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“In this compelling history, Angel David Nieves provides a fresh new view of the establish-
ment of African American educational institutions through a consideration of the critical 
spatial history of the late nineteenth century. A nuanced examination of the architectural 
and social history of this period, this volume also recounts the extraordinary achievements 
of two black women educators, Elizabeth Evelyn Wright and Jennie Dean, who founded and 
built, respectively, Voorhees College and the Manassas Industrial School. Readers of all 
backgrounds will find this volume to be both absorbing and elucidating.”
                 —Henry Louis Gates Jr., Alphonse Fletcher University Professor, Harvard University

“Angel Nieves’s important study An Architecture of Education reframes our understanding 
of the racial and spatial politics of American life by focusing on the building of Black col-
lege campuses as critical to the shaping of the American education system. By inserting 
the contributions of Black women institution-builders Jennie Dean and Elizabeth Evelyn 
Wright into the dialogue on racial landscapes of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
Nieves reminds us that the built environment is deeply implicated in the racial ordering of 
American life.”                                       —Brittney Cooper, author of Beyond Respectability:
     The Intellectual Thought of Race Women

“In this innovative study, Angel David Nieves highlights the vital institutional and intellec-
tual work of black women educators in the post–Civil War South. These women, through 
their work of institution building, devised various strategies to improve the social and eco-
nomic conditions of people of African descent in the United States, laying the groundwork 
for a new generation of black women activists and intellectuals.”

—Keisha N. Blain, author of Set the World on Fire: 
Black Nationalist Women and the Global Struggle for Freedom 

Angel David Nieves is associate professor of history and digital humanities at San Diego 
State University. He was presidential fellow and visiting associate professor in women’s, 
gender, and sexuality studies at Yale University.

Post–Civil War African American women engaged in race uplift by building industrial and 
normal schools and, in the process, memorializing the trauma and struggle of a people. In 
An Architecture of Education, author Angel David Nieves examines material culture and the 
act of institution creation, especially as embodied in architecture and landscape, to recount 
a profound history of the lives and community building of former slaves and working-class 
African American women.
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Introduction
“She made the vision true.”

—Coleman, Tuskegee to Voorhees

African American racial uplift—that is, a gendered racial mutual history of 
self-help—has existed as a tradition since the early part of the nineteenth 
century. Yet African American educational history and readings of the built 
environment have too often heralded the achievements of Black men such as 
Booker T. Washington or John Hope Franklin at the expense of Black women’s 
involvement in racial uplift and, more specifi cally, in the creation of industrial 
and normal schools throughout the South in the nadir of Jim Crow.1 Incorpo-
rating research into African American community and culture, An Architecture 
of Education: Black Women Design the New South essays the critical infl uence Afri-
can American women of the late nineteenth century had on the built environ-
ment in the South (fi gure 1), and who, as such, inscribed a social and political 
ideology of race uplift onto the very bricks of the industrial and normal schools 
they worked to found in “the Age of Washington and Du Bois” some thirty 
years after the Civil War.2 Two notable women, Elizabeth Evelyn Wright (fi g-
ure 2) and Jennie Dean (fi gure 3) founded, respectively, Voorhees College in 
Denmark, South Carolina, established in 1897 (fi gure 4), and the Manassas 
Industrial School, Manassas, Virginia, established in 1893 (fi gure 5). Wright 
(born in 1872 and died in 1906) and Dean (born a slave in 1848 and died in 
1913), whose biographies and actions illuminate and are central to An Architec-
ture of Education, both regarded education not only as a remedy for the trauma 
of years of chattel slavery but also as a means to enlarge the limited role of 
women in the often male-dominated process of Black community building.3

Race Uplift and the Built Environment

An Architecture of Education expands our understanding of this period in Afri-
can American women’s history by arguing that the intellectual project of race 
uplift as a social movement included the built environment as a primary vehi-
cle for race-based advancement.4 As historians of the South—from post-Recon-
struction through the beginning of the Progressive era—have yet to study the 
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2 introduction

work of African American women and the built environment in an extended 
monograph, this book begins to fi ll this critical gap. This book also attempts to 
incorporate more recent thinking on intersectionality into its historical narra-
tive. Intersectionality is a term that was coined by legal scholar and critical race 
theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw in the 1990s to describe the intersecting identi-
ties that factor into discrimination and systems of oppression.5 These identi-
ties include categories such as race, gender, class, sexuality, age, disability, 
ethnicity, nation, and religion, among many others. While there is no single 
way to implement intersectionality into interdisciplinary scholarship, there are 
numerous research strategies and theoretical frameworks with which to high-
light and interrogate categories of diversity and difference.

Intersectionality

As historians Carol Faulkner and Alison M. Parker have argued, gender and 
race must be seen as linked categories that shape, refl ect, and situate how 
power, privilege, and oppression act as historical forces overwhelmingly 
impacting African American women.6 A fuller, more in-depth theoretical 
framework examines how these systems, interwoven identities, and emerging 
feminist politics intersected and dynamically catalyzed nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century women’s social movements. The struggle to integrate the 
kinds of identities that defi ned both their gender and race as African Ameri-
can women reformers, along with their struggle to organize and build insti-
tutions of learning for poor and working-class students, are best understood 
through an intersectional feminist framework.7 Intersectionality allows us to 
interrogate the ways in which racism and sexism evolved in the late nineteenth 
century at this critical juncture of “freedom,” segregation, and the continued 
exploitation of labor (especially of women) under capitalism during the Sec-
ond Industrial Revolution in the latter part of the nineteenth and the fi rst part 
of the twentieth centuries.8

As such, these intersectional identities and their histories are crucial subject 
matter for interdisciplinary research and activism as they tend to overlap or 
cut across traditional and often siloed disciplinary areas of study.9 More par-
ticularly, the gendered, racialized agents of An Architecture of Education, Jennie 
Dean and Elizabeth Wright, operating in the face of daunting oppression dur-
ing the nadir of the Jim Crow South, seized agency and, acting at the highest 
levels as the clients of both Black and white establishment architects, worked to 
upend the dominant culture’s monopoly on monumental material culture.10

The Civil War inspired women, both Black and white, to work to educate 
African Americans across the South. Many of these women were abolition-
ists or missionaries who felt that their efforts to educate Blacks were a logi-
cal extension of their antislavery work. Northern religious and philanthropic 
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organizations initiated efforts to educate slaves living in areas occupied by 
the Union Army. Of the more than nine hundred Northern teachers sent to 
freedom schools in the South, 75 percent were women.11 The federal gov-
ernment’s  Freedmen’s Bureau (the Bureau of Abandoned Lands, Refugees, 
and Freedmen) became involved in educating Blacks while providing feder-
ally mandated social welfare programs.12 During Reconstruction more than 
three thousand Southern whites taught in new Black schools with men out-
numbering women by a very small margin.13 Later, women from across the 
North and South during the Progressive era would embrace schoolteaching 
as one of the few public occupations available to them. Teaching, understood 
as an extension of child care and the domestic sphere, would soon be domi-
nated by women.

Contested Black Educational Historiography

The canonical (and siloed) historical narrative of the African American 
experience of the end of the nineteenth century has regarded vocational 
education for African Americans as the only feasible alternative to classical 
higher education then available.14 This historiography of Black education 
has perpetuated a master narrative, since the 1970s and 1980s, that indus-
trial and vocational training was little more than a program for social engi-
neering and racial control to make better laborers and workers to advance 
white capitalist goals. Wright’s and Dean’s efforts fell strongly on the side of 
the industrial education advocates of the Black South. As women, they both 
understood that to advance the political project of race-based industrial and 
normal school education, they would ally themselves publicly with accommo-
dationist Black male proponents—that is, consciously adopting or adapting 
to white political strategies and ideals.15 Wright, founder of Voorhees Col-
lege, herself was a follower of Booker T. Washington. Wright had attended 
the Tuskegee Institute and had befriended both Booker T. and his second 
and third wives, Olivia Davidson and Margaret Murray (his second wife had 
died during Wright’s tenure at Tuskegee, and Booker T. remarried several 
years later). Her fondest wish, she claimed, would be “to try and be the same 
type of woman as Mr. Washington was of a man.”16 Jennie Dean modeled 
her institution on the industrial school, placing herself squarely on Booker 
T.’s side.17 Yet if the accommodationist strategies employed at Tuskegee and 
Voorhees were seemingly designed to be inoffensive to the white elite, the 
built environments—that is, the evidence inherent in the material culture 
there—were fully competitive and monumental, organizing as they did at 
once the plan of whole communities. An Architecture of Education maintains 
that Manassas and Voorhees were intended to assist their race toward politi-
cal self-determination and, from a scholarly perspective in the fi rst years of 
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the twenty-fi rst century, acted as critical agents of a de facto strategy of nation 
building under the American segregationist policy of Jim Crow.

There were other Tuskegee disciple schools such as the Utica Institute, 
the Piney Woods School, the Palmer Memorial Institute, and the Calhoun 
Colored School, to name a few, that were founded by women.18 For example, 
the Calhoun Colored School was founded in 1892 by Charlotte Thorn and 
Mabel Dillingham in Lowndes County, Alabama. Both white women and for-
mer Hampton Institute teachers, they worked in partnership with Booker T. 
Washington to start a school focused on industrial and vocational training. 
Charlotte Thorn, born in New Haven, Connecticut, was committed to train-
ing rural Blacks because of her support of  Gen. Samuel Armstrong’s Hamp-
ton model. Although Calhoun offered students an industrial education, it 
promoted land ownership for future economic stability.19 In 1902 Charlotte 
Hawkins Brown founded the Palmer Memorial Institute in Sedalia, North 
Carolina, after raising funds across New England. The school emphasized 
manual and industrial training for rural African Americans. Palmer does not, 
however, refl ect Tuskegee’s infl uence on the built environment or that of 
other working-class school founders such as Wright or Dean. Palmer was a 
preparatory high school and not a fully designed industrial school campus as 
those built at Voorhees or Manassas.

Black Nationalism and Women Reformers

Black nationalism is a constructed world view characterized as a “quest for 
autonomy” on the part of all peoples of African descent throughout the Afri-
can diaspora who are interlinked by the common history of enslavement. Black 
nationalism in the United States is best understood when linked to both pan-
Africanism because of the international system of enslavement and an imag-
ined community notion of nationalism.20 Through an intersectional analysis 
we can more fully understand that Black nationalist reform efforts and pro-
test in America, linked by race and gender oppression, have a long history in 
the United States. In the mid-nineteenth century women such as Maria Stew-
art and Mary Ann Shadd argued for a Black nationalism that supported eco-
nomic independence and a sustained political activism.21 Scholars have often 
viewed Black nationalism as inherently patriarchal and linked to the construc-
tion of separate spheres for women and men, with women being left outside 
most mainstream theorizations of nationalism until recently.22 Scholars such as 
August Meier, Wilson J. Moses, and Tunde Adeleke have provided siloed aca-
demic discourses on Black nationalism that ignored the important contribu-
tions by feminist nationalists, especially those who used the built environment 
as signifi cant parts of their race uplift and nation-making efforts.23

Nieves.indd   4Nieves.indd   4 4/30/2018   11:39:29 AM4/30/2018   11:39:29 AM



introduction  5

Today, it is understood that Black nationalism is the belief in distinct Afri-
can group traits: the consciousness of shared oppression, the awareness of 
duties and responsibilities of African-descended peoples to assist one another, 
and the need for Black self-determination and solidarity.24 Black nationalism 
refl ects not only a sense of tradition and history, but an African value system 
predicated on collective advancement. Despite forced cultural deracination, 
virulent biologically determined racism (also understood as scientifi c racism), 
and the ravages of slavery, Black nationalism maintained its roots in an Afri-
can core culture that espoused Black pride and identity through cultural and 
heritage preservation.25 In the context of this book, Black nationalism centers 
on a conscious ideology of racial solidarity and self-help among African Ameri-
cans, specifi cally as seen through these two women, who were committed to 
the vindication of the race by building bricks-and-mortar institutions. The col-
lective self-determination and identity formation of African Americans in the 
late nineteenth century is clearly expressed through their attempts to build a 
nation within the American cultural landscape composed entirely of all-Black 
institutions such as the church, school, and home. Although separatism and 
emigration were once considered preferred solutions to the “race problem” of 
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries among many African American 
leaders, Black women nationalists of a different era sought to empower and 
liberate African Americans in other ways. For African American women, nation 
building was but a single aspect of the much larger Black nationalist agenda: a 
series of complex racial projects for social, economic, and political betterment 
expressed through the built environment.

An examination of African American industrial education, school build-
ing, and social welfare activism demonstrates that African American women 
were purposefully invested in the physical design of their many community-
based institutions for race uplift. African American women were uniquely 
aware of the spatial power (and, in turn, a kind of spatial activism) that their 
social welfare institutions had in the making of what were radical agendas for 
social change and race-based advancement. These African American women 
were not simply the clients of architects (who, contemporaneously, were being 
rigorously trained and regulated as professionals in the latter part of the 
nineteenth century as industry, science, and mass education took hold in the 
United States) but as female clients, they were allying themselves with design-
ers, although they themselves may have lacked training in architecture or its 
allied arts.26 New scholarship is needed that cuts across traditional constructs 
of historical periodization for our broader understanding of race uplift institu-
tions founded by those women, who were undeterred by boundaries of gen-
der, class, and color—including gendered and racialized respectability—at the 
height of the Victorian era. As such, An Architecture of Education will employ an 
intersectional investigation into this particular arena of uplift.
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This book is not intended to be a comprehensive history of Black women 
in education; instead, it documents and situates the architectural and social 
history of two particular instances of nation building, and, nodding to the 
spatial turn that animates so much scholarly conversation today, demonstrates 
linkages between the construction of autonomous spaces, resistance against 
racism, and promotion of collective identity and community in an historical 
epoch of American oppression—the late nineteenth-century U.S. South.27 In 
spotlighting the work of Wright and Dean, this book acts as historical recovery, 
while also situating these women’s efforts in the inter- and multidisciplinary 
fi eld of African American studies, demonstrating linkages to women’s spatial 
reform work while also employing architectural history, historic preservation, 
women’s studies, and cultural studies.28 This interdisciplinary and intersec-
tional approach is intended to help the reader better understand the complex 
social and spatial dynamics of race, class, gender, and nation that were in play 
and that have shaped many of these cultural landscapes of educational reform. 
Rejecting subordinated assimilation, the institutions these women founded in 
the post–Civil War South may be understood as experiments in Black cultural 
and economic nationalism.29

Narrative Chapters

Chapter 1 examines the history of the postbellum Lost Cause and its con-
temporary relevance. Chapters 2 and 3 provide a historical framework with 
which to understand the architectural and social history of the period. 
Chapters 4 and 5 examine the histories of Wright and Dean, their respec-
tive schools, and how they claimed agency. The book does not frontload the 
careers of Wright and Dean; instead, it provides readers who might be unfa-
miliar with the period a critical spatial history of the late nineteenth century. 
Recent concerns in architectural history now consider historic preservation, 
historical recovery, and the social production of memory around the built 
environment in the African American community.30 Narratives written by 
architectural historians today must begin to critically engage with the social, 
political, and economic world “in which such works [in the built environ-
ment] serve as cultural and historical agents.”31 The built environments of 
African Americans as proposed were sometimes not realized, in addition to 
those that were built; both, however, must be seen as important historical 
agents in the movement for race uplift.

In chapter 1, An Architecture of Education recounts how, in the decades after 
the Civil War, as white southerners maintained their own “offi cial” culture 
through acts of racial violence, African Americans responded by continuing 
to develop a nationalist culture informed by the built environment and their 
heroic acts of agency. Despite white supremacists’ assaults on Black homes, 
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churches, schools, and even towns, the South remained home to fully 90 per-
cent of the almost ten million (9,733,313) African Americans living in the 
United States in 1910. Over 60 percent alone were living in the states of Ala-
bama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, and South Carolina. 
Education afforded hope, and eventually African Americans were to claim 
progress, with metrics such as illiteracy rates plummeting from 79.9 percent in 
1870 to 44.5 percent by 1900.32

As a milestone in American political will, material culture, and the built 
environment, the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition still looms large in 
the historical imagination. Chapter 2 examines the signifi cance of the 1893 
World’s Columbian Exposition on placemaking among African American 
women reformers and architects. Located on 690 acres on the South Side of 
Chicago, the Columbian Exposition opened its doors from May to October 
1893 to great popular acclaim, with attendance reaching twenty-seven million 
(fi gure 6). At an event celebrating culture, commerce, and national ideology 
and narrative of the industrial age of the late nineteenth century, the so-called 
“White City’s” Court of Honor and its neoclassical style “great buildings” con-
trasted with the chaos of the “savage” ethnological exhibitions of the nonwhite 
“other” in the Midway elsewhere on the fairgrounds.33 The message to visi-
tors was clear—there would be no doubt that the architectural spectacle of the 
Exposition had sublimely linked notions of Anglo-Saxon supremacy and West-
ern expansion to the imperial Roman past.

By 1893 African Americans had enjoyed thirty years of widespread emanci-
pation (although complicated by the wholesale collapse of Radical Reconstruc-
tion).34 However, segregation or Jim Crow was now the law in much of the 
United States, and early twentieth-century eugenics brought added vehemence 
and violence to Jim Crow: African Americans were decried as an underdevel-
oped race and it was the right and obligation of white men—either the “South-
ern Best Man” or the “New Southern Man” of the Progressive era—to rule.35 In 
the face of Southern segregation and terror, Ida B. Wells and many other Black 
female social reformers were laying out the political agenda of a gendered 
Black nationalism to counter American white hegemony.36 African American 
architects and social reformers challenged claims concerning separatism and 
strategies for subordinated assimilation at the Columbian Exhibition, and 
reappropriated its divisive imagery. In doing so, they co-opted the hegemonic 
material culture of the Exposition (and other architectural production of the 
Beaux Arts era) and transformed it into a working model for race betterment 
in the built environment—transforming it from the imperial to the progres-
sive—as they were forced to create their separate Black-based institutions.37

 An act of Congress had authorized the creation of the Exposition, calling 
for “an exhibition of the progress of civilization in the New World”—with lit-
tle acknowledgment that any such advances were achieved, in no small part, 
on the backs of the enslaved and indentured.38 The Midway, depicting the 
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supposed backwardness of peasant peoples from Africa, Asia, the Pacifi c, and 
the Middle East, essentially representing them as the “savage races”—Africans 
and American Indians, for example—were sequestered the farthest from the 
White City. Soon, however, by reappropriating the style of the “master class,” 
African Americans “attempted to employ the racialization of the Southern 
landscape to their advantage.”39 African Americans promoted a narrative of a 
new Black nation with its own identity and citizenship, and actively constructed 
Black self-help institutions that could provide safe space and refuge for Black 
citizens from racist hostility.

Chapter 3 frames the infl uence of dominant architectural practice on 
American campus design during the growth of normal and industrial schools 
in the South in the latter part of the nineteenth century. The American college 
campus had by then reimagined itself as a kind of utopia and a city of learn-
ing.40 The exurban settings of the prototypical American college—often far 
from settlements of any kind—required that “the college become even more 
fully a kind of miniature city.”41 Once imagined by Thomas Jefferson as a kind 
of “academical village,” the design of the American campus also “became an 
experiment in urbanism” (fi gure 7).42

Perhaps no African American institution of higher learning more fully 
realized these aspirations than the  Tuskegee State Normal School, founded 
in 1881 by African American reformer Booker T. Washington. The craft tra-
ditions—woodcarving, building, and ironsmithing—that built the antebellum 
South on the backs of the enslaved can be diffi cult to reconstruct because so 
much of the work went unrecorded. With African American higher education 
seemingly contested between classical versus industrial traditions, Washington 
and his “machine” were powerful advocates for industrial training, and so he 
required that his students participate in the construction of Tuskegee’s campus 
as a key component of their educational and moral training. As such, Black 
students constructed seemingly autonomous Black spaces (fi gure 8) despite 
the compromises that were implicit in Booker T. Washington’s larger com-
pact with Northern capital and the dominant White Southern establishment. 
Washington wrote that although he “knew that our fi rst buildings would [not] 
be comfortable or complete in their fi nish as buildings erected by the experi-
enced hands of outside workmen . . . but that in the teaching of civilization, 
self-help, and self-reliance, the erection of the buildings by the students them-
selves would more than compensate for any lack of comfort or fi nish.”43

“Jim Crow” laws—the name was derived originally from the minstrel song 
“Jump Jim Crow,” written in 1828—were enacted primarily in Southern states 
in the latter half of the nineteenth century, restricting many of the rights 
granted to African Americans after the Civil War. Culminating in the U.S. 
Supreme Court’s doctrine of “separate but equal” in the case of Plessy v. Fergu-
son of 1896, Jim Crow laws required that African Americans decamp to their 
own space—in the largest sense, that they make an exodus to their own lands 
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or their own nation.  As if to rally this nation, writer and social reformer Anna 
Julia Cooper employs the biblical Exodus tale, making an explicit comparison 
with this, the African American nation, and the nation of Israel in her work, A 
Voice from the South (1892): “We look within that we may gather together once 
more practical methods, address ourselves to the tasks before us. We look 
forward with hope and trust that the same God whose guiding hand led our 
fathers through and out of the gall and bitterness of oppression.”44 Sensing 
an opportunity in the face of what might otherwise be calamity, Cooper writes, 
“to be a woman of the Negro race in America, and to be able to grasp the deep 
signifi cance of the possibilities of the crisis, is to have a heritage. . . . No plan for 
renovating society, no scheme for purifying politics, no reform in church or in 
state, no moral, social, or economic question, no movement upward or down-
ward in the human plane is lost on her.”45

In chapter 4, An Architecture of Education pivots to the personal biographies 
and microhistories of two African American women reformers of the Progres-
sive era. One, Elizabeth Wright, had been forever altered by her experience 
at Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee Institute, an experience that led her 
to claim agency and seize the singular opportunity lying ahead for African 
American women who wished to better the race. Additionally, the relation-
ships with key race women during her tenure as a student at the Tuskegee 
Institute had solidifi ed her resolve to contribute to an expansive social move-
ment, while at the same time it encouraged her further education. Much as 
Booker T. Washington had appealed to Northern capital and its agents—the 
Rockefellers, and Andrew Carnegie et al.—to bankroll the Institute, so would 
Wright appeal in the 1890s to another cohort of Northern philanthropists—
Ralph Voorhees of New Jersey, in particular—to eventually establish Voorhees 
College in rural Denmark, South Carolina. Wright’s initial vision of an all-
Black race-based institution and model educational community was unique in 
the state of South Carolina, and was signifi cant as a site spearheaded entirely 
by the efforts of an African American woman. Wright supported industrial 
education and believed that the school should follow Tuskegee’s example 
in all its endeavors. Unfortunately, Voorhees’s typically straitened fi nances 
were such that it was diffi cult to implement development for all its programs. 
 Trades taught at Voorhees included farming, bricklaying, plumbing, carpen-
try, wheelwrighting, blacksmithing, painting, printing, cooking, laundering, 
sewing, millinery, housekeeping, nursing, and mattress making. Other curri-
cula offered at Voorhees included reading, writing, and arithmetic.46 Today, 
Voorhees College continues with its mission on the same campus that Eliza-
beth Wright founded in 1893.

During its tenure, Jennie Dean’s  Manassas Industrial School grew from 
a bare one hundred–acre site to a two hundred–acre campus. The school 
held classes in sewing, carpentry, laundry, blacksmithing, wheelwrighting, 
cooking, dairying, and poultry husbandry; its eight instructors also assumed 
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the teaching of strictly academic subjects. Despite the abuse that slavery had 
infl icted upon her, Dean summoned the strength to promote training classes 
for African Americans in the face of national and, in particular, local white hos-
tility as whites regarded the education of Blacks as a means of openly subvert-
ing the legitimacy of white supremacy.

Chapter 5 looks critically at these all-Black schools as early efforts to con-
struct the physical sites of race betterment. Architectural training was con-
sidered one of the “most important divisions of Tuskegee’s work,” providing 
the basis for the erection of some twenty-three buildings at the school site by 
1901. Booker T. Washington’s experiment in campus planning in particular 
had provided young architects with the opportunity to design their own monu-
mental Black City in microcosm and experiment with issues of urbanism. As 
at the Columbian Exposition, Beaux Arts monumentality would inform the 
plan “parti” for the Manassas Industrial School, where ten pavilion-like struc-
tures were to be interspersed along a series of one-story dormitories arranged 
around a terraced “great lawn,” somewhat reminiscent of Thomas Jefferson’s 
seminal arrangement of buildings around the open lawn at the University 
of Virginia’s “academical village.”47 Manassas’s placement of administration 
buildings and residences for various school offi cials and the incorporation of 
a secondary axis suggests the dual role of the industrial school to help educate 
its students in both the manual trades and provide them with elements of a lib-
eral arts education. Meanwhile at Voorhees, the striking scale and grandeur of 
its overall design is a testament to the educational authority and permanence 
that was intended for this institution founded by African Americans. Moreover, 
it was believed that community building would be an essential part of African 
American architectural practice—in the words of Booker T. Washington, it 
would connect “the school with life, thus making it a center and a source of 
interest that might gradually transform the communities about them”—and, 
as such, architects initially trained at places like Tuskegee would approach the 
study and practice of architecture very differently from those trained only at 
elite Northern white schools.48

As African Americans painfully built upon their heritages under enslave-
ment in the nadir of Jim Crow, Southern whites invented and promoted the 
Lost Cause, a white antebellum Southern cultural narrative of valor, chivalry, 
and martyrdom. The Lost Cause was recognized in particular as a literary phe-
nomenon, shaped largely by journalists and fi ction writers, who gave their audi-
ence a sense of belonging to an “imagined community” of the “Old South.” 
With elite white Southern women assigned the mantle of “guardians of the 
past,” they expanded the boundaries of propriety and voluntarism, allowing 
elite white women to infl uence the making of a Southern tradition in “public 
history.” Thus, throughout the last decades of the nineteenth century, advo-
cates of the Lost Cause (fi gure 9) would found a number of colleges and insti-
tutions throughout the South as memorials to their fallen Confederate heroes, 
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seemingly in tandem with Black attempts to recover and commemorate their 
own heritage. Opposed to the narrative of the Lost Cause were those African 
American writers and reformers of the late nineteenth century involved in the 
production of race literature, who believed that such a literature would pro-
vide a “pattern-book” to promote race uplift strategies. Race literature would 
ensure the careful promotion and preservation of important events, “saving 
from obstruction and obliteration what is good, helpful, and stimulating.”49

If white women believed that it was their primary goal to preserve Southern 
culture through a carefully scripted interpretation of the past, Black women, 
on the other hand, such as Jennie Dean and Elizabeth Evelyn Wright had 
determined that radical social reform would be made possible only through 
mass education for African Americans. Black women’s efforts to exploit the 
junctures of public and private space in political culture had a lasting impact, 
despite whites’ continued attempts to hinder African American institutions 
from maturing into viable centers of race education and community advance-
ment. At school sites such as Voorhees and Manassas, African Americans were 
surrounded by the physical artifacts, stories, and traditions that testifi ed to 
their enslavement and liberation. On these campuses, African Americans were 
no longer simply replicating traditional architectural forms: they would instead 
transform the symbolic meaning of white dominance and social control long 
embedded in the classical architectural orders as a means of expressing their 
own power over cultural production. By reconfi guring the American ideal of 
an all-white nationalist and exclusive spatial culture, African American women 
seized a place for themselves and their communities.

An Architecture of Education examines how African American women, as edu-
cators and reformers, built their educational institutions in racist and hostile 
environments throughout the New South in the last decades of the nineteenth 
century. The spatial turn of the academy over the past twenty years—popular-
ized by the work of white male social theorists such as Henri Lefebvre, Michel 
Foucault, Manuel Castells, and Anthony Giddens—has failed to adequately the-
orize the lived experiences of African Americans and their complex relation-
ship with the American cultural landscape.50 Countless scholars have argued 
that spaces and places can be constituted as subjects and analyzed as material 
evidence, seemingly bearing witness to varying forms of violence and cultural 
trauma brought on by state-sponsored injustice. Few scholars have, however, 
made the linkage between Black women and their social reform work as it 
impacted the American built environment beginning in the late nineteenth 
century.51 By addressing the absence of African American women in the spa-
tial narrative of American public and civic culture, An Architecture of Education 
attempts to reinstate their presence.
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