] ]

Editorial Article Book Review Southern Religion
Home Volume X Masthead Policies Submission Guidelines Advertisers in the News E-Mail

"Historicism, Understanding, and Judgment: A Response to Curtis J. Evans'
David Sehat
American Academy of Arts and Sciences

Curtis J. Evans and | agree on many things. We agree that Booker T. Washington disparaged the religious life of Afro-
Americans in many venues for many years. We agree that he directed his critique not so much at black people themselves as
at the wealthy white benefactors before whom he spent so much of his time asking for money. We agree that Washington's
criticism of black religion contained a set of assumptions about social life, individual moral obligation, and the ethical efficacy
of an individua's participation in the market economy, which today often go under the shorthand of Victorianism. And we
agree that his criticism cannot be understood apart from the much wider conversation that was taking place around him that
he sought to divert, manipulate, and control. We agree on so much that | am tempted to thank Evans for his nuanced and
sympathetic response—and leave it at that.

But we have one small point of divergence that | am glad he has given me an opportunity to address. Evans correctly relays
my plea for scholars to avoid the question of Washington's culpability. | suggest that we do so in order to focus instead on the
structural determinants and system of oppression within which Washington had to live and work. Evans seems to support my
call up to a point, noting that white reformers viewed "moral fitness and bourgeois behavior . . . as a precondition of
citizenship” that many Afro-Americans ostensibly lacked. Washington's civilizing mission only makes sense within this context.
Yet Evans still retains a critical posture toward Washington himself. He claims that Afro-American churches "expressed
blacks' culture and aspirations' because they were the sole institutions within black control. Washington's criticism of black
churches, given their cultural significance to many southern Afro- Americans, was "tantamount to a denial of their [Afro-
Americans] full humanity and their fitness for any claims to citizenship." Because lynching apologists and segregationists
advanced similar claims as they set up the formal and informal structures of segregation, Evans concludes, "1 am more than
willing to blame this [triumph of white supremacy] partly on his leadership style and his active role as amoral agent who
spoke as an interpreter of southern black culture."[1]

Itisnot that | lack sympathy with such a response. But mora agency is situated in historical context. To assess Washington's
responsibility or to evaluate what Evans calls Washington's "leadership style" often closes off more promising avenues of
inquiry by deemphasizing the system within which Washington worked and that sought to control him.[2] So as much as|
agree with Evans that Washington was "amoral agent who spoke as an interpreter of southern black culture" and therefore
bears a certain amount of responsibility for the system of segregation that his statements reinforced, | distrust the impulse to
retroactively assign blame.[3] It risks judgment without understanding and too often short-circuits the process of historical
inquiry. In the gray scale of moral choice that many difficult questions confront, Washington stands as a figure of thwarted
intention, pathos, and tragedy. Precisely because Washington was at the interstices of many important issues, he offers
historians an entry into some of the most difficult and painful questions of the American past. By avoiding blame we avert the
temptation to moralize or to justify. Evans falls victim to neither, but other less sensitive interpreters who have started down
the path of assigning blame have ended only with pointed fingers.

It is more productive to bracket the issue of responsibility in order to view Washington as a means of illuminating the wider
world of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century United States. One important aspect of thisworld that | tried to
addressin my original essay was the meaning and significance of nineteenth-century liberalism. | argued that Washington's
civilizing mission made sense within the classical liberalism of the time, but that classical liberalism often had an elective affinity



for racist paternalism that could be seen in Washington's actions and those of his contemporaries. The nineteenth-century
political-economy of liberalism consisted of three essential features. a natural rights philosophy, a representative government,
and the advent of the modern capitalist system. We can all agree that liberal market systems require the internalization of
certain cultural values for success in those systems, traits like long-range planning ability, the embrace of deferred
gratification, the submission to clock-time, and a sense of balance between consumption and savings (money management),
among others. One of the abiding questions of nineteenth-century liberalism was. what is the relationship between these
characteristics necessary for economic success and the right of political representation in aliberal political system? As Evans
rightly points out, many post-Civil War philanthropists seemed to connect personal economic virtues and market fitness with
inclusion in the political system. Others treated economic virtues and political representation as two separate iSsues,
connecting political inclusion instead to natural rights.[4]

Bracketing the question of Washington's responsibility and focusing instead, in this instance, on liberalism and its meanings
suggests a host of more productive avenues. The tension within liberalism—whether or not political representation was
connected to market fitness or to natural rights—goes along way toward explaining the differences between Washington and
Du Bais, for example. Washington seemed to accept the idea that alack of economic virtues might preclude some people
from political representation, but he conversely assumed that the acquisition of appropriate economic characteristics would
usher Afro-Americansinto political representation and full citizenship. As he explained in his Atlanta Exposition address, "no
race that has anything to contribute to the markets of the world islong in any degree ostracized."[5] Du Bois agreed with
Washington, at |east to some extent, on what he called "the Negro's degradation,” that is, ignorance resulting from savery.
But he objected to "the distinct impression left by Mr. Washington's propaganda.. . . that the South is justified in its present
attitude toward the Negro" on account of that degradation. Rejecting Washington's connection of economic virtues and
political inclusion, Du Bois connected political inclusion to natural rights so that all people everywhere deserved
representation and participation in a political system.[6]

Putting the issue in this way suggests that their argument was not about leadership style, nor strategic approach, but a basic
argument over political philosophy that cut to the core of an ongoing tension within liberalism itself. It would return in dlightly
different form in the 1965 Moynihan report, which was authored by the future Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, paid for by
the Department of Labor, and purported to lay out the next step in post-Civil Rights black progress. The report claimed that
it wasa"harsh fact . . . that as a group, at the present time, in terms of ability to win out in the competitions of American life,
they [Negroes] are not equal to most of those groups with which they will be competing.” Among "the spectrum of American
ethnic and religious and regional groups' that compete in American economic life, it continued, "Negroes are among the
weakest."[7] Because a "tangle of pathology" ensnared Afro-Americans, cultural dysfunction "seriously retards the progress of
the group as awhole."[8] So even though the report accepted that Afro-Americans should have politica rights, it still fretted
that "[w]hat Gunnar Myrdal said in An American Dilemma remains true today: ‘America is free to chose whether the
Negro shall remain her liability or become her opportunity.™[9] Understanding Washington helps us to understand this
strain of liberalism.

Likewise, Washington's actions only make sense within what W. Fitzhugh Brundage has called "the 'moral economy' of white
supremacy."[10] Segregationism derived moral sanction from religious groups in the North and South, a sanction that was
highly articulated, firmly established, and widely shared. Washington worked within this moral economy, sometimes affirming,
sometimes resisting, sometimes redirecting its major tenets. In doing so he showed its tensions, its contradictions, and, yes,
even its constrained possibilities. Y et because so much scholarship has focused narrowly on the person of Washington and
his culpability within this system, these larger issues have often been lost or dissolved into the tired dichotomy of
accommodation versus resistance. My attempt to recast Washington as an indigenous collaborator sought to move us
beyond these smaller questions that, it seems to me, have reached a cul-de-sac. My pleais not that we indefinitely suspend
moral judgment or fail to draw moral distinctions. Moral pusillanimity is not the goal. But moral judgment without
understanding is cheap and too often masguerades in a posture of discernment. Many people over along period of time
regarded segregation as both a morally righteous system and a personal ethical obligation. They used the language of religion
and morality to explain white supremacy. Washington worked within this intellectual system. That system is now rejected. We
can assume that those with whom Washington interacted were guilty of bad faith, or we can assume that they meant what
they said and seek to understand the moral, religious, and intellectual claims that they made in support of segregation.
Explaining how people could maintain moral positions that are now repugnant to usis one of the most difficult challenges of
history. But to seriously face this question is to fully embrace the historicism that our discipline needs in order to move
forward.[11]



Booker T. Washington stands at the conjunction of al these issues. They are among the most important in our history. Why
has liberalism so often aligned itself with discriminatory practices? Why did religious people provide such a bulwark for white
supremacy? How has the promise of American democracy remained so long unrealized? Embracing historicism allows us to
bracket the question of culpability to address these questions. | am afraid that if we pause to blame Washington without
considering the wider system in which he worked, we may not address the wider context at all. Then the blame will be on us.

It isarare thing to find an interlocutor who displays in equal measure such sympathy and critical engagement, so | want to
stress again my thanks to Curtis J. Evans for his generous, thorough, and nuanced response. | very much look forward to
seeing how he deals with these issues in his forthcoming book, The Burden of Black Religion.
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