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Chapter I

Accommodating or Uplifting

T

he democratic prospect in the United States has been realized through an educational system created from the principles of equality and opportunity for all. It is a system that
gives life to the ideals of our founding documents, and it is a
system upon which the greatest country in the world stands and
prospers. At the heart of this system is a belief in the inherent
powers of an educated and engaged citizenry solving the social
and economic problems of a developing democracy. This proposition was not to be during the first third of the young nation’s
existence. The glaring hypocrisies of a nation living by an ethos
of freedom and equality while enslaving millions of its people
forewarned of a dark future if the young republic was unable to
resolve those haunting contradictions. The answers to the mysteries of life were no longer solely possessed by the privileged
or those benefitting from the accident of birth. Rather, universal
education was becoming an obvious need for nations embracing
the principles of democracy. Knowledge was no longer for the
rich and powerful, but rather for everyone living in a democracy.
The doctrines of the ruling classes were challenged, along with
any belief that education’s purpose was to symbolize wealth or
privilege. Whereas the Age of Enlightenment of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries challenged traditional Western thought
about education and its purpose, it was the progressive era of the
nineteenth century that gave form to those ideas and advanced
the ideals associated with universal education. Central to this
changing educational philosophy was the belief that the bridge
to formal knowledge and educational experiences was rooted in
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the life of the learner and her desire to solve problems related to
the social and economic well-being of her community. Understanding the world through personal experience and insight in
the context of social problem solving served as the pathway to
formal education and organized knowledge. This curriculum
reform movement, which rejects the premise of a priori truths
steeped in the traditions of the Western canon, continues to
serve as the basic curriculum model used to advance the causes
of universal education. The model is universally known as progressive education.
The history of the progressive education movement is a rich
part of the American story. It reflects the willingness of this
country to provide an opportunity for all to enjoy the inalienable
rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness—regardless of
one’s station in life or heredity. The story of progressive education in America is about those with a passion and commitment
to equality and an understanding of the pedagogical means
toward that realization. It’s the story of equality and justice and
the freedom to pursue happiness and personal fulfillment.
The heroes and heroines of the movement have been studied
and well documented. Most scholars in the field of educational
theory would recognize John Dewey as the individual most
clearly aligned with the development and spread of the progressive education movement. But there is one individual who is
never mentioned and is more likely to be maligned for his progressive educational beliefs rather than recognized as the educational genius that he was. Booker T. Washington is perhaps the
most significant among the so-called architects of progressive
education, yet his story is distorted and this represents a sad
omission to the legacy of educational reform in this country.
Progressive education grew out of this era and Booker T.
Washington has not been adequately, or fairly, portrayed, nor
has he been given an appropriate place in history. He is viewed
as an accommodationist. Critics portray him as the conservative accommodator willing to appease whites at the expense
of African-American rights and social development. In effect,
Washington, as the accommodationist, is pitted against W.E.B.
2
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Dubois, who is revered as the key figure in the promotion and
advancement of African-Americans in society. Washington’s
reputation as an accommodationist has reduced his historical
significance as an African-American leader and as an American
educator. He is not recognized during celebrations of AfricanAmerican Heritage Month as one whose contributions should be
remembered, nor is he given adequate attention in the literature
on educational history. For the students of educational history,
the following questions continue to go unanswered:
1. What does the historic record reveal concerning
Washington’s contributions to American progressive
education and, specifically, to the place of AfricanAmericans in education and society?
2. Does the historic record actually support the portrayal of
Washington as an accommodationist and of Dubois as
the true figure of his day in promoting the advancement
of African-Americans in society?
3. Why is Washington so viciously attacked in the portrayal
of the educational history of African-Americans but so
massively ignored in the history of American education?
4. Why has Washington’s work been so vastly distorted in the
literature on African-American education—specifically
in connection with vocational education?
The answers to these questions raise concerns about the
accuracy and the interpretation of a significant period in American educational history. That period of progressive education is
loosely marked by historians as the point in time between the
final years of Reconstruction (mid- to late 1870s) and the early
years of the twentieth century (1900 – 1915). They are considered the developing years of progressive education (Dewey,
1915; Cremin, 1961; Tanner and Tanner, 1995). In Transformation of the School, historian and former Teachers College president Lawrence Cremin (1961) portrays an amorphous beginning
to American progressive education, but that beginning might
well be fixed by Joseph Mayer Rice’s essays on the conditions
of education (Cremin, 1961, p. 1). In Schools of Tomorrow, John
3
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Dewey and his daughter Evelyn described what they considered
to be representative schools in which progressive educational
practices were implemented. Written in 1915, Schools of Tomorrow documents the work of those schools beginning with the
early years of the twentieth century. Although the professional
life of Booker T. Washington corresponds with these years and
his educational accomplishments at Tuskegee are substantial, he
is virtually ignored in the body of literature known as progressive education.
Further, it is pointed out that Washington’s ideas and work
at Tuskegee were in evidence well before Dewey’s influence was
felt in American education (Curti,1935; Harlan, 1983; Martin,
1962; Mathews, 1948; Meier, 1963; Thrasher, 1906). Tuskegee was chartered and opened in 1881 with Washington as the
principal when John Dewey was a teacher at age twenty-two
on a three-member faculty at Oil City High School in Oil City,
Pennsylvania (Dykhuisen, 1973). Beginning with an appropriation of $2,000 from the state of Alabama, Washington was to
serve as principal of Tuskegee until his death in 1915. He was
at the height of his career when he died at the relatively young
age of fifty-nine.
In the Sixteenth Yearbook of the John Dewey Society, Negro
Education in America: Its Adequacy, Problems and Needs
(1962), William H. Martin, dean of faculty at Hampton Institute, refers to the similarities between Washington and Dewey
as contributors to the advancement of progressive education. In
describing the “obvious” similarities between Booker T. Washington and John Dewey (p. 87), Martin points to Washington’s
application of Pestalozzian ideas—that is, the belief in object
learning and the idea that the schools can regenerate the social
order. Martin points to Dewey and Washington as advancing
the teaching principle that “…the psychological organization of
subject matter is sound, when students ascend to general principles by beginning with ideas that are related to their experience…” (p. 87). William Martin’s contribution to the Yearbook
establishes three points: (a) “…the Tuskegee idea seemed to
reflect a particular philosophy in our historical development; (b)
4
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the programs at the Alabama institution were developed before
his (Dewey’s) influence was felt in American education; and (c)
obviously, the Tuskegee ideas could not have been influenced by
the thinking of John Dewey” (Sixteenth Yearbook, 1962, Chap.
2). This of course means Washington preceded John Dewey,
who is universally recognized as the architect of progressive
education. These observations raise intriguing questions regarding the historical significance of Booker T. Washington.
Historical Distortions
Through much of his career, Washington is criticized by
radical critics both black and white for being an “accommodationist.” His strategy of avoiding confrontation and participating
in civil rights activism and political activism was seen by blacks
as accommodating to the status quo of a legal, social and an
economic caste system (Myrdal, 1944; Harlan, 1983; Meier,
1963). His infamous “Atlanta Compromise” speech presented
at the 1895 Atlanta Exposition is cited by the critics as proof
of his acquiescence to the oppressions of a segregated South
(Harlan, 1983; Meier, 1963). His famous declaration that blacks
and whites could be as separate as the five fingers in matters of
social life convinced the integrationists that he was promoting
segregation and reinforcing the Jim Crow laws. That was not the
case. What they ignored was the second part of his comments,
which stressed the importance of being as tight as a closed fist
to further the economic interests of all. The latter statement
was his key point. Booker T. Washington was the consummate
pragmatist. Given the vast conditions of social and economic
oppression existing in the South during the immediate aftermath
of the Civil War, his primary concern was the economic development of his people. Social interactions would have been nice,
but economic prosperity was far more important.
This distortion of Washington’s philosophy is heightened
particularly through the historical juxtaposition of his views
against those of W.E.B. Dubois. Dubois is portrayed as the black
champion, in part because of his promotion of “the talented
tenth.” His advocacy for the classic liberal arts education for
5
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blacks—as opposed to vocational education—ironically places
him as the progressive, whereas Booker T. Washington is viewed
as the accommodationist. This contrast in ideas has served to
symbolize the dualism in Negro thought throughout the twentieth century (Meier, 1963). As a consequence, the simplistic
dualism between Washington and Dubois as portrayed in history not only adds to the historical inaccuracies and distortions,
but also results in the failure to recognize the complexities of
Booker T. Washington’s educational thought and contributions
to American progressive education and the advancement of
African-Americans in society. The omission of critical analysis
of Washington and his contributions to progressive education
render the history incomplete. For the students of progressive
education and the experimentalist ideas, a fuller and more
accurate accounting of Washington’s place and contributions is
essential for a complete picture.
A second reason to revisit the contributions of Booker T.
Washington has to do with the possibilities for contemporary
education (e.g., the relevancy of Washington’s ideas and work
to contemporary educational problems). According to the Tanners, “History can be useful to contemporary curriculum developers—teachers, supervisors and administrators” (Tanner &
Tanner, 1995, p. 4). Theories have been tried and failed only to
be tried and failed at later times in history (Tanner & Tanner,
1995). This happens when the history is incomplete; it happens
when the history is not considered as a source for contemporary
educational problems; it happens when history is inaccurate or
distorted for ideological or political reasons.
In addressing contemporary educational problems, the literature needs to be free from ideological distortions. A review of
Washington’s life will identify some of those distortions and add
to the completeness of the study on progressive education. In his
seminal work, Booker T. Washington: The Wizard of Tuskegee
(1983), Louis Harlan stresses the need for a study on Washington’s educational theories. He acknowledges the limitations of
his own work in this regard. His work is a focus on the complexities of Washington’s total life, including the widespread impact
6
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of the “Tuskegee Machine” from which Washington solidified
his power as the “boss” in matters related to Negroes in the
South. His system of patronage for those who supported him
was without precedent. Harlan (1983) very aptly describes the
“Tuskegee Machine” as the means by which Washington was
able to unify his coalition of northern philanthropists, southern paternalists, and southern Negroes in the advancement of
Negro causes. In this regard, Washington’s accomplishments are
unprecedented (Harlan, 1983; Meier, 1963; Myrdal, 1944). His
influence on education in the South goes beyond the Tuskegee
Institute, yet it is rare that the practices at Tuskegee are looked
to for contemporary significance and it is equally rare when
Booker T. Washington’s ideas are considered in the discourse on
educational philosophy.
Placing Washington’s life into an appropriate context is
important. Was he merely an accommodationist, or was he an
experimentalist (one who uses the method of intelligence to
solve real problems in dire circumstances), or perhaps a reconstructionist (one looking to overthrow the entire social and economic system through a radical educational agenda)? To what
extent, if any, are Washington’s ideas applicable in a contemporary context for education and society?
To solve educational problems, researchers would do well
to study models of success. Particularly in matters related to the
socially and economically disadvantaged, Washington’s theories
could be of particular value. The greatest problem facing the
nation fifteen years after the Civil War was the education of
a race of people who were treated as sub-humans in a racially
hostile environment. Washington met the challenge head on. His
friend and colleague Walter Hines Page acknowledges that “…
this task had to be done with the rawest of raw material, done
with a menial race, done within the civilization of the dominant
race and so done as not to run across race lines and social lines
that are the strongest forces in the community” (as cited in
Thornbrough, 1969, p. 95).
The life of Booker T. Washington has been chronicled and
debated. As a Negro leader, his work and life story have been
7
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thoroughly examined in the context of the social and political status of Negroes at the turn of the century (Harlan, 1983;
Harlan, 1972; Mathews, 1948; Meier, 1963; Myrdal, 1944;
Thrasher, 1906). This story is not a biography of Booker T.
Washington; rather, it’s a story of an educational genius who
has been incredibly ignored in the vast body of literature on
American educational theory. It’s a story of race and power and
historical distortions. It is the story of a man who was maligned
by many from the very race of people he was trying to help.
Understanding Washington as a leader required understanding the caste system under which he operated and lived. The
famous Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal builds on the work
of sociologist Franklin Frazier in developing his theories about
the Negro experience as an extension of the devastating effects
of more than 200 years of slavery (p. 930). Of particular interest are Myrdal’s views regarding Negro leadership. He argues
for a social environmental basis to what many would consider
accommodationist leadership. His theories suggest that the
many social pathologies produced by slavery and caste manifest Negro leaders who are able to communicate the needs of
their people to the dominant white society and who are admired
by the masses of their own people for doing so. According to
Myrdal, this relationship is reinforced by the needs of both
whites and blacks. What was typically seen as a conservative
strategy was actually a prudent and pragmatic strategy given the
realities of the South (1944, Chap. 34). Myrdal did not attribute
the accommodating strategies to the personal beliefs of the individual—particularly Washington; rather, he attributed them to
the natural outgrowth of a set of social conditions produced by
slavery and caste. He stated:
Remembering the grim reaction of the period, it is difficult to study his (Washington’s) various moves without
increasingly feeling that he was truly a great politician,
probably the greatest one the Negro people have ever
had. For his time, and for the region where he worked and
where then nine-tenths of all Negroes lived, his policy of
8
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abstaining from talk of rights and of “casting down your
buckets where you are” was entirely realistic (p. 741).
Further,
He (Washington) pressed hard only for his most urgent
demands. But in principle he never gave up the Negro
protest against social discrimination. Washington’s last
article, published post-humously in 1915, My View of
Segregation Law, clearly shows what he perceives to be
limits in Blacks’ tolerance towards segregation (p. 641).
There are two points to be made on the basis of Myrdal’s
observations. First, the so-called “accommodationism” among
black leaders in the South was a phenomenon that derived from
extant social conditions rather than as the outcome of individual
conviction or character flaws; second, although Booker T. Washington may have appeared to exhibit the traits of an accommodationist, those traits were used by Washington politically so as
to advance the cause of his people living under the social and
economic realities of the post-Reconstruction South.
Because of Washington’s total domination of Negro politics, philanthropy for Negro causes, and the perception of him
as the “boss,” he engendered many enemies who would use
the boss label as their primary tool for attacking him as an
accommodationist leader. As noted, Dubois was chief among
Washington’s antagonists. Predictably, the legacy of the conflict
between Washington and Dubois grew and became increasingly
distorted as the politics of the country changed. Their relationship vacillated between Dubois’s respect for Washington during
the earlier years to Dubois’s disdain for him after the Atlanta
Compromise. According to Myrdal,
In this particular issue there was more heat and rivalry
between the two groups than actual differences of opinion. Dubois never deprecated in a wholesale manner
vocational education; in later days he became, in fact,
9
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more and more positively in favor of it. Washington, on
his side, had never accepted the dominant white man’s
idea that education for the Negro ought only to be training him to be a field hand or domestic servant and to
know his lowly “place”… (p. 889).
Washington was a man willing to use the devices available
to him for the purpose at hand. He was a practical man who
understood the politics of race, the politics of North/South relationships, and the politics of local/national relationships better
than anyone of his time.
Social Philosophy
Booker T. Washington’s philosophy of life and his educational philosophy were synonymous: social development of the
race by way of self-help through education, hard work, clean
moral living, and the creation of a productive life in the immediate environment (Harlan, 1983; Mathews, 1948; Washington,
1901, 1902, 1904, 1911). His social philosophy was driven by
the belief that by working with the hands one became grounded
with a moral understanding of the industries of life. Understanding those complexities through close personal contact instilled
in the learner a level of humility about life’s intricacies and purpose. For him, working with the hands, and particularly with the
soil, served to build character for effective social living and also
provided the most practical means for sustenance.
For individuals recently emancipated, the question of what
knowledge had the greatest value was a question of survival.
Washington felt that learning to control and to understand the
immediate environment through intelligence and dedicated hard
work enhanced the possibility for having a good life and furthering the social good. It was the basis of his experimentalist philosophy toward problem solving and critical thinking. Booker T.
Washington was in the business of building a civilization. He had
no use for the erudite capable of citing Shakespeare but unable to
feed themselves or their families. He was concerned about moral
development, leisure time, and aesthetics, but he was also con10
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cerned about blacks’ ability to develop and improve upon political and social power. He believed that these aspects of complete
living were grounded in general education, self-discipline, and
manual and industrial education. His mantra, “Cast down your
buckets where you are,” is a reflection of the Darwinian belief that
survival requires the ability to adapt to your immediate environment. Biographer Basil Mathews states, “Without any elaborate
discussion of sociological principles or of psychological or pedagogical theory, he made all the work at Tuskegee an integrated
process of projects geared to supply community needs” (1948,
p.117). With salable skills, Washington felt that blacks would
begin to negotiate their own social and economic freedom in
the land where they existed and were likely to stay. He criticized
those who advocated for the migration of blacks to the North or to
Africa. An honest assessment of that particular admonition would
conclude that he was quite prescient.
Washington’s social philosophy was not reflected through
an array of a priori truths. As a pragmatist he sought to build
character and intelligence by unveiling to his students the mysteries of the surrounding environment. His was a philosophy of
character building through the hard and dedicated work of the
individual. Tied directly to his experience as a slave, his philosophy of self-help uniquely qualified him to understand the
problems—and the way forward—for the man furthest down.
As in all things Tuskegee, his education started from the most
fundamental and left no stones unturned. As such, the power of
social habits and the importance of restoring the fundamentals
of life’s skills would have to be part of the Tuskegee education
(Mathew, 1948; Washington, 1901, 1902, 1904, 1911). His
obsession with the idea that “the little things count” was a manifestation of his philosophy. He is legendary for his belief that
“the use of the toothbrush was at the foundation of civilization”
(Washington, 1901, 1902, 1904, 1911). In his autobiography, Up
From Slavery, Washington wrote,
One thing that I have always insisted upon at Tuskegee
is that everywhere should be absolute cleanliness. Over
11
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and over again the students were reminded in those
first years—and are reminded now—that people would
excuse us for our poverty, for our lack of comforts and
conveniences, but that they would not excuse us for
dirt… “The gospel of the toothbrush,” as General Armstrong used to call it, is a part of our creed at Tuskegee.
No student is permitted to remain who does not keep and
use a toothbrush. Several times, in recent years, students
have come to us who brought with them almost no other
article except a toothbrush. They had heard from the
lips of older students about our insisting upon the use
of this, and so, to make a good impression, they brought
at least a toothbrush with them. I remember that one
morning, not long ago, I went with the lady principal on
her usual morning tour of inspection of the girls’ rooms.
We found one room that contained three girls who had
recently arrived at the school. When I asked them if
they had toothbrushes, one of the girls replied, pointing
to a brush: “Yes, sir. That is our brush. We brought it
together, yesterday.” It did not take them long to learn a
different lesson. (1901, pp. 174–175)
In many ways, the legend of the toothbrush assessment only
served to caricature his best intentions. Viewed from the vantage
point of modern America, this obsession is an embarrassment.
However, that was not during the twenty-first century; rather, it
was dealing with the remnants of nearly 400 years of slavery.
Progressive Education
The idea of paternity for the progressive education movement is strongly debated. The movement is generally described
as developing in two phases (Cremin, 1961). The first phase
of the movement involved those who were concerned with the
need to change the society and to provide greater opportunities
for democratic living. The second phase was marked by specific
developments in pedagogical theories. Although there are no
agreed-upon delineations between the periods, there is general
12
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agreement that the greater social movement preceded the specific movement of progressive education. It can be said that
Booker T. Washington’s life bridged these two periods in time.
Paul Monroe, Teachers College professor and director of the
Department of Education at Teachers College during the early
decades of the twentieth century, compliments Washington’s
work as an example of the research and ideas that were coming
out of Teachers College at the height of the progressive education movement. His comments were designed to praise Washington’s work while acknowledging his place as an architect of
the educational reform movement, which was being incubated
in the halls of Teachers College. This reveals the influence that
Washington had on educational theories related to the progressive era. In effect, Washington was putting into action what was
eventually codified into progressive education theory.
Equally significant was Washington’s direct relationships
with many of the founders from the broader social movement
of progressivism. He had the confidence of the great philanthropists of his day. He was a personal acquaintance to Andrew
Carnegie, Theodore Roosevelt, John D. Rockefeller, and Julius
Rosenwald, to name a few (Harlan 1972, 1983). His sphere of
influential friends included many northern industrialists and
businessmen—most of whom were contributors to the causes of
the social advancement of the Negro. All were white. Further,
Washington was closely associated with the intellectuals and
writers of the period. Walter Hines Page was one of those chronicling the progressive period in conjunction with Washington’s
work. He is given credit by Lawrence Cremin (1961) for his
brilliant editorship of the exposés of educational malpractice in
The Forum, written by pediatrician and social reformer Joseph
Mayer Rice. The essays, according to Cremin, were instrumental in raising the awareness of the American public to the plight
of education in America. Hence, he considers Page’s advancement of Rice’s work as a pivotal point in the development of progressive education. Also, Robert E. Park was one of the premier
experts in the field of social science. As a faculty member at the
University of Chicago, he wrote extensively on race issues and
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the related problems. Walter Hines Page and Robert Park were
personal friends and advisors to Booker T. Washington. They at
times were ghost writers for Washington, and Hines served as
the publisher of many of Washington’s books. Although Oswald
Garrison Villard (grandson of the great abolitionist William
Lloyd Garrison) was a frequent critic of Washington, he was
also vastly influenced by Washington’s work (Mathews, 1948;
Harlan, 1983).
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