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UNCLE TOM
OR
NEW NEGRO?




INTRODUCTION

WHEN I FINALLY read Up from Slavery in its entirety as an adult, it was the second or third time the book had been assigned or recommended to me. I had started reading it the other times but had never felt gripped or engaged by Washington’s writing. His story was justly remarkable, but not extraordinary; many former slaves had gone on to become great educators and activists and writers. Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, Ida B. Wells, Sojourner Truth—all had been slaves, all had made outstanding examples of their freedom, and all, it seemed, were better and more compelling writers than Booker T. Washington. That I felt behooved to judge the quality of writing more than the actual content is indicative of my generation’s relative insulation from the anguish and reality of slavery.

What I did not appreciate then but understand now after rereading Up from Slavery again as an adult is that what makes Washington and this book extraordinary is in fact how ordinary it is, how evenhanded, poised, and frank a personal account he crafted for publication in 1901, a time when learning how to read and write was still a life-threatening endeavor for black people. Furthermore, the style and tone of Washington’s writing, while perhaps not poetically striking, do succeed in mirroring its message in near-precise measure. Humility, consistent hard work, attentive behavior, and great faith in humanity can well set the foundation for a strong sense of self and the achievement of individual sovereignty. “Every persecuted individual and race should get much consolation out of the great human law, which is universal and eternal, that merit, no matter under what skin found, is, in the long run, recognized and rewarded. This I have said here, not to call attention to myself as an individual, but to the race to which I am proud to belong.”

But possibly even most important, Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery is a human legacy in narrative form. For someone who did not grow up with parents passing down or referencing stories of African American history and folklore, and maybe also for those at that awkward point of generational disconnect where everything “back then” seems so irrelevant and annoying, Up from Slavery is a poignant primer not because it has been called by jacket flap copywriters “one of the greatest American autobiographies ever written,” but because it is the very embodiment of legacy, something that has been handed down from the past from an ancestor. “Years ago,” writes Washington within the first thirty pages of Up from Slavery, “I resolved that because I had no ancestry myself I would leave a record of which my children would be proud, and which might encourage them to still higher effort.”

Much has been made in today’s vernacular, and indeed discussed in this book’s narrative interviews, of the notion that Washington was an “Uncle Tom,” a term and stereotype that find their origin in the docile and dutiful Uncle Tom character of the classic novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe, in which Uncle Tom is a fairly intelligent man, if without formal education. It is a curious notion, as the Uncle Tom stereotype has become primarily qualified by a passive nature, if also by an eagerness to please white people. Booker T. Washington was certainly many things, but he was not passive. One cannot serve as founder of an institution (at twenty-five years of age), raise hundreds of thousands of dollars for that institution, serve as adviser to United States presidents and congressmen (in the postslavery Reconstruction era), or preach the value and necessity of human progress and self-reliance whilst being passive in nature.

But over the years passive became house nigger became spineless and finally became sellout. In some ways it seems there is a kind of involuntary reflex among African Americans, particularly in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, to brand one of our own—usually one of our famed own—as an unforgivable sellout. From Clarence Thomas to Colin Powell and Henry Louis Gates, black people (most often men) who negotiate with white people are frequently labeled “sellouts” no matter what they are selling. Men who, for better or worse, as leading black British scholar Stuart Hall was once quoted as saying of Gates in a 2002 article for the Guardian, follow the “strand of black politics” represented by Booker T. Washington. Whereby, Stuart continues, “you advance your cause by making yourself acceptable to white society, not by political struggle but economic self-advancement: going into big business, not grassroots politics.”

I wish there were some way to make Up from Slavery sexy for those young people reading it for the first time, a way to make it as prevalent to twenty-first-century youth as are fashion and hip-hop and cell phones. In its own time this book might well have been the latest Jay-Z record; no living black American was more famous than Booker T. Washington in the early 1900s. He was a celebrity of the first order; random people approached him on the train and in the streets to make the honor of his acquaintance. His eloquence as a public speaker and his established role as the leading spokesperson for black America placed him in high demand on the lecture circuit, and he was constantly traveling to meet that demand.

Booker T. Washington was the first black American to have his face on a United States postage stamp—in 1940, nearly fifteen years before Brown v. Board of Education and the beginning of the civil rights movement. And even as history has been much kinder to Washington’s contemporary and much-hyped adversary W. E. B. Du Bois, Washington was by far the better known of the two. Washington never boasted of this fact amid his travels, never played it as a card to win more favor.

But apart from the man himself, a large part of reading (or rereading) and understanding Washington’s Up from Slavery is simply about learning legacy, an integral and not always clear concept for black people in America to understand, and a legacy with origins unimaginable to many, perhaps even less clear. In a letter dated January 27, 1901, found in the Booker T. Washington papers, white abolitionist and activist Emily Howland wrote this to Washington about his then newly published autobiography: “The book will last, not only for its own merits … but because your career began in the most interesting and complicated periods of our nation’s history, when it was casting out slavery, and that you are one of the most important factors in the working out [of] the problem of reconstruction.”

So perhaps the book will continue to last, but it is up to those in this and coming generations to decide just how and in what vein.

To that end, naturally, not all aspects of Up from Slavery are agreeable. For example, it is hard for any generation to swallow the notion that “notwithstanding the cruel wrongs inflicted upon us, the black man got nearly as much out of slavery as the white man did.” Or that, after word had filtered through of the Emancipation Proclamation, among southern slaves, Washington himself included, “there was great rejoicing, and thanksgiving, and wild scenes of ecstasy. But there was no feeling of bitterness.” Really?

If not as an Uncle Tom, Washington’s reputation as an accommodationist is not altogether far-fetched; he said things that white people wanted to hear, sometimes at the risk of sounding like a traitor to his race. Famously, during his Atlanta Exposition address, published in Up from Slavery, Washington says:


As we have proved our loyalty to you in the past, in nursing your children, watching by the sick-bed of your mothers and fathers, and often following them with tear-dimmed eyes to their graves, so in the future, in our humble way, we shall stand by you with a devotion that no foreigner can approach, ready to lay down our lives, if need be, in defence of yours, interlacing our industrial, commercial, civil, and religious life with yours in a way that shall make the interests of both races one. In all things that are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.



In twenty-first-century terms, this reads like flat-out ass kissing or, at best, cringe-inducing pragmatism. The point, however, in reading (or rereading) this book, for young and old, trained scholars and casual readers, is not necessarily to become an apostle of the Booker T. Washington rhetoric, but to take from it that which is still relevant and useful today and can be reconciled within a contemporary context.

Washington was self-reflective, ambitious, realistic, and hardworking. Without assigning the weight of the world or the fate of black America to his shoulders, there is much to be learned from his autobiography. “The individual who can do something that the world wants done will, in the end, make his way regardless of his race,” writes Washington. In our core, don’t all of us at least want to believe that regardless of race, black people in America will in the end make our way? And isn’t it merely fair to recognize that Booker T. Washington did?

My goal with this particular project was to find out, if possible, who Booker T. Washington was and moreover, to find out if talking with contemporary black figures about him might do one or all of several things: reflect the impact that Washington has had on black people throughout history; invoke closer scrutiny of a man already quite scrutinized (by those who actually know who he is to begin with); help a younger generation of black Americans understand the ways in which we often create and then tear down our black historical leaders all by ourselves; and simply serve as a reintroduction to Washington’s classic autobiography, Up from Slavery, which appears in its entirety following the interview portion of the book.

The reader can decide, although if nothing else, the sharp, varied, and meditative voices herein will help in shaping the profile of a curious and fascinating black man in America who gave us one model of what it means to be up from slavery.

—Rebecca Carroll, May 2005


CHAPTER I

DR. BILL E. LAWSON,
Philosophy Scholar


Bill E. Lawson is distinguished professor of philosophy at the University of Memphis. He received his PhD from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and his professional appointments include Spelman College, West Virginia University, and the University of Delaware.



MY GENERAL SENSE of Booker T. Washington is that he was committed to the betterment of black people in the United States and that he was very forward-looking and insightful. I think people often fail to appreciate his insights, particularly with regard to race relations. People need to view Washington as a pragmatist in the John Dewey sense of pragmatism, where you’re really working to solve a significant problem. Washington’s problem was: How do you resolve or improve race relations between black people and white people in the South, given the history of race and racism in the United States at that particular point in history? He thought that the best way to do that was for the races to work together, and in order to accomplish that, black people had to be able to bring something to the table. That’s what building Tuskegee Institute was about: bringing something to the table. Some people think that his position demeaned black people, but while Washington did acknowledge that there were blacks that deserved respect because of their accomplishments, those were not the blacks he was trying to reach. Washington never denied the humanity of black people.

I am defending Booker T. Washington because many black intellectuals seem to be against him without any knowledge of his writings or life. During the 1960s, when black nationalism became the rage, people read certain select things. Subsequently, most people know or have read only three things about Booker T. Washington at best: Up from Slavery, the Atlanta Exposition speech, and “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others,” the essay by W. E. B. Du Bois. Sometimes they know the Dudley Randall poem “Booker T. and W. E. B.” If you read Up from Slavery in isolation from Washington’s other works, then I do think that you will get a skewed view of who and what he was. But when you read Working with the Hands, My Larger Education, The Man Farthest Down, the biography he wrote of Frederick Douglass, or his letters and read what he wrote about his projects, you come away with a completely different view of what Washington was trying to do.

For example, Washington never said, as many have claimed, that black people should get only an industrial education. He never said that black people shouldn’t participate in the political process. What he did say was, blacks should be able to secure education consistent with their ability, and if there are going to be voting requirements made for black people, the same requirements should be made for white people. He also said that the electorate should be literate; people should be able to read and write if they’re going to participate in the political process. But we should consider the historical moment; it was a time when many white people were predisposed to dislike black people. Washington understood that black people had to overcome the strong dislike of some whites, while simultaneously working with the white people who were concerned with the advancement of black people. Did most white people want to have the kind of social interaction with black people that we take for granted now? No! It’s not really a matter of whether black people wanted to have social interaction with white people. If you are a leader, you have a vision of how these things should play out and what programs will work best for the group you’re serving. Washington’s was not a consensus program. It was a program rooted in what he took to be the needs of the black southern masses at that moment in history.

I also believe that Washington’s leadership had less to do with what white people thought than most people assume. In much of his work, he often says: “There shall be no unmanly cowering to the wishes of white people.” But he also says you’ve got to bring something to the table. In the context of the lives of black people at that historical moment, a small step beyond chattel slavery, Washington had to focus on what he thought his people really needed. What they needed were skills. That was the purpose of his program: to provide black people with needed skills. With Tuskegee, Washington was able to do something that no other black person was able to do: provide an educational staging ground for literacy among southern rural blacks. It should be noted that he also thought that black men and women should be provided with the same education. There were women in the first graduating class of Tuskegee. That’s impressive and significant. But here’s what I like about Washington and his approach: Not only was Tuskegee seen as an industrial training school, but it also taught people how to read and write. So Washington was able to send out into rural southern communities graduates from Tuskegee who were not just able to teach agricultural skills but were also able to set up schools to teach other black people to read and write. That in and of itself—bringing literacy to black people throughout the rural South—is exceptional. That is an important legacy!

Yet I think that one reason people tend to prefer the legacy of Du Bois over Washington is that Du Bois was so elegant and poetic in his arguments against Washington. He was seductive. But Washington was quite aware of this. In 1903 Washington wrote: “When a people are smarting under the wrongs of injustices inflicted from many quarters, it is but natural that they should look about for some individual in whom to lay the blame for their seemly misfortunes. In this case, I seem to be the one. It is not a responsibility which I have sought, but since it has come to me I’m willing to do my duty as best as I can.” So he understood how some black people saw him. Within a contemporary context, it is easy to understand why or how it is that most black people cling to these negative ideas about Washington. I think that once he was branded as an Uncle Tom, the image stuck. As we know, once you get branded with a negative label it is difficult to separate yourself from that label.

When I was in college and I read Washington’s Atlanta Exposition speech, it wasn’t until years later that I learned the speech was not called the Atlanta Compromise. If you look up that speech in books from the sixties, where Washington is cited, it’s called the Atlanta Compromise speech. But it actually should be called the Speech at the Atlanta Cotton States and International Exposition. So even in widely read and accepted books of that day there is already a bias working against Washington. This bias is at work today! If you Google “Atlanta Compromise,” the exposition speech comes up. Sad.

I find, however, that when I talk to black people today about what Washington was really about, they start agreeing with me. And I think what Washington was about was making America a better place for blacks. His approach was pragmatic. As a pragmatist you have to be creative and do a real assessment of the situation. You have to have a clear understanding of the problem and be open to various options to solve problems. When Washington got to Tuskegee, he writes, “There were no students, no schools, no land, and no buildings.” He got the people from Hampton to loan him money so he could buy land; he started teaching his students how to build buildings and grow their own food—he built Tuskegee from the ground up. He saw the problem, and he found a solution to the problem. Tuskegee was a place to make America work for black people.

This raises an important point in understanding the difference between Washington and Du Bois. Washington, unlike Du Bois, never expressed any feeling of twoness. Black intellectuals are drawn to Du Bois’s metaphor of twoness: “One ever feels his two-ness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body.…” For Washington, on the other hand, there is no twoness; black people are human beings struggling to make a life in this country. The question was, What was the best way for them to make a safe and secure life in this country? They needed skills. They needed to be able to support themselves. He knew that black people needed a place to start building the skills needed for success in the United States. Washington saw Tuskegee as the place to do that. Important to remember here is that he understood that there was no history of black philanthropy. He knew, and history has proven him correct, that you could not run a school if you waited for black folks to give you money. If he had tried to go that route, Tuskegee would have failed. Tuskegee was a success, but there is still dislike of Washington. Why?

Many black intellectuals are disturbed by his speech in Atlanta. But if you’re talking about the part of Washington’s Atlanta Exposition speech when he says, “In all things that are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers,” it’s really the same thing black nationalists were talking about. The scholar Harold Cruse pointed this out years ago: that all black nationalist rhetoric was just warmed-over Washington. In his essay “Of Washington and Others,” Du Bois writes about how Washington said no higher education for the Negro, no social integration, no involvement in politics. If you go back and read Washington, please show me where he ever says any of those things. Nonetheless, Du Bois’s remarks became the mantra of the young black militants in the sixties, and so once they had that view of Washington, there was no reason to go back and read his work.

I think what you get with most of Washington’s contemporaries, Du Bois included, is what we now know as playa hatin’. Those persons who looked at Washington in a negative light were just playa haters. You know how black folks playa-hate on people all of the time; some playa-hate on Cornel West and Condoleezza Rice. But it’s important to understand that during his lifetime it was mostly the black intellectuals who didn’t like Washington. The black masses understood his message and the value of his program. Consider that the statue of Washington in Tuskegee was built from funds raised by poor black people, which shows you that on the ground level there was all this love for Washington among the black masses. This may explain why there have been so many uncles named Booker in many African American families.

People often complain about what they take to be Washington’s personal failings. Was Washington the kind of person that you might want to go to dinner with? Probably not. But hell, Du Bois wouldn’t want to go to dinner with you.

I think when you’re considering Washington, you have to step back and look at not whether he was a megalomaniac, but at what was the nature of his project and what were the fruits of his labor. It’s also important to keep in mind that when Washington came on the scene, the segregation train was well on its way. There was nothing Washington could have done to stop it. No one black man could have stopped it. One can debate whether or not he aided the segregation train, but when you look at his efforts to stop segregation in railroad cars, his efforts to get officials elected who were sympathetic to black concerns, and all his work behind the scenes to influence legislation favorable to blacks, you have to think that here was a person who was, in a very real sense, committed to the cause of black people.

If there are failings of Booker T. Washington, and there have to be because he was a human being, they were personal. But I think his personal failings have to be, to some degree, separated from his overall project and contribution to racial uplift in the United States. People say he was an Uncle Tom and that he was a pawn of General Samuel Chapman Armstrong. I say Booker T. Washington had too much influence to be somebody’s pawn. He stated very clearly that he was concerned with the race problem but that he was not a theorist. He felt theory without practice was worthless. He wrote: “I do not care to venture an opinion about the nature of knowledge in general. But it is pretty clear to anyone that reflects upon the matter, that the only kind of knowledge that has any sort of value for a race that’s trying to get on its feet, is knowledge that has some definite relationship to the daily lives of the men and women who are seeking it.”

I think that in a country where racism is still a problem, black people would do well to remember Washington’s pragmatism—looking at the real problem and trying to solve it. For example, there is now a nationwide push to bring black kids into colleges and universities, but my position is that it may turn out that at this moment in history not all black children need to go to college. There are other vocations that are needed in the black community: plumbers, electricians, and all sorts of jobs. People are so focused on getting black kids into college, but is that what we really need right now? And this is the beauty of Washington. He always asked, What do black people need now? We needed black people who could serve in trades and start businesses in our communities then, and we need them now. Today some people will say I’m trying to stop black people from progressing, just as they said about Washington, but it’s simply a realistic fact that not everyone should go to college.

I’ve written two papers about Washington. The first paper I wrote about five or six years ago, when I knew just a little bit about Washington; I’d read Cornel West, Bernard Boxill, and some of the works of Booker T. The second paper I wrote fairly recently. I reread the first paper a couple of days ago, and my position on Washington from the first to the second is a 180-degree shift, because I realized that I hadn’t read and did not know enough about him to know what I should think about him. Washington was a true American pragmatist. He said: “In all things that are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.” We can work together and still have our own.

Washington left us Tuskegee Institute. Where are the lasting institutions started by Malcolm and W. E. B.?


CHAPTER II

ELIZABETH GARDNER HINE S,
Writer/Great-Grandniece of A. G. Gaston


Elizabeth Gardner Hines is coauthor with her mother, Carol Jenkins, of the biography Black Titan: A. G. Gaston and the Making of a Black American Millionaire (Random House, 2004). Hines is a graduate of Yale, with an MA in English literature from Harvard University. She is the recipient of several academic prizes and fellowships.



THERE IS AN intricate connection between my great-granduncle A. G. Gaston and Booker T. Washington. But even growing up in the Gaston lineage, I’m fairly certain I didn’t know anything about Washington until I went to college. Even then we certainly never studied him; not in any of the classes I took at Yale did we read Up from Slavery. It was only when I got to graduate school at Harvard that I started to explore for myself and get a better understanding of who Washington really was.

So in my memory of growing up and throughout school, there was little attention paid to Washington, though I had certainly read Du Bois along the way. Du Bois has always been seen as the more palatable of the two—intellectually and otherwise—and I think there is a comfort blacks feel in reading and relying on Du Bois’s ideology that they do not associate with Washington. I can clearly remember another black student in high school or college making a joke about “blacks like Booker T. Washington” and how everyone laughed, as if we all understood what a terrible thing that was to be.

One of the main things my mother and I felt would be important when we decided to write Black Titan was the idea of expanding the notion of what the black experience in this country has been about. Since the publication of the book, it’s been really interesting to see how blacks respond to the idea of someone like A. G. Gaston. There are those who don’t want anything to do with him, mainly because he suffers the same bad rap as Booker T. Washington for being an alleged sellout. It’s crucial to understand that Gaston really, to the nth degree, bought into and believed what Booker T. Washington was saying. Up from Slavery was the first book Gaston ever owned, and he read it over and over again. As we write in Black Titan, and as he related the story to us, Gaston picked up the book one day when he was feeling really low; he had been working really hard, and nothing was happening to better his condition. On that same day Washington came to speak at the Tuggle Institute in Birmingham, where Gaston was enrolled as a student. And the story Uncle Arthur (that’s what we called him) liked to tell was that when he read Up from Slavery again that day, after hearing Washington talk, he realized in a moment that achieving your goals was, as Washington said, all about merit and that he would have to do something meritorious if he hoped to change his life.

In doing the research for Black Titan, I gained a whole different view of how useful Washington’s primary tenets really were and are—particularly those involving economic self-sufficiency. This is a place where something still is not connecting with us today. It’s almost always the young black people who come to our readings who will say [of Black Titan], “This book is so important because it gives us some way of dealing with the economic disparity that still exists. And by the way, why is it that we haven’t paid more attention to the economics of black culture?” It’s fascinating to me to meet these eighteen- and twenty-year-olds starting their own businesses—and I’ve met a ton of them now—who talk to me about the very simple but untenable challenge of dealing with the economics of black life.

Since most of my substantive knowledge of Booker T. Washington has come through the research I did for Black Titan, I have to think my personal opinion of him is biased, as it hinges largely on the knowledge that he inspired my great-granduncle tremendously. At the same time I have to acknowledge that Washington is someone whose ideas beg for critique. So I guess my sense of him is that he is a bit of a puzzle. There is a part of me that very much wants to embrace what he put forth because it did give so much hope to so many people, but I’m still very conflicted. I think a lot of what Washington was trying to impart, and what was worth passing on to future generations, got lost during the civil rights era—mainly because during that time you had to pick your battles to a certain extent. Not every fight could be waged at once, and some, like the economic independence Washington was a proponent of, fell by the wayside in favor of other initiatives.

People often like to set Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois against each other, as if they represented truly opposing views. I happen to think their differences have been widely exaggerated throughout history. But in any case, if you bring someone like Gaston into the equation and think about the ideologies he was presented with by these two men, the sticking point for him would have been this notion of the Talented Tenth. I think Gaston felt deeply left out of the Du Boisian circle. How would someone like him, who had only a tenth-grade education, be able to contribute by Du Bois’s figuring? But what Washington offered was a kind of methodology for success that was achievable to someone like A. G. Gaston. Similarly to the Du Bois issue, the civil rights movement was largely a middle-class movement. There is plenty of evidence that shows that the people who were leading the movement had primarily middle-class interests at heart, and certainly the movement brought about great changes. Who can regret any of that? But a movement driven by a certain class often means that it speaks to certain class interests, and the question is, What are the people who are left out of that class supposed to cling to in terms of their own ideologies?

Clearly, when you are fighting for broad legislation, concessions are always going to have to be made. There is the example of Birmingham, when Martin Luther King was in town, and you had the white businessmen and the city structure, and you had the blacks who were agitating for change. The blacks came up with a list of what it was they wanted, but there were only going to be so many things that the white businessmen and city structure were going to give in on. So they compromised. And the principles that the civil rights movement ended up capitulating on, over and over again, were the business and economic needs of the black community. I think blacks in general wanted those needs to be met and knew how important they were, but clearly the prevailing belief was that if the larger social issues were addressed first, then somewhere down the line the economic issues would follow. What we’ve seen, of course, is that they haven’t followed—not even all this time later.

My grandmother and Minnie (A. G.’s wife) were two of fifteen children. It’s a very big family. Minnie was one of the oldest of the children, and she helped raise all of the rest of the children. My grandmother was one of the youngest, and Minnie and A. G. were very closely involved with her life. She would come home from Tuskegee for weekends and stay with A. G. and Minnie. Basically, through A. G. and Minnie’s success together and individually, they were instrumental in the lives of all those in the family. They had forty nieces and nephews, and they made sure that each and every one of them went to college; they helped pay if necessary. Aunt Minnie sewed skirts and shirts and dresses for all those children so they had clothes to wear to school. During the summers the Gastons would take in seven or eight of the nieces and nephews at a time and take them to the business college they owned to learn shorthand and how to type, so that when they grew up, they could be qualified workers in the workplace.

The interesting thing is that even with the financial success of A. G. and Minnie, none of their nieces and nephews grew up taking money for granted. In fact, I don’t think any of them ever felt like they had money growing up. I know that my mother did not, and she was one of the few cousins who grew up outside Birmingham or Montgomery. She grew up in New York, where my grandparents owned a printing school on Park Avenue. My mother went to private schools, but I think her parents, following the lead of A. G. and Minnie, did a very good job of not being boastful and of also making it clear that everyone would have to earn her or his own way. A. G. and Minnie were very strict. They were very loving people, but they were not about instilling privilege. Everybody had to go out and get a job. They believed that their gift to their family was the privilege of being able to grow up with and witness what it was like to have things in the world, to have comfort. To go into the world with that kind of experience under your belt already puts you at an advantage. A. G. and Minnie’s thought was that from there the rest would be up to us whether or not we wanted to maintain that kind of comfort, and if we did, then we would figure out how to achieve it on our own.

A. G. Gaston started out with the disadvantage of feeling as if there weren’t so many examples for him to follow of black people who had succeeded at business on a really high level. There were educators—there was Booker T. Washington, and there was Du Bois—but in terms of the business world, apart from a few people in Birmingham, he had few role models. Gaston started his business life by saving nickels and dimes he had worked extremely hard for, and I really believe that for him, it wasn’t so much about accumulating gobs and gobs of money as about building something that he believed in, creating jobs for blacks, and changing the perception of what black people were capable of. Gaston left most of his money to charity and some of it to his wife. When Minnie died, she left portions of the money to her siblings who were still living, and they in turn left all of us in my generation savings or savings bonds in our names. I bought my books in graduate school with that money.

If there’s one lesson I learned in the process of writing my book, it’s that it is incumbent upon all of us now not to be afraid to push the envelope when it comes to the importance of our financial power. We no longer stand in a place to say, as those in the civil rights era had to, that there are bigger things we’re fighting for. We fought those battles then, and we may still have to fight them, but the truth of the matter is we have no excuse left. I am convinced that achieving economic parity must be the central concern of the black community at this stage of the game. We have to start taking work and money and our relationship to it seriously. And we need to stop counting as suspect those blacks who have found a way to economic success. To my mind, the very best thing about Booker T. Washington was that his ideology gave real hope to the people who were on the margins of the margins. And even if we can’t agree with everything he said, we ought to at least be glad somebody was willing to talk candidly about the economic realities of the era. A. G. Gaston certainly appreciated it, and I’m pretty sure he wasn’t alone.


CHAPTER III

RONALD WALTERS,
Director of the African American Leadership Institute
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I OFTEN SAY to my students, if you were Booker T. Washington after his famous speech in 1895—the Atlanta Exposition speech, which was very well received—and you were in the South, your feet were planted between two cotton rows, and someone had a gun at the back of your head and asked you to give them your philosophy, what would it be? Well, it would be Booker T. Washington’s philosophy, and the reason is that he was in a situation where if he was going to make any progress at all, he had to conform to the culture and the power relationships that were dominant in the South at that time. This was the year before Plessy v. Ferguson; it was the era of the return of the South with a vengeance to political, economic, and social power. It was also a time of very strong rejection and exclusion of black people. Blacks were excluded from areas of common life, except for their menial labor, confirmed by a number of constitutions that were written at that time and including all sorts of things that were important in structuring racism that would last long into the twentieth century. So Booker T. Washington’s time was a special period in history.

My view of Washington gives him some levity with respect to where he was and what he was confronted with in his attempt to exercise a leadership role. Where I begin to be critical of Washington is when as part of his role he attracted the attention of a number of corporate leaders in the North and in other places in the world. The evolution of the so-called Booker T. Washington model of education was one that fit the growing industrial civilization of the United States and in other parts of the world. The need to have industrial training, a compliant labor force—it’s almost a universal theme for the requirements of successful industrial development. And by compliant, yes, I mean agreeable to work under whatever the circumstance demands. That theme still exists today; all you have to do is ask people why immigrant labor is so successful as a part of American economic development.

In an attempt to nationalize and internationalize the leadership paradigm that Booker T. Washington proposed for the South, this model of compliance was developed and exported to places such as South and West Africa. It was with respect to this that individuals such as W. E. B. Du Bois started to push back from Washington. Of course, Du Bois had a different model, and the Washington–Du Bois debate became famous. It is a very important historical paradigm; everybody who teaches African American studies teaches it, and it evokes a great deal of discussion. It’s not a complex paradigm. In the beginning, the two were not opponents; there was an attempt on the part of Du Bois to work with Washington, to listen to what he had to say. And Du Bois’s interest influenced some of his New York friends, including T. Thomas Fortune. So some of these black leaders of the New York Age tried to work with Washington. They understood he was a selected leader and people favored him, and that he had this tremendous power, that routinely, officials would pass all sorts of decisions by him, he would approve, and things would get done. They understood this and tried to work with him. It wasn’t until it became clear that the aims of a southernized political culture were antithetical to where the black northern elite was going that Du Bois began to fight against Washington.

In 1905, Du Bois and William Monroe Trotter, editor of the black militant newspaper the Boston Guardian, founded the Niagara Movement, which was a precursor to the NAACP. When Booker T. Washington came to Boston’s Faneuil Hall to speak, Trotter confronted him and was put in jail for it. Du Bois and Trotter were representative of this paradigm of moderate to conservative forward progress for blacks in extreme deference to whites. The point of departure had started, of course, with Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk, published in 1903. And then the NAACP came along in 1909 and became an even stronger platform to further this cause.

Now, during all this, Booker T. Washington was not a fool. He understood that there was strong opposition to him from these northern black elitists, and so he tried to do some things behind the scenes, not only to signal that he was not the bad guy but also to support certain initiatives. He did things that would signal that he was, for example, against lynching. In his letters from Tuskegee, he was signaling to people that he was providing financial and background support for aspects of social progress on a national level. To that extent, in terms of his public voice, he was moderate to conservative. He championed the “pull down your buckets where they are” economic approach: If you are successful in industrial education and in building economic strength, then people will respect you and can’t turn you away et cetera. I don’t think anybody objects to that.

However, it was not a good thing for Booker T. Washington to attempt to nationalize his philosophy. The NAACP arose in part because there was a necessity for a more aggressive voice. The Harlem Renaissance, especially in its intellectual dimension, was a direct refutation of the stereotypical Negro. This was the first-generation twentieth-century American intellectual class, many of whom were graduated from every university from Harvard to Howard. When they began to have their voice, they were almost uniformly rejecting of the stereotypical Negro of the nineteenth century, which Booker T. Washington largely represented in terms of the Negro who was maintaining a lower-rung American dream. The Harlem Renaissance was a time of throwing off the old stereotype, and the New Negro, spurred on by the nature of black oppression, became a statement that it was time to forge a new identity in the twentieth century. If you look at the period from 1890 to 1915, there was a whole series of organizations founded—the Afro-American League, the Black, the National Equal Rights League, Black and Tan Society, and others—to fight back against black exclusion. Then in the early 1900s there were of course a number of riots and different manifestations of the will to fight back.

I started the African American Leadership Institute to seriously study this issue, and we have produced a couple of works as well as a number of different programs. We’ve settled into less of an activist role and more of a research profile, and we serve in a technical assistance role for other leadership organizations—primarily 501c3 organizations in the black community. I attend meetings for various boards and answer questions—questions about African American politics and media but generally in the areas of: How do we make progress? and What kind of strategies do we need? What I see today in my work and in our society in terms of black leadership is that it is in some ways strong, particularly because of the diversification of black leadership into a number of different fields—business, education, corporate. We have, for a relatively small community, a cadre of leaders in almost every field. So that gives us a certain strength, but it is not strong enough in terms of the financial base needed to give the kinds of initiatives to further encourage participation in the solution to our problems as a community.

There is still a very strong factor of dependence upon the majority community, as reflected in dependence upon government and private institutions for critical resources. As a result, black leadership must do two things. On the one hand, it must perform the regular task of cultural leadership of any community; on the other hand, it must also perform a crossover leadership because if the resources are someplace else, the leadership needs to be there, too. White leaders don’t have the responsibility of biracial mobilization; they can stay in their community. But black people don’t have that luxury because the resources are in the white community, which was of course very similar to the circumstances Booker T. Washington faced. I’m an adviser to an organization called the Booker T. Washington Institute, which actively promotes the building of black businesses. So I don’t think anybody opposes what Washington was trying to do in terms of promoting economic success; it is the political aspect that came along with that success that was most objectionable.

I think the most important aspect of Washington’s legacy is that he managed to exercise leadership in a critical area of the country at a critical time. He was a symbol of success for many black people and was able to affect a kind of self-determination in building Tuskegee that is very positive. But I think his focus on economic self-sufficiency is probably the strongest aspect of his legacy. And in some ways his model of industrial training runs antithetical to his position on economic self-sufficiency, because you can’t be the kind of progressive business leader you need to be if at the same time you are deferential to everybody. So there is a conflict there that Booker T. Washington never resolved. Blacks owned land at that time in a number of places, and some were even very prosperous. Washington was asking blacks to emulate that ownership while at the same time fitting into and not changing southern culture. But southern culture was for most blacks, both in and outside the South, anathema, something that needed to be confronted rather than fitted into. That’s where Booker T. ran afoul.


CHAPTER IV
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ONE OF THE major ideas emphasized by Booker T. Washington was personal development so that African Americans, Negroes at the time, would be able to fit into the larger social structure as individuals and be able to survive with a level of confidence. It’s important to say also that the notion of survival versus excelling—assigned by Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois, respectively—is based on misinformation about the relationship between Washington and Du Bois. Much to many people’s surprise, Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois were not adversaries. In their personal relationship they were amicable, each understanding that one without the other did not complete the whole person.

Booker T. Washington used to give a lecture to his students every Sunday in chapel at Tuskegee Industrial Normal School. He spoke to them from the heart, and he emphasized that along with so many other things, like intellect and skills, there were two other important aspects of life: spirituality and character. He talked about what education means and what keeping your word means: helping your neighbor and taking all of what you learned from Tuskegee and bringing it home to teach others. It’s the same idea as “each one teach one.” Washington was a very strong advocate of that idea, because he felt that in order for black communities to survive—and I use that word deliberately because when you start talking about racism in this country, you cannot talk about it without talking about the word survive—they need to have an education. When you come out of slavery and you don’t have land or the tools that the wider social system deems important to survive not only from a materialistic point of view but from an emotional point of view, you need some sort of framework to help you understand what you are facing. Today, although we may not be emerging from slavery in the immediate sense, we are still employing a mode of survival.

For me, being the mayor of a city so evocative of and perhaps synonymous with Booker T. Washington and his legacy, I am reminded of when I did my dissertation on rural southern black women as community leaders. It was a study in power and influence. I had been involved in the civil rights movement and done all those things that young people did during that era, and I thought we had really changed America and the status of my people in my community. So when I went back fifteen or twenty years later to do research for my dissertation, I went back by car, and as I was interviewing these women in the Black Belt counties of Alabama and Mississippi, I found the same things that I had found when I was a student at Tuskegee and was involved with a program called the Tuskegee Institute Community Education Program, which was a direct play, if you will, on what Booker T. Washington stood for, what he did when he put together Tuskegee Industrial and Normal School. Fifteen years later the clothes looked different, but the issues were the same.

I am governing a city that is more or less Booker T. Washington’s city, and as I look around me, I see that the conditions are the same. There are still a few people that make it and a lot of people that don’t. That’s what Booker T. Washington found too, and I wonder: If his philosophy had not been more widespread, would we have had more major changes in the status of our community than we do? The answer to why his philosophy was not more widespread involves a more complex notion, because then we get back to the word survival, which then leads to the questions, Survival of what, and survival of whom? Because you see, if you are involved in a racist social system that talks about entitlement—a given privilege based on who you are, not what you earn or are capable of—it’s not a level playing field. Personally, I don’t believe that anyone is entitled to anything just because. But then we need to talk about the construct of capitalism and what makes capitalism operate. Capitalism always requires that someone be poor.

Booker T. Washington was saying to black folk in his time, “This is how you survive in a capitalistic society.” Any criticism or disparagement of this notion had to do with the fact that society at large fostered no intention for black folks to survive at a level that would enable them to compete and participate. Washington was well aware of that lack of intention, and it’s important to note that he didn’t use that exact language about survival in a capitalistic society; his book Character Building is an important reference in terms of really understanding his philosophy and how he related to everyday people, who were mostly his students.

Criticism and disparagement are not the same as rejection. Booker T. Washington is one of the most misunderstood and slandered figures in history. Think about it, if somebody has put together a successful formula that will increase the rate of achievement among African Americans, particularly in the postslavery Reconstruction era, who’s going to want that someone to survive? Of course he has been maligned not just by white people but by black people as well, but then you have to remember how many black people have gone to Tuskegee—be it the industrial school, the institute, or the university—and then you’ve got a whole different thing going on. Because whether they recognize it or not, they are living Booker T. Washington’s philosophy, and there are graduates of Tuskegee all over the world. I’ve been halfway around the world, and everywhere I go, there’s not one person I meet who, when I tell him where I’m from, doesn’t immediately start talking about one of three things: Booker T. Washington, George Washington Carver, and the Tuskegee Airmen.

Each president of Tuskegee University carried out the philosophy of Booker T. Washington in his own way. Robert Moton, Washington’s immediate successor, for example, gave acres to the VA hospital system, to do what? To accommodate black veterans after World War I. Frederick Patterson, who was president from 1935 to 1953, gave the land for the Tuskegee Airmen to come and train. The point is that each Tuskegee president blazed a trail that reemphasized Booker T. Washington’s basic educational premise.

Today there are aspects of Washington’s legacy in areas like the black church community, where Washington was well respected by several different denominations. But if you’re talking about a sustained, all-encompassing legacy that permeates nationwide, the job was really never finished. This makes it very frustrating when you start to examine Booker T. Washington, because you know the kind of impact he had, that he was on the right track, and yet we still have slums and rural communities in the South with outdoor toilets. We still have a lot of poverty. Something didn’t quite hook up all the way between then and now.

Sometime back I did a study on the development and history of black businesses in the state of Maryland from 1863 to 1993, and it was so wild, because everywhere I turned, there was Booker T. Washington. I was going through one of the first black neighborhoods there—in Prince George’s County, Maryland, which was built as a place where black faculty from Howard University could buy homes—and it turned out that the architect and developer of that neighborhood was Booker T. Washington’s son-in-law. Not only that, but as I was riding down the street, I saw this house that looked familiar to me, and the people I was with who were serving as guides told me that it was one of their most prized historic homes. I recognized right away that it was Tuskegee brick (Tuskegee brick, made entirely by students and faculty from clay dug on the Tuskegee farm, played a major role in the building of Tuskegee Institute). The woman I was with couldn’t believe I knew that, but it’s a very distinct kind of building, and I grew up with it; I know that brick. Then she told me that the man who owned the house had gone to Tuskegee Industrial and Normal School and had come back to Prince George’s County to build a house for his family with bricks he made himself.

When I got into the business part of my research for the study, Booker T. Washington’s influence was also there. The National Business League was formed by Booker T. Washington and is still in existence. I read the transcripts from business conventions that were held—there were three: two in Boston, the other I’m not sure where—and black folk came by train, by mule, by wagon, by horse to convene. At one of the meetings in Boston there were about six hundred and some odd black folks there to discuss the same issues that black businesses discuss today, and there were more black businesses back then.

Again, the questions become, What happened? Where did the disconnect occur? Well, I don’t know. I mean, I could take some wild guesses, but it is a question that I have pondered and pondered and pondered. When I look at our black women’s magazine Essence, for example, and see that it’s no longer a black-owned magazine, I’m trying to figure out why someone would sell that magazine to a white corporation. Was it out of greed? Why not pass it on to some young black writer or entrepreneur—or a group of young black writers or entrepreneurs? It wouldn’t be hard to find a group of young folks who would rise to the call if Essence magazine said: “I’m tired. I don’t want to do this anymore. I want to sit on Martha’s Vineyard, kick my heels up, and watch the yachts go by. Y’all take it, and take it to the next level.” If people had paid more attention to Booker T. Washington, would black people instead of a white corporation own Essence? I don’t know. It’s possible.

Booker T. Washington was everywhere doing all sorts of things, but there was a downside to Booker T.; there’s always a downside to any human being. He was very dictatorial. He expressed his power sometimes in ways that were negative. He became so powerful that he could decide the outcome of an election in Louisiana. I’m not suggesting that the negative aspects of his personality caused any stunt in the growth of our people. He was only one man. But that doesn’t stop me from asking the question, with and without Booker T. Washington in mind, What makes us do what we do?

There is a loosely organized group of people across the United States in various fields, and they are studying what we call the Maafa. The term Maafa is an African word that is translated to mean “the great atrocity” and has been used most notably by a sister named Dr. Marimba Ani, who wrote a book titled Yurugu. You see, what we as black people have not done successfully is to examine in a very open and fluid way what happened to us during slavery and the resulting generational impact. So instead of looking at our behavior in the context of our reality, we have contrite academic study or convoluted discourse.

Let me give a very simple example. One of our ways of surviving during slavery was to vent our anger by leaving the gate open as an apparent accident, so a lot of white men’s cattle and hogs wandered off in the woods and got bitten by snakes and drowned in the swamp. Then the slave would say, “Oops, massa, I didn’t know I left that gate open!” So then the white folks would say, “Lulu, you just lazy and you left that gate open.” And then Lulu would go off somewhere and laugh about it, thinking she got her master good. The intellectual interpretation of that is that black people are lazy and slovenly and will not take care of things, but the human aspect of it is, from a slave’s point of view: I’m angry with you because you beat the hell out of my sister, and you raped my mother, and you sold my father, and that’s how I’m gonna get your ass back!

All this is to say that when you start examining Booker T. Washington and are trying to put him into a certain context, as I think we are doing here in this book, it’s a more difficult task than taking his personality and judging it. Because he did or did not do something in the wider context of us as a race of people with damage that has been done to us, the infliction of which has carried on for several generations. William Graham Sumner, the sociologist, said that oftentimes when something starts for one reason in one generation, by the time it gets to the third generation people have forgotten why they were doing it in the first place, and it becomes inculcated in the rituals of life. That’s kind of where we are as black people.

Essentially Booker T. Washington represents pride. He represents a model for success in a capitalistic society. As the first woman mayor of Tuskegee, who happens to be black, I use Booker T. Washington as my model for leadership. He has taught me that as a leader I have to be sensitive to the broader aspect of my community, not just the delivery of government services but the uplifting of my people.
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