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It may seem strange to call someone who never 
held government office a “statesman,” but Booker 

T. Washington has a claim to that august title. His 
admirers regularly drew the comparison between 
Washington and his namesake, George Washington. 
Andrew Carnegie, for instance, wrote of “two Wash-
ingtons, one white, the other black, both fathers of 
their people.”1

like President Washington, Booker T. Washington 
had as his primary project the strengthening of fra-
ternal bonds between citizens, believing such bonds 
to be the necessary foundation for constitutional lib-
erty. In his Farewell Address, George Washington 
had prayed that “union and brotherly affection may 
be perpetual.”2 Through both rhetoric and policy, the 
father of our country worked to bind together the var-
ious geographic regions of the infant nation. Solemnly, 
he warned against “every attempt to alienate any por-
tion of our Country from the rest.”3

Despite these words of counsel, the union near-
ly foundered on the moral and geographic sandbar 
of slavery. After the Civil War, there was tremen-
dous work to be done, as lincoln said, “to bind up 

the nation’s wounds” and “to achieve and cherish a 
just and lasting peace, among ourselves.”4 This was 
the task that Booker T. Washington set for himself. 
Not only did he put forth a step-by-step solution to 
the main problem left unresolved by the Founding 
Fathers—whether and how blacks would become 
full participants in the American polity—but he also 
made significant strides in implementing that solu-
tion. Washington focused on the economic and edu-
cational uplift of his people, nearly all of whom were  
either emancipated slaves (the four million freed-
men “utterly destitute, without learning, without 
experience, and without traditions”5) or members of 
that first generation to be born unshackled.

Booker T. Washington’s advice to American citi-
zens was the same as George Washington’s. In his 
Farewell Address, George Washington’s first com-
mand was: “Promote then as an object of primary 
importance, Institutions for the general diffusion of 
knowledge. In proportion as the structure of a gov-
ernment gives force to public opinion, it is essential 
that public opinion should be enlightened.”

Our greatest statesmen, whether elected or not, 
are those who have understood this essential connec-
tion between our form of government and the educa-
tion of the individual. Very few have lived this truth 
as intensely or devotedly as Booker T. Washington. 
To this end, he firmly believed that the slow process of 
acquiring homes, businesses, and wealth, underwrit-
ten by solid educational attainment (most emphati-
cally including moral qualities), was the best and 
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Booker T. Washington

Born
1856 in Hale’s Ford, Franklin County, Virginia, one of three children.

Education
Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute (now Hampton University), Hampton, Virginia, 1872–1875; 
Wayland Seminary, Washington, D.C., 1878–1879.

Religion
Non-denominational Christian.

Family
Married Fanny Norton Smith in 1882; they had one child, Portia, before her death in 1884. Married 
Olivia Davidson in 1886; they had two children, Booker T., Jr (Baker) and Ernest Davidson, before her 
death in 1889. Married Margaret Murray in 1892.

Highlights
 n 1863: Freed by the Emancipation Proclamation, although the family did not leave the plantation 

until Federal troops arrived to announce Emancipation in 1865.

 n 1865: Moved to Malden, West Virginia, where he worked in the coal mine and salt furnace 
before coming under the tutelage of Viola Ruff ner, a New England woman who cultivated his 
character and talents.

 n 1875–1881: Taught school in Malden and then at Hampton.

 n 1881–1915: Founding principal of Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute (now Tuskegee 
University), Tuskegee, Alabama, which became the showplace of black education.

 n 1895: Delivered a speech at the Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta, Georgia, 
setting forth a paradigm for race relations that became known as the “Atlanta Compromise.”

 n 1896: First black man to receive an honorary degree from Harvard University.

 n 1900: Founded the National Negro Business League.

 n 1901: Published his autobiography Up from Slavery.

 n 1901: Dined with President Theodore Roosevelt and his family at the White House, causing a 
long-lasting furor throughout the South.

 n 1911: Introduced to Julius Rosenwald, with whom he began a large-scale program to build public 
schools for blacks in the South.

Died
November 14, 1915, Tuskegee, Alabama.

Notable Quote
“[T]he best way to lift one’s self up is to help someone else.”
(The Story of My Life and Work, 1900)
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in truth the only path to establishing racial comity. 
Mutual respect, he felt, was a precondition for mak-
ing legal equality and political rights a reality.

As a result of a speaking invitation at the Atlanta 
Exposition in 1895, Washington was able to bring 
his message of racial reconciliation and progress to 
a nationwide audience. Overnight, it seemed, Wash-
ington became the successor to Frederick Douglass 
as the most well-known and highly regarded black 
man in America. A consultant to four Presidents and 
an associate of the Northern barons of industry who 
funded his philanthropic projects, Washington was 
beloved throughout the rural “Black Belt” where 90 
percent of African Americans lived. The “Wizard of 
Tuskegee” was treated deferentially even by many 
Southern whites, although there were also promi-
nent figures who vilified and sought to destroy him.

Regrettably, generations of black leadership, 
from W.E.B. Du Bois to the Black Panther Party, 
have tried to diminish Washington’s reputation. 
However, recent scholarly treatments of Washing-
ton have introduced a more balanced and appre-
ciative view.6 The day may yet come when Booker 
T. Washington will be remembered not only for his 
remarkable personal accomplishments, which no 
one can gainsay, but also for his redemptive moral 
vision and subtle statesmanship.

Early Life
By his own testimony, Washington began life in 

“the most miserable, desolate, and discouraging sur-
roundings.”7 like so many slaves, he knew neither 
the exact date of his birth (scholars now say 1856) 
nor the identity of his father, other than that he was 

a local white man with no interest in acknowledging 
paternity. During the war, he remembered his moth-
er praying for the success of lincoln and the union 
army so that she and her children might be free. As 
Washington later wrote, “God, lincoln, and Free-
dom formed a mysterious trinity in the new awaken-
ing of these emancipated people.”8

In 1865, in quest of higher possibilities, the family 
left Hale’s Ford, Virginia, for Malden, West Virginia, 
where Washington soon found himself sentenced 
to the drudgery and dangers of the salt furnaces 
and coal mines. longing for education, he made a 
deal with his stepfather that allowed him to attend 
a nearby school: He would work in the mine for five 
hours before classes began and at least two more 
after dismissal each day.

Arriving at the schoolhouse without a surname, 
he demonstrated both his equanimity and his aspi-
rations by christening himself “Booker Washing-
ton.” When he belatedly learned that his mother had 
named him Booker Taliaferro (borrowing the name 
of one of the first families of Virginia), he incorpo-
rated “Taliaferro” as his middle name.

In 1872, the teenaged Washington set out for 
Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute in 
Hampton, Virginia, journeying 400 miles by rail, 
coach, and foot, and working along the way. Hamp-
ton Institute was a coeducational teacher-train-
ing (or “normal”) school, founded by former union 
General Samuel Chapman Armstrong with the aim 
of preparing a corps of black teachers who would in 
turn prepare the millions of former slaves to meet 
the rigors of freedom. Run with military discipline, 
Hampton emphasized academic fundamentals, 

1. See letter from Andrew Carnegie, in which Carnegie donates $600,000 to support Washington’s mission, in Brian McClure, “Booker T. 
Washington, Andrew Carnegie, and a Gift for a Lifetime,” State of HBCUS, May 11, 2011, 
https://stateofhbcus.wordpress.com/tag/andrew-carnegie/ (accessed March 30, 2016).

2. George Washington, “Farewell Address,” in George Washington: A Collection, comp. and ed. William B. Allen (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1988), 
p. 514.

3. Ibid., p. 515.

4. Abraham Lincoln, “Second Inaugural,” in Abraham Lincoln: His Speeches and Writings, ed. Roy P. Basler (Boston: Da Capo Press, 2001), p. 793.

5. Booker T. Washington, “Early Problems of Freedom,” in African–American Social & Political Thought: 1850–1920, ed. Howard Brotz (Piscataway, 
NJ: Transaction, 1992), p. 383.

6. See, for example, Robert J. Norrell, Up from History: The Life of Booker T. Washington (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 
and Adam Fairclough, Better Day Coming: Blacks and Equality, 1890–2000 (New York: Penguin Books, 2001), Chapter 3. The first and best 
reconsideration is Herbert J. Storing, “The School of Slavery: A Reconsideration of Booker T. Washington,” in 100 Years of Emancipation, ed. 
Robert A. Goldwin (Skokie, IL: Rand McNally, 1963).

7. Booker T. Washington, Up from Slavery (New York: Penguin Books, 1986), p. 1.

8. Washington, “Early Problems of Freedom,” in African–American Social & Political Thought, p. 385.
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strict morals, and skilled labor (student earnings 
defrayed the cost of room and board).

Arriving without funds, Washington secured 
admittance by passing the “broom test.” Instruct-
ed by the principal to sweep the recitation room, he 
did so with scrupulous vigor. Throughout his years 
at Hampton, he worked as the school janitor while 
studying rhetoric—especially the speeches of Abra-
ham lincoln and Frederick Douglass—history, and 
agricultural science. An accomplished debater, 
Washington shone during the commencement exer-
cises in 1875, according to a New York Times report 
on the occasion.9

Education Toward Freedom
Not yet 20 years old, Washington returned to 

Malden, West Virginia, to conduct the colored 
school, offering night classes for adults and also 
teaching Sunday school. He considered a career in 
law and then considered the ministry, even leav-
ing Malden for eight months to study at Wayland 
Baptist Seminary in Washington, D.C. He found he 
did not care for urban life; even the seminary stu-
dents showed the corrupting effects, preferring the 
high life, frivolous expenditure, and “mere outward 
appearances.”10

Invited in 1879 to return to Hampton, Wash-
ington took charge of its night school and studied 
administration and finance with Hampton’s trea-
surer. When General Armstrong was asked to rec-
ommend a white man capable of starting a new black 
school in Tuskegee, Alabama, he replied that he had 
no white candidate. He endorsed Booker T. Wash-
ington as “the best man we ever had here.”11

upon his arrival in Tuskegee, Washington found 
that there was no school building—indeed, not even 
any land set aside for the school—although there 
was a $2,000 state appropriation. From that mea-
gre start, Washington began teaching on July 4, 1881, 
with 30 students in the log-cabin Zion Negro Church. 

By 1895, the Tuskegee Institute owned more than 
1,800 acres, with 800 students in attendance on its 
18-building campus.

By the time of Washington’s death, there were 
1,500 students, and the Institute had an endow-
ment of $2 million. In addition, through his part-
nership with the philanthropist Julius Rosenwald, 
a school-building program was begun that eventu-
ally erected and staffed more than 5,000 prima-
ry schools all across the South.12 For generations, 
Tuskegee remained a center of black advancement, 
producing the famed Tuskegee Airmen, the first 
African Americans to be trained as military avia-
tors during WWII.

Washington always insisted that “No 
race that has anything to contribute to 
the markets of the world is long, in any 
degree, ostracized.”

Booker T. Washington’s educational philosophy 
can be summed up in his call to educate “head, hand, 
and heart.”13 Washington perceived that long centu-
ries of slavery had induced both whites and blacks in 
the South to disdain labor. It was essential for African 
Americans to experience the “difference between 
being worked and working.”14 Hence, at Tuskegee, 
the roads and buildings were all constructed and 
maintained by students themselves. They acquired 
hands-on knowledge of numerous skilled trades at 
the same time that they took a justified pride in the 
handsome campus. lessons in the dignity of labor 
did not need to be preached (although they were): 
They were lived every day.

Moreover, Tuskegee’s brick factory and wagon 
shop fostered salutary racial interaction as local 
whites visited the campus to purchase goods and 

9. The New York Times, June 15, 1875, cited in Norrell, Up from History, p. 35.

10. Norrell, Up from History, p. 88.

11. Ibid., p. 40.

12. For an account of their cooperation, see Stephanie Deutsch, You Need a Schoolhouse: Booker T. Washington, Julius Rosenwald, and the Building of 
Schools for the Segregated South (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2011).

13. Booker T. Washington, “Atlanta Exposition Address,” in African–American Social & Political Thought, p. 358.

14. Booker T. Washington, “Industrial Education for the Negro,” October 1903, 
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/industrial-education-for-the-negro/ (accessed May 11, 2016).
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saw for themselves the value of black economic 
advancement. Washington always insisted that “No 
race that has anything to contribute to the markets 
of the world is long, in any degree, ostracized.”15

For Washington, book learning was not a sepa-
rate, isolated endeavor. His aim was eminently prac-
tical: to “put brains and skill into the common occu-
pations of life.”16 Industrial education was a way to 
develop cognitive sophistication, which Washing-
ton recognized as a prerequisite for many emerging 
fields of endeavor. He wanted to ensure that blacks 
as a class would not be relegated to purely manual 
labor (although, of course, he never spoke in deroga-
tion of any honest task, however humble). His belief 
in the need for mindful labor can be seen in Tuskeg-
ee’s extensive outreach to black farmers throughout 
the Black Belt, instructing them in crop science and 
domestic economy.

Similarly, the education of teachers at Tuskegee 
prepared them both to provide instruction in the 
three R’s and to establish schools on the Tuskegee 
model. Tuskegee-trained teachers had to be commu-
nity organizers, carpenters, fundraisers, and nutri-
tionists. In 1882, Washington founded the Alabama 
State Teachers’ Association to assist black teach-
ers in their mission to elevate the rural population, 
a task made more daunting by the sharecropping 
and convict-lease systems that kept blacks mired in 
ignorance, debt, and peonage.

Finally, Washington believed that real education 
was a moral project. An education of hand and head 
without attention to the heart shapes individuals 
who are only clever at grasping things for themselves. 
By contrast, Washington argued that “usefulness”—
which he defined as “service to our brother”—“is the 
supreme end of education.”17 The emphasis on char-
acter, “thoroughly Christian” but non-denomina-
tional, was truly at the heart of Tuskegee.18

Even after national speaking tours and fundrais-
ing trips took Washington out of the classroom, he 
continued to give frequent “Sunday Evening Talks” 

at Tuskegee. These were homilies on such topics as 
“Helping Others,” “Some Rocks Ahead,” “The Virtue 
of Simplicity,” “Have you Done your Best?,” “Don’t 
Be Discouraged,” “The Gospel of Service,” “Indi-
vidual Responsibility,” “What Would Father and 
Mother Say?,” and “Character As Shown in Dress.”19 
While the advice he gave was in one sense timeless, it 
was also carefully designed to give young black men 
and women an aspirational and hope-filled image 
of themselves to counteract the demeaning and 
viciously anti-black images that proliferated in the 
popular culture of the day.

Washington’s general views on 
education were as applicable to 
whites as they were to blacks. He was 
acutely and painfully aware that black 
advancement depended on more than 
black self-help.

It is important to note that Washington’s general 
views on education were as applicable to whites as 
they were to blacks. He was acutely and painfully 
aware that black advancement depended on more 
than black self-help. White tolerance, if not white 
assistance, was a necessary supplement. According-
ly, he often encouraged Northern philanthropists 
to have concern for the large class of poor Southern 
whites, whose educational deficits were worse than 
those afflicting blacks because to ignorance they 
added the toxin of racist hatred.

Developing Mutual Respect Between 
the Races

In 1895, Washington was given an opportunity 
to speak to the wider audience on whom racial prog-
ress depended. Asked to deliver the opening address 
at the Cotton States and International Exposition as 

15. Washington, “Atlanta Exposition Address,” in African–American Social & Political Thought, p. 359.

16. Ibid., p. 357.

17. Booker T. Washington, “Democracy and Education,” in African–American Social & Political Thought, p. 363.

18. Washington, Up from Slavery, p. 198.

19. Many of these are available in Booker T. Washington, Character Building: An African American Heritage Book (Radford, VA: Wilder Publications, 
2008). This collection contains the following ridiculous editorial disavowal: “This book is a product of its time and does not reflect the same 
values as it would if it were written today. Parents might wish to discuss with their children how views on race have changed before allowing 
them to read this classic work.”
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“a representative of Negro enterprise and Negro civi-
lization,”20 the first black man to appear on the same 
platform with Southern whites used the occasion to 
foster friendship between the races, whose “indus-
trial, commercial, civil, and religious life” could all 
be “interlaced.”21

For the benefit of both races, Washington told a 
story of a ship lost at sea, its occupants overcome 
with thirst, who were told by a friendly vessel 
to “Cast down your bucket where you are” and to 
their surprise brought up fresh, not salt, water.22 To 
blacks, the message was that the surrounding white 
population need not be regarded as unremittingly 
hostile. To whites, the message was that the black 
population was more reliable than immigrants as a 
work force.

He also conjured up an older, sentimental view 
of intimate black–white relations—“we have proved 
our loyalty to you in the past, in nursing your chil-
dren, watching by the sick bed of your mothers 
and fathers”—in order to encourage contempo-
rary white support for black education.23 Then he 
drew a frightening picture of what would result if 
whites remained unregenerate, ignoring the “laws of 
changeless justice”:

Nearly sixteen millions of hands will aid you in 
pulling the load upward, or they will pull against 
you the load downward. We shall constitute one-
third and more of the ignorance and crime of the 
South, or one-third its intelligence and progress; 
we shall contribute one-third to the business 
and industrial prosperity of the South, or we 
shall prove a veritable body of death, stagnating, 
depressing, retarding every effort to advance the 
body politic.24

While Washington disapproved of “the agitation 
of questions of social equality,”25 he also insisted that 
blacks were citizens. He made no explicit reference 
to suffrage (or its deprivation), but he did assert that 

“it is important and right that all privileges of the law 
be ours.”26 And he ended his Atlanta address with a 
prayer that there be “a determination to administer 
absolute justice, in a willing obedience among all 
classes to the mandates of law.”27

Informing every element of the speech, both 
what he said and what he refrained from saying, 
was Washington’s hope that the races (and thereby 
the nation) could break free from the vicious spi-
ral of “sin and suffering.”28 He offered his audience 
a new vision of “our beloved South,” where mutual 
faith and cooperation could replace both sectional 
and racial hatreds.29 The response was thunderously 
favorable as whites, blacks, Northerners, and South-
erners all heard something constructive.

Washington was redirecting the 
struggle to what was most urgent and 
achievable in the 1890s: acquiring 
the tools (education and economic 
independence) that would culminate 
in a regime of equal rights and do so 
by lessening rather than provoking 
white resistance.

Perhaps inevitably, in some quarters, misrepre-
sentations of Washington’s “Atlanta Compromise” 
took hold. Because he counselled against the path 
of political protest, and also because he was will-
ing to say that the Fifteenth Amendment, adopted 

20. Washington, Up from Slavery, p. 217.

21. Ibid., p. 221.

22. Ibid., pp. 219–221.

23. Ibid., p. 221.

24. Ibid., p. 222.

25. Ibid., p. 223.

26. Ibid., pp. 223–224.

27. Ibid., p. 224.

28. Ibid., p. 222.

29. Ibid., p. 225.
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in 1870, had been premature,30 some whites under-
stood him to be accepting permanent second-class 
status for blacks. This was patently untrue. His 

“gradualism,” carefully preparing the way psycho-
logically for each step forward, should not be mis-
taken for an abandonment of the ultimate aim of 
full political equality.

In truth, Washington had conceded very little; by 
the time of his landmark statement, black political 
power had already been stripped away. To cite just 
one example, “in the space of two years the number 
of black voters declined from about 190,000 to 8,000” 
as a result of limitations on the franchise adopted 
in Mississippi in 1890.31 Washington was redirect-
ing the struggle to what was most urgent and most 
achievable in the restricted circumstances of the 
1890s: acquiring the tools (education and econom-
ic independence) that would culminate inevitably, 
albeit slowly, in a regime of equal rights and do so by 
lessening rather than provoking white resistance.

Freedom and Forgiveness
Despite his disdain for “Indignation meetings 

in Faneuil Hall, Boston,”32 Washington was not 
opposed to all forms of political pressure. He was 
continuously active behind the scenes, planning and 
paying for legal challenges to discrimination and dis-
franchisement. He made extensive use of the public 
relations power of newspapers, sometimes writing 
letters to the editor himself or arranging for various 
pro-black campaigns in the press. He worked closely 
with President Theodore Roosevelt, dispensing the 

political patronage of the Republican Party. And, of 
course, he drew attention to injustices in his speech-
es while at the same time always balancing criti-
cisms with praise for instances of racial harmony. 
As he explained: “Southern people have a good deal 
of human nature. They like to receive the praise of 
doing good deeds.”33 Praise, he believed, was the way 
to engender more good deeds.34

Washington saw that freedom was not the kind of 
thing that can be given by others. yes, whites need-
ed to cease and desist from racial wrongdoing, but 
even were that to happen overnight, blacks would 
still face the inescapably individual task of ready-
ing themselves for freedom. Freedom, according 
to Washington, is fundamentally internal or spiri-
tual rather than physical or political. Perhaps para-
doxically, this meant that blacks possessed certain 
advantages over whites in the quest for freedom:

And so, all through human experience, we find 
that the highest and most complete freedom 
comes slowly, and is purchased only at a tre-
mendous cost. Freedom comes through seem-
ing restriction…. Those persons in the u.S. who 
are most truly free in body, mind, morals, are 
those who have passed through the most severe 
training—are those who have exercised the most 
patience, and at the same time, the most dogged 
persistence and determination.35

Echoing thinkers from St. Augustine to Friedrich 
Hegel, Washington argued that the experience of 

30. Washington believed that effective use of the franchise depended on knowledge and experience. He had seen how individuals just released 
from slavery could become political pawns. As he observed: “there was an element in the North which wanted to punish the Southern white 
men by forcing the Negro into positions over the heads of the Southern whites. I felt that the Negro would be the one to suffer for this in the 
end.” Washington, Up from Slavery, p. 84.

31. Fairclough, Better Day Coming, p. 6.

32. Booker T. Washington, “The Intellectuals and the Boston Mob,” in African–American Social & Political Thought, p. 431.

33. Booker T. Washington, “The Educational Outlook in the South,” in ibid., p. 354.

34. Washington was prescient about those who make their living as professional complainers: “There is another class of coloured people who 
make a business of keeping the troubles, the wrongs, and the hardships of the Negro race before the public…. Some of these people do not 
want the Negro to lose his grievances, because they do not want to lose their jobs.” It was members of this elite who disrupted Washington’s 
1903 appearance before the National Negro Business League, yet another venture founded by Washington. Washington found it disgraceful 
and counterproductive that those of his own race who insisted on “the abstract principles of protest” had attempted to silence or shame him 
simply because he “happened to disagree with them as to the exact method of aiding the Negro.” As he expressed it, he preferred “work in 
constructive effort” based on “actual needs” over the “indignation meetings” favored by the “crusaders.” See Washington, “The Intellectuals 
and the Boston Mob,” in African–American Social & Political Thought, p. 430. Washington may well have been the first of a long line of “black 
conservatives” to encounter vehement attack by the enforcers of what became left-liberal orthodoxy.

35. Booker T. Washington, “An Address Before the Brooklyn Institute of Arts and Sciences,” in The Booker T. Washington Papers, Volume 7: 1903–4, 
ed, Louis R. Harlan and Raymond W. Smock (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1977), p. 92.
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slavery and its aftermath could be a source of insight 
and strength for African Americans. The white 
experience of mastery was not similarly redemptive.

Washington very affectingly tells the story of a per-
secuted black cadet (the only black cadet) at the u.S. 
Naval Academy, concluding that the training and edu-
cation the white cadets received “utterly failed to pre-
pare a single one of these young men for real life, that 
he could be brave enough, Christian enough, Ameri-
can enough, to take this poor defenseless black boy by 
the hand in open daylight and let the world know that 
he was his friend.”36 This searing criticism of moral 
cowardice is leavened with earnest sympathy for the 
damage that whites are doing to themselves. In a dra-
matic display of pity, Washington says that blacks are 
merely “inconvenienced” by racial discrimination, 
whereas whites are positively “injured” by it: “No 
race can wrong another race simply because it has the 
power to do so without being permanently injured in 
morals…. It is for the white man to save himself from 
his degradation that I plead.”37

Washington had transcended bitterness. 
He had early resolved to “permit no 
man, no matter what his colour might 
be, to narrow and degrade my soul by 
making me hate him.”

Remarkably, Washington had transcended bit-
terness. As he related in his autobiography, he had 
early resolved to “permit no man, no matter what 
his colour might be, to narrow and degrade my soul 
by making me hate him.”38 He counselled his fellow 
blacks to do the same. If they could live by the motto 
that lincoln expressed in his Second Inaugural—

“with malice toward none, with charity toward all”—
then blacks could work their own salvation, both 
individually and collectively. The path of forgiveness, 

coupled with patient and determined flourishing, 
could redeem the nation as well, helping to lift the 
curse of slavery from the land. Washington called 
his people to a high destiny:

If the Negro who has been oppressed, ostracized, 
denied rights in a Christian land, can help you, 
North and South, to rise, can be the medium of 
your rising to these sublime heights of unselfish-
ness and self-forgetfulness, who may say that the 
Negro, this new citizen, will not see in it a recom-
pense for all that he has suffered and will have 
performed a mission that will be placed beside 
that of the lowly Nazarine?39

Washington may well be the most Christian of 
black thinkers—Martin luther King, Jr., not except-
ed. Those who disparage Washington, as W.E.B. Du 
Bois did, as a spokesman for “a gospel of Work and 
Money,”40 do a serious disservice to the spiritually 
demanding heart of his message.

Legacy
While Washington published many books 

describing his ideas and experiences, the most sig-
nificant is his autobiography Up from Slavery, first 
published in 1901 and never out of print since then.41 
The Modern library’s list of the 100 Best Nonfiction 
Books assigns it the number three position.

Despite this, his reputation has suffered abuse 
and neglect over the past century at the hands 
of more militant activists. Beginning in the later 
part of his life, a new generation of black lead-
ership emerged that took to denouncing him as 

“accommodationist”—a term that, like “appease-
ment” or “collaborator,” was meant to connote con-
ciliation to the point of abject submission. The suc-
cess of the attack, spearheaded by W.E.B. Du Bois, 
did a tremendous disservice to Washington’s life and 
legacy, especially when the attacks became increas-
ingly unfair and vulgar. During the Black Power era 

36. Washington, “Democracy and Education,” in African–American Social & Political Thought, p. 369.

37. Ibid., 370.

38. Washington, Up from Slavery, p. 165.

39. Booker T. Washington, “Our New Citizen,” in African–American Social & Political Thought, p. 361.

40. W.E.B. Du Bois, “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others,” in African–American Social & Political Thought, p. 513.

41. It is regrettable that the Library of America has not yet brought out a volume of Washington’s writings. Their Du Bois volume appeared in 1987, 
and their Frederick Douglass volume appeared in 1996.



9

MAKERS OF AMERICAN POLITICAL THOUGHT | NO. 15
July 1, 2016  

of the late 1960s and ’70s, Washington was routinely 
dismissed as an “uncle Tom” or worse. It is long past 
time for the record to be corrected.

Nonetheless, his story has remained an inspi-
ration to readers around the world. Even more, his 
basic approach to self-development continues to 
yield results, whether those who follow it have 
learned it from Washington or, more likely, from 
parents and teachers devoted to the thankless disci-
pline of character-building.

Scholars too are beginning to admire Washing-
ton’s achievements. In the words of Adam Fairclough, 
he “addressed the most pressing needs of black 
Southerners and showed them a way of coping with 
their situation, and even prospering, in a climate of 
extreme racism. using a combination of flattery, per-
suasion, and guile, he gradually wore down Southern 
white opposition to black education.”42 Through his 
focus on steady, incremental gains, Washington, like 
Moses in the desert, prepared his people for “a better 
day comin’.”43

Washington’s massive contribution to the edu-
cational and economic advancement of the black 
population was crucial for the political transforma-
tions that finally came about in the second half of the 
20th century.44 In 1865, illiteracy was nearly univer-
sal among blacks. By 1900, a majority of blacks (55 
percent) were literate. By 1940, nearly 90 percent 
were literate.

Booker T. Washington was right that education 
is the sine qua non of democratic citizenship. He 
belongs in the canon of American political thinkers 
and statesmen, for he offers all Americans a deep-
er understanding of the nature and requirements 
of freedom securely grounded in self-respect and 
mutual esteem.

—Diana J. Schaub, PhD, is professor of political 
science at Loyola University Maryland.

42. Fairclough, Better Day Coming, p. 60.

43. Fairclough takes the words of this Negro spiritual for the title of his book Better Day Coming.

44. As if in testament to Washington’s influence, blacks were able to gain elective office in the city of Tuskegee and surrounding Macon County in 
the early 1960s, before passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965.


