism, Corinne would go on to serve as a Human Rights Coordinator on the staff of 
the Mayor of New Orleans; to work in state government; to teach in the School of Social Work at Tulane 
University. She has never stopped being an activist, and she continues to “carry the torch” for Planned 
Parenthood and for all causes which advance social justice for all. 

In an article in “South Writ Large: Stories, Arts and Ideas from the Global South,” Corinne’s husband wrote about 
the “Ten Things I Can’t Do Without.” The first item was: “Corinne—I am her husband—who tells me I cannot do 
without her, and she is right.” Indeed, Corinne is a living text from which William drew many of the truths of his 
own significant ministry. They were a power couple in the best sense of the word. Corinne said that she had a 
“Yankee-style” fast way of speaking. William kept his thick and permanent Charleston accent. Together they 
took on causes that have made our country better and our Church more in harmony with the Gospel.  

The summer of 1964 was for Corinne a crucible of formation. What followed was a cruciform life of committed 
service in the Church and in the Academy. Virginia Theological Seminary takes great delight in honoring Corinne 
Freeman Barnwell with the Dean’s Cross for Servant Leadership in the Church and the world. This great veteran 
of the Civil Rights Movement is a Servant Leader who was a missionary for God in her time and for all time.  


