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Abstract

This article suggests the need for a new “green” and “Earth-based” reas-
sessment of the work of Booker Taliafaro Washington. Although it includes 
global and national perspectives, the African American community of South 
Central Los Angeles will provide the primary perspective. A general societal 
overreliance on petroleum-based chemicals has worked to the long-term 
environmental detriment of the African American community there. This 
article draws upon the works of four key environmental activists: Benjamin 
Chavis Muhammad, Robert Bullard, Van Jones, and Majora Carter. Work-
ing across a range of academic disciplines, the authors integrate contempo-
rary “diagnostic” concepts of community health and environmental justice 
with older “prescriptive” concepts of employment in the primary trades and 
community self-reliance. The authors suggest that these old “Bookerite” 
concepts merit reconsideration, reframing, and re-messaging. The life’s work 
of Washington has therefore been recast here, in light of its newfound green 
relevance for the African American community, today.
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Theoretical Background

This is an article suggesting the need for a new, “green,” and “Earth-based” 
reassessment of the life, work, and philosophy of Booker Taliafaro Washington. 
A reassessment is warranted at this time because of the confluence of four key 
events, operating on four different time scales: (a) the long-term, geologically 
mandated decline in the availability of petroleum resources worldwide (i.e., 
“peak oil”); (b) the medium-term international political-economic sequelae 
associated with that decline, appearing symptomatically as financial turmoil, 
social disruption, and human (worker) dislocation; (c) the concomitant short-
term, immediate U.S. economic crisis; and (d) the concomitant health effects 
of protracted exposure to petrochemicals and petroleum-based industrial efflu-
ents and their particular impact upon the African American community.

The work of four key environmental and social activists is relevant here: the 
now-classic works of Reverend Benjamin Chavis1 (now Benjamin Chavis 
Muhammad) and Professor Robert Bullard (often referred to as “the father of 
environmental justice”) and the environmental justice (EJ) work of two newer 
activists—Van Jones and Majora Carter.2 “Diagnostic” concepts of environ-
mental racism and environmental justice should here be fused with much older 
“prescriptive” concepts of work in the primary trades, self-help, and community 
self-reliance, as espoused by Booker T. Washington. This also requires a green 
or Earth-centered line of analysis in (re)framing the work of Washington in light 
of its environmental relevance for the African American community today.

The arguments that resulted from the famous Washington-Du Bois debates 
(on the best strategy for the training of young African Americans in the con-
text of the emergent industrial economy of the United States) also have relevance 
in today’s overlapping discourses on employment, education, the economy, and 
the environment. In short, this classic debate has relevance today, in light of 
the new, emergent, “green collar” workforce.

Theoretically, this perspective is rooted in “Terracentric” or Earth-
centered analysis (Fisher, Quaye, & Pope, 2008; Pope, 2007). This requires 
one to follow the ancient African tradition of “paying homage” to the mate-
rial and energetic processes of the Earth first and foremost. The Earth is 
therefore seen as the ultimate expression to humans of the work of their 
Creator and the final arbiter of all human activity in the physical universe 
(Fu-Kiau, 2001; Idowu, 1994; Some, 1998). This therefore also represents 
the overarching physical context in which all human activity takes place. It is 
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the material and energetic resources of the Earth, therefore, that play the most 
fundamental of roles in driving all human social relations (Foster, 2000; 
Hornborg, 2001; Wallerstein, 1999). Emphasis here is on the consequences 
of fossil fuel use—especially on petroleum or oil.

According to Cheikh Anta Diop (1987), “In the beginning is energy. All 
else flows therefrom.” Diop wrote this in regard to the abundant energy 
resources on the African Continent, but that Africans themselves did not 
yet—and still don’t yet—fully control. This elegantly simple phrase will help 
highlight the role of energy.

This Earth-centered framework will therefore serve as a description of both 
the theater and the stage, so to speak, upon which this human drama is enacted. 
Related to this is the anthropocentric or human-centered concept of historical 
materialism (Bunker & Ciccantell, 1999; Foster, 2000; Marx, 1973); or, the 
cumulative effect of the direct human manipulation of selected elements of the 
material world over protracted periods of time (Chew, 2001). Also related to this 
is the materialist philosophy of Washington himself (Norrell, 2009; Washington, 
1919; Wright, 2007). This issue of the use, manipulation, and trajectory of mat-
ter and energy (and also as “labor power”) resource flows is a key theme.

What Is Energy? An African American 
Historical Perspective
Energy is often simply stated as the capacity to do work (Odum & Odum, 2001). 
Thus far, petroleum represents the greatest energetic return on energy invested 
that human beings have ever discovered (Campbell, 2003, 2005). The petro-
leum energy throughput process may be, for our purposes, broken down into 
three distinct phases: extraction (oftentimes mislabeled as production), dis-
tribution (who gets what and how), and metabolizing (expending energy, 
doing work, and generating corresponding waste product, or “pollution”). 
Emphasis is laid upon the third phase here—metabolism—and its attendant 
by-products (waste and pollution).

There is an example from African American history that can be used to 
make a larger point about the role of energy today: the European slave trade.

The image in Figure 1 is a schematic diagram of the hull of a slave ship. 
Each slave forcibly transshipped from Africa to the Americas represented a 
net drain in a valuable store of human muscle energy from Africa—for the 
benefit of the emergent capitalist system in the Americas and in Europe. 
However, the period of overt trans-Atlantic slavery was a time-bound (ergo, 
limited) process of human energy sequestration.

The eventual rise in the use of more efficient fossil fuel–based machines, 
taken together with the impact of soil depletion (resulting from unsustainable 
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agricultural practices in the areas where the enslaved Africans were forced to 
work) in many plantation zones of the Americas, eventually rendered American 
slavery uneconomic, and therefore obsolete (Williams, 1944, 1970).

If it is assumed that there are approximately 300 enslaved Africans shown 
in the image in Figure 1 (many ships could hold more), this would represent 
the approximate energetic equivalent that each modern U.S. citizen has avail-
able to himself or herself today, 24 hours per day, 365 days per year. This 
relates to the amount of electricity each of these people could produce—
pedaling fast—on a stationary bike (Youngquist, 1997). Our current use of 
fossil fuels—coming primarily from petroleum—has made all of this possi-
ble today (Catton, 1980).

The Struggle for the Control 
of African American Labor Power
The essence of our story, however, begins in the late 19th century. This was 
in the wake of the emancipation of approximately 4 million African-
descended slaves in the United States and in the wake of the period known 

Figure 1. Enslaved Africans packed on a ship: A form of concentrated human energy
Source: http://www.history.ucsb.edu/faculty/marcuse/classes/2c/images/1789SlaveShip$Brumm
ett72dpi550pxw.jpg
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as “Reconstruction” (Du Bois, 1962). This was a time in which Washington 
noted African Americans (“Negroes”) were losing ground in the South in the 
employment sector due to increasingly harsh Jim Crow forms of legislation 
on the one hand, combined with pandemic racial terrorism on the other (Du 
Bois, 1962; Norrell, 2009; Wright, 2007).3 In this context, Washington had 
essentially engaged in strategic retreat from any form of direct political 
action in favor of Black, “separatist” economic development. How was this 
done? Washington (1919) described this situation as follows, using the field 
of “law” as representative of this white-collar/blue-collar dichotomy. 
This extended quote will give a sense of the use of subtlety and nuance in 
Washington’s thought process.

One of the main problems as regards the education of the Negro is how 
to have him use his education to the best of advantage after he has 
secured it. In saying this, I do not want to be understood as implying 
that the problem of simple ignorance among the masses has been set-
tled in the South; for this is far from true. The amount of ignorance still 
prevailing among the Negroes, especially in the rural districts, is very 
large and serious. But I repeat, we must go farther if we would secure 
the best results and most gratifying returns in public good for the money 
spent than merely to put academic education in the Negro’s head with 
the idea that this will settle everything.

In his present condition it is important, in seeking after what he 
terms the ideal, that the Negro should not neglect to prepare himself to 
take advantage of the opportunities that are right about his door. . . .

The Negro has the right to study law; but success will come to the race 
sooner if it produces intelligent, thrifty farmers, mechanics, and house-
keepers to support the lawyers [emphasis added]. The want of proper 
education results in tempting too many to live mainly by their wits, with-
out producing anything that is of real value to the world. (pp. 67-69)

This excerpt serves as an early 20th-century economic blueprint for the direc-
tion in which African American labor should be trained and equipped in the 
upcoming years and decades.

Much of the period in which Washington wrote was a time of industrial 
expansion and long-term economic growth in the United States. Fossil fuels 
extracted from the Earth, for use in machines, were rapidly transforming the 
very nature of American society (Zinn, 2003).4

This process formed a key part of the material basis for the end of formal 
slavery in the United States (though by no means the end of all forms of 
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exploited labor). Slavery in the agricultural South had become relatively inef-
ficient when compared to the new, emergent industrial economy of the North 
(Wallerstein, 1979; Williams, 1944). It was into this latter 19th-century, post-
emancipation and industrializing milieu in which “the Negro” found himself 
and his labor power thrust (Litwack, 1980). It was in this post-emancipation 
milieu in which the Washington-Du Bois debate was incubated. At the core 
of that debate was a disagreement on how best to position African American 
labor power within the rapidly industrializing U.S. political-economy.

On the one hand, there was Washington by 1903 lamenting the loss of mar-
ket share in African American labor, due to an African American exodus 
from blue-collar trades (Norrell, 2009). On the other hand, there was Du Bois 
advocating for—around that same time—an African American shift toward 
white-collar positions (positions of allegedly higher authority, influence, and 
prestige). Nowhere was this more hotly contested than in the area of education.5

Du Bois was then advocating his concept of the “Talented Tenth,” or top 
10% of the African American academic/intellectual community, as the avant 
garde or spearhead of African American economic development (Du Bois, 
1995; West, 1999).6 This was in contrast to Washington’s notion of training 
for the masses of African Americans, advocating basic skills training in a 
wide range of blue-collar fields as the best way to promote economic devel-
opment (Washington, 1919).

The Washington-Du Bois debate remained relevant, and hotly contested, 
throughout much of the first half of the 20th century. By the post–WW II 
period, however, as the political-economic position of African Americans 
shifted, so the academic debate and discourse also shifted—toward the posi-
tion of Du Bois. By the late 1960s, much of Washington’s philosophy had 
been dismissed by mainstream African American thinkers and intellectuals 
(Wright, 2007). His work was subsequently seen as somehow less relevant, 
or even antiquated. His alleged tolerance of Jim Crow—and his seemingly 
accomodationist political platform in the context of early 20th-century American 
Apartheid—often overshadowed his separatist and pro-Black economic devel-
opment platform in the minds of many.7

Just as the increasing availability of cheap fossil fuels was driving the 
emergent late 19th-century economy, so the relative dearth of today’s cheap 
fossil fuels is driving the emergent early 21st-century economy (Pope, 2007). 
This has resulted in a different type of struggle now, wherein the very 
landscape—including both the social and physical landscape—seems to have 
shifted (Gore, 2006; Hubbert, 1988; Kunstler, 2005). Today, in the broader 
American society, there is the struggle between the old vested interests of that 
same fossil fuel–based industrial regime, which had previously prevailed in 

 at RUTGERS UNIV on December 28, 2011jbs.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jbs.sagepub.com/


Pope et al. 513

the Civil War, versus the interests of an emergent and upstart “green” indus-
trial regime (Jones, 2008; Pope, 2007; Rifkin, 2002). Each regime has a cor-
responding means of integrated social, political, and economic organization 
(Heinberg, 2003, 2004; Odum & Odum, 2001).8 Each regime will likewise 
generate a corresponding set of winners and losers in the struggle to control 
the “commanding heights” of the national and global political-economy (Frank 
& Gills, 2004; Gills, 1993; Pope, 2007).

The Role of Petroleum and 
Petrochemicals in the 21st Century
In the U.S. domestic arena, the use of oil or petroleum has been both a 
national blessing and a national curse. Americans rely on it for food produc-
tion: It goes into the fertilizer they use for growing crops; it goes into the 
insecticides that they spray on those crops; it goes into the transportation and 
shipping of food products (Hirsch, Bezdek, & Wendling, 2005). It goes into 
the refrigeration and cold storage of food (Odum & Odum, 2001). So, within 
this system as petroleum prices increase, so the price of food must also 
increase. And so it is with most other products that are used throughout mod-
ern society. There are few consumer items that are not touched by petroleum 
in some way (Campbell, 2004; Chomat, 2004; Youngquist, 1997).

In the area of resource distribution, two-thirds of the petroleum consumed in 
the United States is used to fuel cars, trucks, and airplanes. The remainder is 
used to create the many oil-based products used in industry and consumer prod-
ucts, heating, and generation of electricity (Campbell, 2005; Hirsch, 2005).

In the overlapping areas of metabolism and waste generation, use of petro-
leum products causes air pollution and contamination of surface water, ground 
water, and soil, and it also disrupts ecosystems (Ash et al., 2009; Pastor, 2001). 
In the United States, petroleum products are one of the largest sources of toxic 
air emissions and the largest source of carbon dioxide, a major contributor to 
global warming. They are also a significant source of volatile organic com-
pounds (VOCs), which are precursors to ozone, a component of smog (Pelletier 
& Jensen, 2009). In 2002, the production and consumption of petroleum-
based products produced over 14 million tons of VOCs, representing 90% of 
total U.S. emissions (Pressinger & Sinclair, 2009).

Petroleum products can cause a range of health impacts from headaches, 
dizziness, and skin and eye irritations to adult and child cancers, numerous neu-
rological disorders, immune system weakening, autoimmune disorders, asthma, 
allergies, infertility, miscarriage, and child behavior disorders (Pressinger & 
Sinclair, 2009).
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African Americans of South Central 
Los Angeles in the Early 21st Century

Just as the emergent 19th-century industrial economy had the capacity to help 
liberate African Americans from direct servitude on the land (Pope, 2007), 
so the emergent 21st-century green economy has the capacity to liberate 
African Americans from the health consequences of living disproportion-
ately near petroleum-based toxins and industrial effluents (Jones, 2008; 
Pastor, 2001).

The remainder of this section will focus specifically on the physical 
environment of South Central Los Angeles. “South Central” is just south of 
downtown Los Angeles, and Central Avenue divides it from north to south. 
South Central is a geographically vast (approximately 60 square miles), cul-
turally diverse (40% foreign born), as well as environmentally compromised 
community. This environmental challenge comes as a direct result of South 
Central’s long-term socioeconomic and political disenfranchisement (Peralta, 
2009). What follows is a sociologically thick description of one major sacri-
fice zone, situated in the southern portion of the greater Los Angeles metro-
politan area.

The City of Los Angeles is nested with the larger County of Los Angeles. 
Geographically, what is officially referred to as “LA County Service Planning 
Area Number 6” (SPA-6), makes up the south region of the County of Los 
Angeles. This also includes the community of South Central. The prevailing 
health disparities there suggest it to be the least well served of the county’s 
eight service planning areas (SPAs).9

SPA-6 is largely bounded by four of the nation’s busiest interstate high-
ways and freeways—the 10, 105, 110, and 710, respectively. Many diesel 
trucks travel along these highways. Diesel exhaust is a complex mixture of 
gases and fine particles that is produced when diesel exhaust engines burn 
diesel fuel. The resultant gases and particles contain more than 40 toxic air 
pollutants (TAPs). Many of the TAPs are known or suspected cancer-causing 
substances (OEHHA, 2009) . Consequently, South Los Angeles communities 
are subjected to harmful levels of petroleum combustion products with 
increased risk of the associated health effects. Numerous studies have linked 
elevated particle levels in the air to increased hospital admissions, emergency 
room visits, asthma attacks, and premature deaths among those suffering 
from respiratory problems (Buckeridge et al., 2002; Delfino, 2002; Tolbert 
et al., 2000; Zanobetti, Schwartz, & Dockery, 2000). Air pollution has also 
been correlated with the asthma census of Children’s Hospital of Los Angeles’ 
hospitalized youth (Richards, 1989). Furthermore, the negative impact of 
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diesel effluents on the immune system and respiratory well-being have been 
documented (Saxon, 1997).

The Los Angeles Times reported that illegal dumping of hazardous waste 
containing petroleum products—on the part of unscrupulous business people 
working in a context of lax regulation enforcement—also continues to this 
day in South Central L.A. neighborhoods, with virtual impunity. This study 
was attributed to a survey of the neighborhood alleys in SPA-6 (Lopez, 
2009). Again, in this scenario, South Central appears as one of the primary 
sacrifice zones of the larger L.A. metro area, lacking resources needed to 
address petrochemical risks.

Academia, Civil Society, and Government: 
Selective Examples of Some EJ Actions
The environmental concerns of those disenfranchised communities at greatest 
risk have spawned a vibrant environmental justice movement. This national 
movement has been led principally by Robert D. Bullard, Ph.D. Bullard 
serves as the director of the Environmental Justice Resource Center (EJRC) 
at Clark-Atlanta University (EJRC, 2009). His work often takes place in 
conjunction with the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry, 
Atlanta, GA. Government agencies have acknowledged the environmental 
challenges facing SPA-6, and other similar communities, throughout the 
nation and have developed programs and partnerships to help alleviate envi-
ronmental inequities.10

In response to public concerns, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) created the Office of Environmental Justice (OEJ) in 1992 to address 
public concerns regarding inequities in environmental justice. The OEJ estab-
lished the National Environmental Justice Advisory Council (NEJAC) on 
September 30, 1993, to integrate environmental justice into EPA’s policies, 
programs, and activities.11

In 1994, the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences (NIEHS) 
launched the Environmental Justice: Partnerships for Communication Program. 
The purpose of the program was to enable community residents to more 
actively participate in the full spectrum of research. Recognizing the impor-
tance of community participation in research, NIEHS established the 
Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR) Program in 1995.

Overall, the conditions in the South Central L.A. section of SPA-6, within 
Los Angeles County, highlight many of the challenges first posed by Rev. Ben 
Chavis of the United Church of Christ (and later by Robert Bullard at Clark 
Atlanta University). These conditions are not new.12 They highlight the essence 
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of what the environmental justice movement has stood up against for many 
years (Bullard, Mohai, Saha, & Wright, 2007; Chavis, 1987; Pastor, 2001).

What Is to Be Done: Greening 
Booker T. (Theory) and Greening 
the Community (Practice)

Based on the aforementioned points, a judicious revisiting of the labor and 
organizational philosophy of Booker T. Washington should be conducted. 
Booker T.’s work now needs to be recast in a more contemporary light, in a 
green light. There are a number of important contemporary examples of the 
classic Bookerite tradition. The work of Ms. Majora Carter—and her concept 
of “Greening the Ghetto” (which was also a term picked up and broadcast by 
Van Jones)—has relevance here. According to Business Week magazine, 
Carter employed the following “Bookerite strategy” in starting her activity, 
under her Sustainable South Bronx nonprofit organization:

With a small grant, Carter set up a training program for local residents, 
including many ex-convicts and others with dim employment hopes. The 
Bronx Environmental Stewardship Training (BEST) program puts 
those chosen through a multi-month training program. BEST trainees 
learn specialized eco-skills, such as green-roof installation and mainte-
nance, urban forestry, brown-field cleanup and, more recently, how to 
retrofit buildings to boost their efficiency. Think: window caulking and 
insulation. The workers are also given guidance in life skills, such as 
punctuality, effective communication, how to handle disagreement, 
and even clothing. “Many of these men have grown up with no refer-
ence in their lives for how to behave in a formal job situation,” says 
Carter. (Aston, 2008)

When viewed through the lens of history, this is merely a more modern incar-
nation the old Bookerite concept of Black people (and other people of color) 
casting down their buckets where they are.13 What follows are four sets of 
interrelated recommendations as to how this can be done.

First, at a minimum, the theory and principles of a rudimentary “Earth-
centered” epistemological framework should be understood and followed. 
Knowledge of the basic processes of the Earth are seen as fundamental to any 
relevant “green” approach to philosophy and social policy (including concepts 
of labor policy and workforce development).
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Second, while it is important to try to understand Booker T. Washington 
in the context of his times, there should be a judicious reapplication of the life 
of Washington from the perspective of the current times—again, from an 
“Earth-centered” or “green” perspective.

Third, looking toward the immediate future, the following five key invest-
ment principles of the California-based Green Stimulus Coalition should be 
implemented (for both business and government) as a way to move the African 
American community forward : (a) invest in a green future, (b) invest in 
people, (c) invest for long-term gain, (d) invest in justice, and (e) invest in the 
open (Ella Baker Center, 2009).

Fourth, “getting the word out” in the African American community in 
socially appropriate and culturally relevant ways is also important (Smith, 
1993). According to one African American green builder, African Americans 
can start this process by simply talking to one another (Winchester, 2009). 
Schools, churches, community groups, businesses, governmental and non-
governmental organizations, and the media—all can have a role to play in 
this process. The key is to simply get the word out, first and foremost. There 
are numerous resources that can be brought to bear in this process, starting 
with informational resources.14 But then, how to get African American line 
workers to “take a chance” and engage in something called “green jobs?” 
How to best get the message out that green jobs can also help “bring home 
some green” in the Black community?

The Green and Clean Movement and the 
African American–Euro American Perceptual Gap
When one attends a good many conferences in California with themes like 
“sustainable living,” or “eco-friendly,” or simply “environmental,” the absence 
of African Americans (and other people of color) is usually glaring (Jones, 
2008; Kolbert, 2009). Again, themes with the word justice in it (e.g., “envi-
ronmental justice”) are usually the exception to this rule; however, African 
Americans—as a rule—have not traditionally been a part of the larger dis-
course of many aspects of the green movement.15 One is left to conclude that 
there is some aspect of the contemporary “green and clean” social messaging 
that has not been reaching large numbers of people in this community. Why? 
Could basic use of language be part of the problem here?

In the science of linguistics the systematic study of meaning in language 
is called semantics. According to the Dictionary of Language and Linguistics, 
“many different theories of meaning have been put forward by different 
authors and schools” (Hartman & Stork, 1976). In the branch of linguistics 
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that studies meaning there is a phenomena called polysemy. Hartman and 
Stork’s (1976) Dictionary of Language and Linguistics defines the word 
polysemy as the “term used when a word or phrase has two or more mean-
ings.” In the field of psychology when two people look at the same thing but 
perceive something totally different this difference in perception is called a 
perceptual gap. More recently this notion of an African American and Euro-
American perceptual gap based in linguistic polysemy has been dubbed “a 
dog whistle.” In the Holy Bible (Judges 12:6) this notion of a lexical “dog 
whistle” is called a “shibboleth.”

Because the science that undergirds the views of the green and clean advo-
cates is very technical and advanced, White Americans who regard them-
selves progressives are not aware that over the years they have developed and 
speak in a linguistic code among themselves that is incomprehensible to the 
average African American (Jones, 2008; Smith, 1993). It may well be that 
the average White American of the Sara Palin ilk (Joe Six Pack or Joe the 
plumber) is likewise unable to comprehend the language of green and clean 
advocates (Kolbert, 2009). Based on the national high school underachieve-
ment and failure rates of African Americans, what is undeniable is that only 
47% of the African American students who enter high school graduate.16 
These high school failure rates are commensurate with lower levels of read-
ing comprehension among those African American students who exit high 
school without diplomas. In essence, as it states in the Book of Hosea 4:6, 
“My people are destroyed from lack of knowledge.” If the green and clean 
advocates are sincerely interested in informing African Americans, they must 
effectively communicate their green and clean message to them. In order to 
effectively communicate with most African Americans two things are essen-
tial. First, a strong emphasis should be placed on audiovisual as opposed to 
exclusively printed materials. Second, the audiovisual material must be in 
Ebonics, the true language of descendants of enslaved Niger-Congo Africans 
(Smith, 1993). This means the presenters must be descendants of enslaved 
Niger-Congo Africans and the language must be grammatically, stylistically, 
paralinguistically, and spiritually a Black thing (truthful).

The foregoing is not to infer that there are no African Americans who are 
not involved as green and clean advocates in a meaningful way. The problem 
is that, as in the case of the green and clean White progressives, they too have 
not been effective at reaching and communicating their message to the broader 
African American community. This is attributable to the fact that these green 
and clean Black Americans are uncomfortable with their own African heri-
tage, especially the African substratum that exists as the underlying deep 
structure or grammar of Ebonics.
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Nevertheless, environmentalism is now simply too important to be left up 
to the environmentalists. Others also have to get in on the act: clergy, political 
leaders, entertainers, and educators, to name but a few (Mosely, 1999). This 
process—although a bit late—is now slowly getting underway. This is typi-
fied by the recent social justice work of organizations like the Hip Hop Caucus 
and its Green the Block initiative (Yearwood, 2009). This represents an active 
and conscious attempt to use culturally appropriate messaging to get the word 
out on the green and clean movement in the Black community. The work of 
the Hip Hop Caucus is exemplary of what other groups can also achieve.

Conclusions: Implementing a New 
Green Bookerite Philosophy
Booker T. Washington should be seen not so much as a writer or intellectual; 
instead, he should be seen as a manager, an institution builder, and what 
might be called today a “social entrepreneur.” He built Tuskegee University, 
starting in late 19th-century Alabama; furthermore, he did so under extremely 
complex and dangerous circumstances. That was the area of his true genius. 
These generalizable concepts of managing under conditions of complexity 
and danger should not be lost on members of the African American com-
munity today.

Simply put, most urban Black communities need to be remade into more 
healthy, viable, and sustainable places in which human beings can live and 
thrive. This article therefore supports and recommends the three sets of 
Bookerite actions—research, labor exchange, and job training projects—
working across the following seven areas, outlined in the following17 (Fox, 
Walsh, & Fremstad, 2009):

1. the energy-efficient building, construction, and retrofit industries;
2. the renewable electric power industry;
3. the energy-efficient and advanced drive train vehicle industry;
4. the biofuels industry;
5. the deconstruction and materials use industries;
6. the energy efficiency assessment industry serving the residential, 

commercial, or industrial sectors; and
7. manufacturers that produce sustainable products using environmen-

tally sustainable processes and materials.

These seven areas could form the basis for a new version of the classic 
Bookerite notion of workforce development. By the time this article is 
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published, the U.S. federal government would have allocated financial 
resources of historic proportions, so as to retool entire industries and retrain 
large numbers of workers in the United States (Fox et al., 2009). To para-
phrase Washington: African Americans, once again, should not neglect to 
prepare themselves to take advantage of the resources that are right about 
their door.18

To take advantage of the vast resources that have recently been allo-
cated by the federal government, African Americans have but to rehabili-
tate this old Bookerite perspective—founded on principles of community 
self-education (reading, studying, and helping others to do so), financial 
and material self-development (pooling resources and helping others to 
do so), and group self-respect (loving oneself and helping others to do so). 
Such an approach can work to make African American communities more 
vibrant, more environmentally sustainable, and more economically viable 
in the decades to come. Now—and in the spirit of Booker T. Washington 
(Figure 2)—the green-collar economy presents an opportunity for African 
Americans to begin anew, in casting down their collective bucket where 
they are, today.

Figure 2. Booker T. Washington
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Notes

 1. Benjamin Chavis Muhammad, with an academic background in chemistry as well 
as theology, is credited with actually coining the term environmental racism as 
a result of work done in his seminal 1987 report for the United Church of Christ 
(UCC), titled Toxic Wastes and Race. Chavis changed his name to Benjamin Chavis 
Muhammad in 1997, after leaving the UCC and joining the Nation of Islam.

 2. The work of other prominent people of African descent must also be acknowl-
edged here. There is Mr. Jerome Ringo, of the Apollo Alliance, in the United 
States. Ringo—through his work at Apollo—has been very effective in bringing 
together labor, investors, and elements of the religious community to focus on the 
development of a new green economy in the United States. The global environ-
mental work of Dr. Wangari Maathai, of Kenya, must also be acknowledged here. 
She was the first environmentalist to receive the Nobel Prize, in 2004. Maathai 
has had a distinguished environmental career in Africa, in the Green Belt Move-
ment, in the Green Party of Kenya, and in the international Green movement. 
Finally, there is the new U.S. president, Barack Hussein Obama (also of Kenyan 
ancestry), who has forcefully put forth a green economic development agenda for 
United States, as part of the 2009 American Reinvestment and Recovery Act (see 
www.recovery.gov). To paraphrase Van Jones, “Not only is he the first Black 
president, he’s also the first Green president!” Further elaboration on the careers 
of these three distinguished people of African descent is beyond the modest scope 
of this article, however.

 3. Jim Crow laws and terrorism (as a form of race-based scapegoating) could also be 
correlated with the economic depression of the 1890s. This depression resulted in 
the dislocation of many workers from many different ethnic and regional groups 
in the United States (Painter, 1987). Southern politicians then manipulated the 
personal anxieties of White workers and voters to their short-term, tactical advan-
tage by feeding into their heightened anxieties. Such manufactured racial hysteria 
was, in the end, merely a cruel political-economic diversionary tactic, conceal-
ing a number of fundamental flaws in the U.S. economy (Cox, 2000; Du Bois, 
1962; Washington, 1919). Even as the anxieties of White workers were being 
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exacerbated by local politicians, the U.S. government was admitting large num-
bers of additional White low-wage immigrants from Europe, compounding the 
problem by flooding the U.S. labor market with a large, reserve army of such 
workers. Some of them sought employment opportunities in the South. This 
would help explain the “anti-immigrant” positions that Washington sometimes 
took, as both Black and White native-born workers in the South were made sub-
ject to economic dislocation via immigration.

 4. At the same time, northern labor unions associated with northern-based industries 
had racially explicit policies of locking Black workers out of union membership 
(Norrell, 2009). This scenario then set Washington at odds with most of the U.S. 
labor movement, as he correctly observed the labor movement of that time was 
a direct impediment to the interests of African American workers and a general 
impediment to African American economic advancement. In response to this, 
Washington then went on to promote the “value” of African American labor to 
many anti-union capitalists operating in the South. This was yet another factor 
contributing to Washington’s alleged “anti-progressive” and “anti-left” image 
among many socialists, progressives, leftists, and intellectuals of his time—and 
later (Wright, 2007). Indeed, the blindness of some elements of the American Left 
to these barriers was itself indicative of some of the more deep-seated, structural 
racism of the time.

 5. This debate continued well into the middle of the 20th century, long after 
Washington’s death in 1915. It was typified by the debate between the proponents 
of Washington on the one hand and one of the giants of sociology, Oliver C. Cox, 
on the other. In short, Cox (who ironically also worked at Tuskegee for a while) 
felt that Washington had basically capitulated to the wishes of the White Southern 
aristocracy (in developing a curriculum emphasizing “menial labor” for the Black 
working class) for the purposes of launching and sustaining the Tuskegee Institute 
(later, Tuskegee University). However, in a seeming nod to the endemic social 
conditions that Washington faced in Alabama, and in the South, Cox (2000) also 
wrote, “This, of course, is not a criticism of Washington; it may indeed be a com-
mendation of his intuition in sensing the basis of race relations [in the South].” In 
short, Cox was saying that Washington (as an individual leader) could maneuver 
but only so far in his ambitions to uplift African American people; moreover, he 
attempted to do so under socially hazardous circumstances that had the potential 
to work against him, and his project, at nearly every turn (Cox, 2000). Cox then 
went on to add, however, that that by no means negated the larger class and race 
elements extant in the United States, which were also inherent in Washington’s 
day-to-day operational challenges. If anything, this acknowledgement by Cox 
simply highlights the difficult operational constraints that Washington faced as 
an organizational manager and chief executive.
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 6. It is important to recognize that by 1948, Du Bois had since abandoned the con-
cept of the talented tenth. This supposedly top tier of the Black bourgeoisie turned 
out to be an unreliable set of allies, in the opinion of the later, older Du Bois. He 
concluded that this group had become too consumed with integration into American 
society based on classical liberal notions of individual achievement, defined via 
the “individual” acquisition of material and financial resources. In his own words: 
“I assumed that with knowledge, [a sense of] sacrifice would automatically fol-
low. In my youth and idealism, I did not realize that selfishness is even more 
natural than sacrifice” (Du Bois, 1995).

 7. Interestingly, many decades later, Malcolm X would come to embrace many of 
the same “separatist” economic development concepts as Washington (X, 1965). 
But, where Washington was seen by latter 20th-century “mainstream” intellec-
tuals as being too tolerant or “soft” on issues of social justice, Malcolm X was 
likewise seen as being too “hard” or extremist. In terms of their respective visions 
of Black economic empowerment, however, these two leaders actually held much 
in common.

 8. These competing systems may also be referred to as “energy regimes.” An energy 
regime is defined here as a complete system of thought and social organization, 
based upon the predominant energy resource usage pattern, or resource pathway 
(Pope, 2007). And it is here that the challenge of our society’s transition is made 
most difficult: Political-economic elites tend to develop around a given energy 
regime. Ergo, any threat to power of the predominant energy regime is, ipso facto, 
a threat to the position of the elites nested within that regime.

 9. Thomas Malone, Ph.D., delineated the seemingly immutable health disparities 
present in minority communities in the August 1985 “Report of the Secretary’s 
Task Force on Black & Minority Health.” This report was issued by Margaret M. 
Heckler, Secretary, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The prevailing 
conditions of service planning area 6 (SPA-6) validate the report’s findings: After 
a quarter century has elapsed since that report was published, research continues 
to establish the area’s health disparities as being the worst among all of the L.A. 
County SPAs. The ecology of SPA-6 (subsequent to the 1985 Heckler Report and 
the 1992 Rodney King riots) has become even more environmentally toxic since 
that time. By common public health measures, the air, biota, soil, and water envi-
ronments of SPA-6 have worsened and contributed to its static health disparities.

10. In January 2009, Lisa Jackson was appointed by President Barack Obama as the 
first African American head of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). 
Jackson’s appointment to be EPA administrator may be viewed as a positive 
development. The Black community should remain hopeful that Jackson—and 
her new staff—will give even more weight to the issue of environmental justice 
during her tenure at EPA.
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11. National Environmental Justice Advisory Council (NEJAC) represents the first 
time that representatives of community, academia, industry, environmental, indig-
enous, as well as state/local/tribal government groups collaborated to create a dia-
logue that would define and “reinvent” solutions to environmental justice problems.

12. A pioneering 1980s study of lead (Pb++) intoxication, or plumbism, was con-
ducted in the Watts-Willowbrook area of SPA-6. The investigation became a 
catalyst for lead screening assessments in school-aged youth. Furthermore, when 
coupled with the Commission for Racial Justice’s report, Toxic Wastes and Race: 
A National Report on the Racial and Socioeconomic Characteristics of Com-
munities with Waste Sites (Chavis, 1987), L.A. County, and other counties, were 
more broadly indicted for their higher density of toxic waste exposures of African 
Americans. The United Church of Christ’s study, along with parallel investiga-
tions, demonstrated the presence of cadmium, mercury, nichol, and so on, and the 
presence of other potential environmental carcinogens and teratogens in the soil 
of SPA-6.

13. This concept was first documented in Washington’s famous “Atlanta Exposition 
Address” of 1895. Here, he implored both Blacks and Whites alike in the South 
to use both the human and natural resources that were then readily available. In 
short, this was a call for the localization of Southern markets—using the resources 
that were already at hand (Washington, 1919). Much has been made of the “politi-
cal” dimensions of this watershed speech; however, to grasp the full depth of its 
meaning, it must be understood in a context of “political-economy.” This address 
was, in part, a “sales pitch” to Southern capitalists primarily, designed to pro-
mote the value of local, African American labor power. In short, Washington was 
attempting to maximize the very difficult and challenging economic position of 
the African American worker in the South.

14. One such example from broadcast media would be the weekly program on 
Sacramento station KDEE 97.7 FM, the “Going Green Radio Show With Enviro 
Bro Leonard Robinson.” Enviro Bro “keeps it real” by giving listeners common-
sense tips in sustainable living (“little tipping points”) that they can apply to their 
everyday lives—where they live, work, and play (McDonald, 2009). KDEE is 
a low-power FM community radio station, serving the greater metro area of the 
state capitol. It is owned and operated by the California Black Chamber of Com-
merce Foundation. According to the station’s website, “The mission of the foun-
dation is simple; to educate and empower the listeners through radio programs 
that will help influence the hearts and minds of the community” (KDEE, 2009).

15. In 2008, the Green Party in the United States did nominate an African American 
as its presidential nominee—former Georgia Democratic Congresswoman Cynthia 
McKinney. In spite of this, there remains significantly less participation on the 
part of the African American community in this growing social movement.
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16. Regarding this dismal education statistic, one is reminded of how certain things 
have changed relatively little since the time Washington published Up from Slav-
ery. One hundred years after Up from Slavery, basic education still remains a 
significant obstacle for African Americans.

17. This is described in detail by Green for All and PolicyLink in the jointly published 
report, “Bringing Home the Green Recovery: A User’s Guide to the 2009 American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act” (Fox, Walsh, & Fremstad, 2009).

18. To find out exactly how much money is being allocated by the Obama administra-
tion to the green-collar economy, go to the www.recovery.gov website. It is also 
important to recognize that some of this money is earmarked specifically for “at-risk” 
populations, which could be of direct benefit to the African American community.
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