Some recent thinking about Booker T. Washington 

Recently historians seem to be modifying their thinking about Booker T. Washington – particularly about his response to the harsh and often violent Jim Crow system he confronted in the south and about his relationship with WEB Du Bois.  So, to complicate our thinking beyond what has been presented somewhat simplistically in textbooks, here are some points from one such source: Up From History: The Life of Booker T. Washington, by Robert J. Norrell (Harvard University Press: Cambridge, 2009):  

· BTW did considerably more than he has been given credit for to protest the harsh and violent status quo for African Americans especially in the south – but often his efforts were not public but behind the scenes.  These efforts included raising money for legal challenges, supporting some academic higher education such as at Fisk University, and—in public—supporting economic boycotts of segregated railroad travel for southern African Americans.  

· The context for African Americans of living in the south in the 1890s and early 1900s was such that providing any education became increasingly difficult.  Therefore often it was a choice of working for some education (even industrial education) as opposed to none at all, though the dispute did later become one of industrial vs. academic education.  And it was in the fund-raising for and building support for any education that BTW was most active—particularly with northern philanthropists and white politicians.

·  There were some academic classes (such as in history) at the Tuskegee Institute.

· While BTW often opposed public protests about lynching because he believed they made the situation worse, he supported other direct economic protests, such as a boycott of segregated seating on streetcars and trolleys, because he thought that the withdrawal of patronage would have an impact on white businesses.

· BTW did try to register his protest against mob violence, but he was discouraged at least once from sending his letter to the newspaper out of fear for what might happen to those at Tuskegee.  And he did speak out against lynching and acknowledged that it was not only a southern phenomenon. 

· The relationship between BTW and WEB Du Bois was more complicated than it is often portrayed.  Apparently early in their relationship BTW supported WEB (such as offering him a position at Tuskegee and writing a letter of support for WEB to get a position in the Washington DC colored school system).  Around the time that BTW published his autobiography Up From Slavery, things apparently changed between them.   They were different men, born about a decade apart but raised in very different circumstances.    

