Conference
Overview

will mark the 100th
2 O O I anniversary of Booker T'.
Washington’s autobiography Up From Slavery.
The book occupies a prominent yet con-
troversial place in American history and
culture. Because Washington himself is
widely recognized as one of the leading
black figures of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, his autobiogra-

he aim of the two-day conference is
T to provoke a rigorous “conversation”
about Booker T. Washington and his auto-
biography. In an era when blacks, and
especially black men, were depicted in
popular culture as either buffoons or
menacing criminals, Washington’s autobi-
ography offered the most widely read
counter-representation of African Ameri-
can character and identity. By no means
was Washington’s autobiography the only
challenge to racist depictions of blacks, but
few exerted more influence on blacks’ per-

ception of themselves or-on the image of

phy is necessarily of broad
interest. Until the publica-
tion of the autobiography of
Malcolm X, Up From Slavery was
the most widely read and
reprinted black autobiogra-
phy. It was translated into
countless languages and
inspired readers as diverse as an obscure
Urdu teacher in Lucknow, India, Japanese
students who traveled to Alabama to study
at Tuskegee, and the future Pan-Africanist
Marcus Garvey in Kingston, Jamaica.

The 100th anniversary of the book’s
publication provides an ideal opportunity
to bring together seven leading scholars
and University of Florida faculty to discuss

blacks in the white mind.

Washington and the significance of his
autobiography. The enduring legacy of the
conference will be the publication of the
papers presented at the conference by the
University Press of Florida.

The scholars, including several prize
winning historians, will speak on a range
of topics regarding Booker T. Washington
and Up From Slavery, including Washington's
stress on respectability and cleanliness, the
influence of Darwinism on Washington
and other black leaders, and Washington’s
curious silence about his wives and his
omission of black women in his autobiog-

raphy.

Up From Slavery, moreover, s
is perhaps the most sophisti - I m s o e

cated example of the “rags to
riches” genre that was so

popular in late nineteenth Co n fe re n ce

century America. In many

regards, Washington’s book is

a paean to the then much-

prized values of discipline,
character-building, and self-restraint in
an age when “producer values” still were
highly valued.

At yet another level, the autobiogra-
phy provides a reveal -
ing glimpse of the
ideology of
respectability that
gripped Washington
and many other mem -
bers'of the black elite.
His life, as depicted. in

quette of American public culture.
Finally, the autobiography is a mani-
festation of the complex and variegated
self-representations that blacks adopted in
order to survive in the United States.
Washington’s concern about self-repre-
sentation helps to explain-why he wrote
two autobiographies, The Story'of My Life and
Work and -Up From Slavery, within a two year
span. Intended for a black audience, the
first volume focused on Washington’s pro-
gram for racial self-help. His'second and
more famous-autobiography was intended
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his autobiography, to elicit support from sympathetic whites.

personified both black Consequently, Washington adopted 038L-11958 T o[[rasourer)
achievement and differing voices that he believed were _
respectability. His appropriate for the distinct audiences for [IPH YT -9U29% 380
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