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Letter From The President
George T. French, Jr.
President, Clark Atlanta University
Greetings,
It is an honor to welcome you to this special volume of Phylon: The Clark Atlanta
University Review of Race and Culture, written to celebrate 100 years of social work
at Clark Atlanta University. I applaud the Whitney M. Young, Jr. School of Social
Work and the guest editors who solicited contributions from both faculty and
alumni across the country to curate this celebratory volume of scholarship around
both historical and contemporary social issues. The authors point out that some
100 years ago during Jim Crowism and pervasive racism, professional social work
(in the South) was founded primarily here in the Atlanta University Center. The
School of Social Work, since its inception, has always stood for justice, equality,
and excellence. Values and traits that are still with us today. Some contributions to
this volume are centered around the history and leadership of the school and the
challenges which were faced. Others analyze the impact of the school’s focus on
cultural sensitivity and an afro-centric curriculum designed to assist underserved
communities and the social work profession.
I hope that you find the contents of this volume as insightful and thoughtprovoking as I do. The authors have brought to life luminaries such as W.E.B. Du
Bois, Lugenia Burns Hope, E. Franklin Frazier, and other leaders and scholars who
paved our path, and in whom we will forever be indebted. As we move forward,
it is incumbent upon current scholars and practitioners, as those included in this
volume, to show us new ways to face the rising sun.
Social work and other helping professions are in high demand to help overcome
the problems now plaguing the country, i.e., the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic on people of color, perennial racism, and mental health challenges such
as depression for many of our young people. These challenges provide great
opportunities for both researchers and practitioners to collaborate to produce
scholarship to help eradicate negative systemic issues in our country. As you read
these articles remember that it was here, and at our sister institutions, where the
desire and skills to help others in a compassionate and professional way was
borne and advanced; yet, many of the figures discussed in these articles have not
received their just rewards. As President of Clark Atlanta University, I believe
this volume will help fill that void and I will do all that I can to see that their rich
legacy is not forgotten.
Sincerely,
George T. French, Jr., Ph.D.
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Greetings
Jenny Jones
Dean, Whitney M. Young, Jr. School of Social Work Clark Atlanta University

As we bring to a close our celebration honoring and remembering our 100
years of providing social work education to both the state and nation, I am
pleased that the editors of this special
volume of Phylon requested me to give
a few comments. It is both an honor and
pleasure to serve as the 13th Dean of
the Whitney M. Young, Jr School of Social Work. The School holds the distinction of being the oldest School of Social
Work at an Historically Black College/
University (HBCU) in the nation and in
the world, and the first to be accredited
in the state of Georgia There is a strong
tradition of African Americans being
trained at HBCUs in the field of social
work (Aubrey et al. 2016; Phillips 2017).
According to E. Franklin Frazier (1957),
there have been historically many opportunities for African Americans within the social work field. Consequently,
trained social workers were needed to
address the varied and complex needs
of African Americans. Frazier urged social workers to create those opportunities by building cooperative businesses,
self-help groups, clubs for youths, and
schools at a time when raising the professional status of social workers was
the profession's primary goal (Platt and
Chandler 1988).
Thus, our existence is not by accident,
rather, a more deliberate call to address

the unmet needs of Black Americans,
who at the time were living under the
rule of White Supremacy. Ironically, and
disturbingly, the School is celebrating its
centennial at a time when the country
is experiencing a resurgence of various
forms of racist behaviors, rooted in the
notion of White privilege that created
the need for a School of social work for
Black social workers a century ago. Racism has been lurking just beneath the
surface of reality, a reality that coddles
just enough but confirms its existence
with hurtful and striking blows of injustice.
HBCU social work schools and programs around the country continue to
face many challenges as we move into
the 21st century such as departments
closing, faculty layoffs, declining enrollments, rise of online education and
changes in federal funding (Yazeed
2015). This reality is no exception for us.
The School has undergone several transformations over the years in managing
the effects of the external environmental changes that have implications for
its sustainability and relevancy in a dynamic and ever changing socio-cultural
and political landscape in American society. This ever-changing environmental
context has created both challenges and
opportunities as the School has endeavored to maintain institutional visibility,
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its unique identity as an institution of
higher learning for Blacks, and the vision of its founders.
Today, the School has evolved as the
hub of black intellectual thought and
continues to be influenced by the work
of Du Bois. This is reflected in the curriculum as students are prepared, including intellectual activism, maintaining
its roots in the Afrocentric perspective
and the tradition of objective research
as a tool for documenting and seeking
solutions to the problems impacting the
Black community. In addition, the condition of conducting research is carried
forward in our doctoral program. A primary objective of the program is to increase the number of African American
and other historically underrepresented
groups for careers in teaching, research,
social policy analysis, and human service management. Since the introduction of the doctoral program in 1984 our
graduates hold positions of leadership
in academia, policy making governmental agencies, and private sector social
work agencies.
As we celebrate our 100th year, there
is much upon which we proudly reflect,
particularly during a time when issues regarding disparity and inequality
among African Americans continues to
persist. We have remained steadfast in
ensuring that the Afrocentric perspective
is integrated into our curriculums, which
reinforces the ideology and principles
around the development of the School.
In keeping with the historic mission of
cooperation vs. competition, the development of school resources advancing
the Afrocentric perspective competence
in the classroom, on campus, and in the
field have been well received. The lega-
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cies of Frazier and Washington's live on
in the continued viability of the Whitney
M. Young Jr. School of Social Work at
Clark Atlanta University (Barrow, 2007).
As the School moves forward, I see
a new decade on the horizon that will
strengthen the School through strategic
collaborations in areas such as continuing education, financial capability and
asset building, data science, increased
partnerships in field education, and
the plan for an Endowed Chair. As we
stand together in the elevation of ‘making a way or finding one’, we recognize
that the preservation of who we are,
what we stand for and respect for history was at the forefront 100 years ago
and continues to guide us as we prepare
social work scholars to lift up marginalized populations.
___________________________________
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Preface to the Special Edition of Phylon on the History
of Clark Atlanta University’s Whitney M. Young. Jr.
School of Social Work 1920-2020
Alma J. Carten
New York University

I have been invited by the guest editors, of this volume of Phylon, Dr. June G.
Hopps (the Thomas J. Parham Professor
at the Graduate School of Social Work at
the University of Georgia),and Dr. Ruby
Gourdine (professor and chair of the Direct Practice Sequence and co-chair of
the Human Behavior in the Social Environment curriculum areas at Howard
University School of Social Work) to
give both a preface, to the volume and
an overview of my book Find A Way or
Make One; A documentary history of Clark
Atlanta University Whitney M. Young. Jr.
School of Social Work 1920-2020 (Oxford
University Press). I would like to interject, that in addition to overseeing the
publication of this special issue, both
guest editors, are prolific contributors to
the historical social work literature undertaken from a Black perspective. See
for example, Hopps, Lowe and Clayton,
(2019) and Brown, Gourdine and Crewe
(2011). I am honored to be given this
daunting task and hope that I can shed
some insights into the history of social
work at Clark Atlanta University (CAU)
through discussing my book and years
of practice utilizing the CAU model.
As a fellow alumni of the School of
Social Work, and all my colleagues, who

were educated in the tradition of social
justice and social change emphasis embraced by the School’s founders, Drs.
Hopps and Gourdine, also shared, what
in part, was my motivation for writing the
book: concerns about the diminishing interests of social work students, especially
among those favoring clinical practice, in
the history of social welfare resulting in
a marginalization of course offerings in
the policy and research curriculum areas.
With these concerns in mind, my book
highlights the significance of social welfare history in the social work curriculum,
and the importance of including the work
of Black thought leaders and social work
scholars for an accurate recounting of the
history of the profession as it emerged in
the United States and especially how CAU
shaped the discourse. CAU and the profession dealt with over the past century
was how to balance a career in micro or
macro practice, while not neglecting the
importance of research and policy curriculum areas. Therefore, the conceptual
underpinnings of the book integrate assumptions from an Afrocentric and Black
perspective with social work’s ecological
theoretical perspective. This perspective
includes the “person in the social environment” approach and served as the lens for
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the interpretation and analysis of information yielded from the review of archival and other documents relevant to the
School’s history.
The underlying assumptions of the
Afrocentric perspective, taught at CAU
and stressed in my book, aligns it with
the intent of social work’s ecological, person in the environment, strengths-based
approach that acknowledges the interdependence of people with larger networks
of social, economic, and political systems.
And in doing so recognizes the barriers in
larger institutional structures that serve
as obstacles to the full societal participation of certain groups of historic concern
to the profession. Concepts drawn from
the ecological theoretical framework serve
as long established guiding principles for
curriculum development in all schools of
social work. These concepts guided the
approach taken by the School’s founders as they engaged in a study process to
establish the need for a training school
for “colored” social workers in the segregated South. In this regard, the School’s
founders may well be viewed as pioneering the Afrocentric perspective, a concept
that is now extensively used and widely
accepted in the lexicon of the social work
literature.
Using a qualitative research design
and drawing largely upon data retrieved
from the archival holdings of the institution’s Robert Woodruff Library, the book
examines the history of the subject school
as it unfolded over a century of U.S. history when the "separate but equal" doctrine was accepted in both law and custom. Spearheaded by a group of leading
scholars and social activist in Atlanta,
Georgia, the School opened its doors in
October 1920 as an independent institu-
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tion of higher learning to train “Negro”
social workers to work in the city’s dramatically underserved Black neighborhoods.
With racial segregation being the law of
the land, they envisioned creating a pipeline for dispersing a cohort of professional
social workers across the nation who
were uniquely qualified to serve Black
ommunities.
At the time of the School’s founding,
Atlanta was described as the most segregated city in the South. By the mid-1900s
it had overcome considerable race-based
environmental obstacles and was the
leading voice on social work practice in
the Black community. And as envisioned
by its founders, alumni of the School were
staffing social service agencies in both the
North and the South.
The book examines the societal forces
influencing the School’s trajectory over an
evolutionary process from its founding
in 1920 as an independent institution of
higher learning designated as the Atlanta
School of Social Work, to its 1938 affiliation with Atlanta University to become
the Atlanta University School of Social
Work, the 1988 merger of Atlanta University and Clark College when it became
Clark Atlanta University School of Social
Work, and to its renaming in 2000 as Clark
Atlanta University Whitney M. Young Jr.
School of Social Work.
This process is contextualized in consideration of time and place and described
against the backdrop of changing U.S. social welfare policy, Council on Social Work
Education (CSWE) Educational Policy
and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) and
professional trends as reflected in amendments to the Code of Ethics of the National Association of Social Workers (NASW).
This study approach enriches the content

Alma J. Carten

and makes the book a useful tool for teaching across social work core curriculum areas.
A major contribution that the book
makes is that it presents a chronological
examination of critical events influencing
the process of curriculum development
and renewal concurrent with an examination of corresponding eras of U.S. history. The narrative highlights the changing thrusts in U.S. social welfare policy
and takes a closer look at the implications
of local practices of racial discrimination
as these policies were implemented in
Georgia and Atlanta. The ongoing struggle for Black civil rights in the segregated
South is an integrating theme throughout
the book. Mega events such as the Great
Migration, two world wars, the Depression, the enactment of the 1935 Social Security Act and the safety net programs,
and abandonment of the safety-net philosophy that began under the conservative
policies of New Federalism of the 1980s,
the civil rights movement and the predictable white backlash as Blacks moved0
closer to achieving full citizenship are
among the back stories of the environmental context in which the history of the
School unfolded.
The book is organized into three parts:
Beginnings; Moving the Legacy into the
20th Century; and At the Midpoint and
Beyond. Each chapter discusses in detail
events dealt with over each of the decades
of concern. These include the Georgia colonial period, Black enslavement and Indian Removal policies that together supported the economic flourishing of what
became the state of Georgia and the city of
Atlanta, the state Capitol, and the roots of
White Supremacy. It also includes the seed
planted by the American Mission Associa-
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tion in setting up a class for Freedmen in
Atlanta amidst the chaos in the city at the
end of the Civil War that became Atlanta
University and the academic home of the
School over its various transformations;
the influence of W.E.B. Du Bois who established the tradition of using research as
the driver of social change and means for
securing full citizenship for Blacks. Also
covered are Jesse O. Thomas’s speech on
the need for a training school for “Negro”
social workers given from the segregated
section of the 1920 Social Work Conference
bringing into sharp view the hypocrisy of
the profession on matters of race and the
catalyst for launching the School (Thomas
1967). This educational experiment was
initially referred to as the “Atlanta School”
when it opened with an enrollment of 14
students with the first classes taught in
space at Morehouse, donated by John
Hope, the college’s first African American
president. The inaugural curriculum drew
upon the work of Lugenia Burns Hope,
founder of the Neighborhood Union that
pioneered a community organizing strategy that used an evidenced-based approach for serving Black neighborhoods
(Rouse 1984).
Moving into the 20th century under
the directorships of E. Franklin Frazier,
and Forrester B. Washington, both Urban
League fellows, the School continued the
research emphasis, a Black perspective,
and the tradition of partnering with affiliates of the National Urban League (NUL)
to serve as a pipeline for growing a skilled
social work leadership committed to serve
the Black community. Frazier was less accommodating to the status quo which was
essential for garnering the favor of University board members. His controversial
publication drawing an equivalency be-
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tween white prejudice and insanity were
contributing factors to a short tenure as
director (Frazier 1927; Scheile 1999). His
influence in social work education continued with his collaboration with Inabel Burns in founding the school of social work at Howard University. And as
a trade-off for maintaining the School’s
accreditation, the research department
developed, under Washington’s directorship, a collaborative research agenda with
Atlanta social welfare agencies. This research agenda was undertaken to better
understand the problems and needs of
Blacks in both the rural and urban regions
of the state and was necessary because
such research had been discontinued. The
courses designed to support skills and
competencies for practice in Black communities had been scrubbed from the curriculum (Barrow 2007).
The civil rights years brought a renewed sense of intellectual agency among
Back social work scholars and educators
across the country who challenged the
relevancy of CSWE accreditation policies
favoring the European Worldview. The
faculties of the School and Howard University School of Social Work, the two leading social work schools at the time, joined
in these efforts with a National Institute of
Health grant and support of the CSWE by
convening a Black Task Force to develop a
model for the integration of diversity content into the curriculum of all accredited
social work programs. This work that led
to the establishment of the CSWE Minority Fellowship Program (MFP).
Desegregation proved to be a double
edge sword since the School no longer
had a monopoly on the “best of the Black
minds” and had to compete in what was
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far from an even playing field with the
well- resourced social work programs
in the predominately white universities. Nevertheless, according to Florence
Victoria Adams who had joined the faculty
during the early years, owing to Whitney
Young’s exceptional fundraising skills and
ability to engage with individuals across
many sectors, the School maintained its
stature and a stable student enrollment.
Yet, this was not without costs, when
Young stepped down from the deanship,
the School was no different from all other
CSWE accredited social work programs
(Adams 1981).
By the 1970s the School would undergo yet another transformation under the
deanship of Genevieve Hill, and the leadership of a new professoriate that reclaimed
Forester B. Washington’s emphasis on a
theory of social work practice with Blacks.
He asserted that social workers practicing
in Black communities needed to know all
that every social worker needed to know
and much more (Washington 1935). Formulated around Washington’s vision, the
group conceptualized the autonomous social work practice model. The model was
grounded in humanistic values borrowed
from Dr. King’s vision of “The Beloved
Community” with an embedded political
ideology of Black nation building as the
framework for an Afrocentric perspective
and the foundation of the School’s educational philosophy. An entire chapter is
devoted to the life and legacy of Whitney
M. Young, Jr., whose tenure as dean supported a national visibility that led to his
appointment as director of the National
Urban League and ultimately catapulted
him into becoming one of the country’s
most preeminent civil rights leaders. The
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last chapters address the current environment in which the divisiveness of the political discourse in the country resembles
the seed for what would become the University and academic home of the School
that was planted in the city of Atlanta
amidst the devastation of the Civil War.
Finally, this overview of my book
hopefully demonstrates that it is an important contribution to the social welfare
historical literature. The book illuminates
the pioneering work of Black thought
leaders, social activists, and social work
educators who struggled against racism
and advocated for the inclusion of a Black
perspective in social work education and
how CAU stressed these ideals. Yet, their
scholarship, contributions by Blacks, have
been under-reported, erased, or distorted
in the “mainstream” literature. The book
brings into wider public view the contributions of these scholars who were at the
vanguard of developing a race critical perspective that today is required content for
all CSWE accredited programs. Without
CAU, and the Atlanta developments, this
would not have happened. Moreover, in
recounting the history of the School from a
Black perspective, the book, contributes to
correcting the historical record on the development of the profession as described
in the preponderance of literature, and for
the most part as taught in social work programs. It is also published at a time when
unprecedented events have yet again surfaced deeply ingrained racial inequities
endemic to the country since its founding
prompting a racial reckoning like no other
time in the nation’s history. As concerning as these events are, perhaps the silver
lining is that they open new windows of
opportunities for the School to reclaim its
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position established by its founders as the
leading voice on social work practice in
the Black community, and who provided
the moral leadership that is so wanting at
this time.
___________________________________
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Celebrating 100 Years Of Social Work At The Clark
Atlanta University's Whitney M. Young Jr. School*
Obie Clayton
Clark Atlanta University
Ruby Gourdine
Howard University
June Gary Hopps
University of Georgia

We begin by celebrating and congratulating The Whitney M. Young Jr. School
of Social Work at 100! Embedded in the
spirit and voice of " I will find a way or
make one," this special moment presents
an opportunity to reflect on an impactful history and the cultural environment in which a consequential School
began, while at the same time looking
forward as we forecast a promising future. Although underscoring the contextual immediacy, there is time and space
to honor leaders of the past and their
achievements; however, there was never a period when the external environment honored constitutional ideologies
of equality, social justice, and economic
access.
In this special edition of Phylon,
founded by W.E.B. Du Bois at Atlanta
University in 1940, we celebrate the profound intellectual curiosity, masterful

strategic planning and analysis, dedicated leadership, and the unbridled determination and inspiration of men and
women who moved a great idea forward. A school of social work emerged.
Today, The Clark Atlanta University’s
Whitney M. Young Jr. School of Social
Work (WMYJr. SSW) exists because of its
original purpose which is summarized
in a quote from Forrester B. Washington,
Director of the Atlanta School of Social
Work from 1927 to 1954: “The existence
of black people in a predominantly unsympathetic hostile world is sufficient
for specialized training for social work
in the black community; for this position, the writer makes no apologies”
(History of CAU 2021).
This special edition recognizes and
acknowledges the longevity of the
WMYJr SSW and its contribution to the
field of social work. It is significant since
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it is the first Historically Black College
and University (HBCU) to offer a master's social work program. Its beginning is related to the formerly enslaved
condition, which necessitated a focus
on helping that oppressed population
cohort through exposure to concepts of
racial uplift, advocacy and opportunities for mutual aid undergirded by the
scientific method.
Traditional White Institutions (T.W.I.'s)
were segregated, particularly in the
deep south owing to the law of the land,
Plessy v Ferguson (1896), which codified
de jure segregation and enhanced de facto segregation. The University of Georgia launched its social work program in
1964, more than 40 years after Atlanta
University. Emory University debated
whether it would start a program but
decided not to take that course of action. The Atlanta School (now WMYJr.
SSW) was one of only two social work
schools in the deep south. It faced many
challenges due to racism in policies and
practices where segregation was embedded ---in the south, in Georgia, and in
the social work profession. Yet, it persisted and developed sufficient stature
to attract students from this country and
aboard who were interested in pursuing
a professional education (Hopps et al.
2019). The challenges and triumphs in
the education for generations of Black,
White, and other population cohorts
who have made their mark in the profession are narrated in this volume. Because of its geopolitical environment
and auspices, The Whitney M. Young
School Jr. School of Social Work had to
adhere to southern laws and mores /
epitome. The school's founding director
was Gary W. Moore (sometimes noted as
Garrity), a professor at Morehouse Col-
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lege, who served from 1920-1921. The
second director was E. Franklin Frazier,
a preeminent sociologist who led the
School from 1922 to 1926, followed by
Forrester B. Washington, who held the
directorship for 27 years (1927- 1954).
Whitney M. Young Jr. became the first
dean of the School and served from 19541961 and was undoubtedly the most internationally recognized leader at the
University, having later served as an advisor to three American Presidents and
Martin Luther King Jr. (Carten, 2021).
These leaders had stellar educational
preparation and made contributions to
the School that would sustain it over
time. All used the opportunity to build
upon the scholarly - scientific foundational thinking and academic prowess
of W.E. B. Du Bois. They understood the
marginal status and position of African
Americans and were determined to improve the plight of the race through the
preparation and education of expert culturally and cognitively knowledgeable
practitioners, who would go forth and
deliver professional services guided by
empiricism and often ” making a way or
finding a way ( Hopps et al. 2019).” Unquestionably these leaders were advocates for improving the general welfare
of all and particularly African Americans, and used their education, political
acumen and connections, personal commitment and vitality to build a program
that has endured. But it was a dedicated
woman who made the difference: Ms.
Lugenia Burns Hope.
Lugenia Burns Hope nurtured the
idea of a school of social work while at
the Neighborhood Union Settlement
in Atlanta with the support of her husband, John Hope, the first African American president of Morehouse College.
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Her idea was to establish training classes in social work offered through the
Neighborhood Union and presented via
a Social Service Institute at Morehouse.
This Institute grew and became the Atlanta School of Social Work (Rouse 1989,
48). Ms. Burns Hope was a graduate of
the Art Institute of Chicago (now Chicago Institute of Art and Design AID)
and worked in charcoal and prints but
used her artistic talents to teach millinery skills at the Neighborhood Union
Settlement where she also became president. She crafted her role in Atlanta
in keeping with the progressive social
reform movement of the early 20th century. Her leadership was influential and
impactful because of her knowledge and
passion for improved services for needful African Americans, and she was instrumental in gaining the support of her
husband, other leaders at The Atlanta
University Center, and because of her
capacity to network with other women
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leaders across the country (Carten 2021;
Rouse 1989).
To date, the WMYJr SSW has had 16
directors/ deans (please see Leaderhip
Table below) and graduated thousands
of students (Carten 2021). The early
leaders had the ominous task of creating
a viable program and finding community and financial support to sustain the
WMYJr SSW, which had an independent
status until it became a part of the Atlanta University Center in 1947 (Carten
2021; Hopps et al. 2019). This affiliation
occurred under Forrester B. Washington and was necessitated by the perils
related to accreditation of the School
by The America Association of Schools
of Social Work (AASSW) (Carten 2021).
The leaders were restricted by segregation, discrimination, and professional
apartheid. Indeed, the WMYJr SSW was
fortunate to have had leaders who had
the wherewithal to build a program for
which there was no model.

The Leadership of the Whitney M. Young, Jr. School of Social Work
Atlanta School of Work Directors

Years Served

Significant Contribution(s)

Gary (Garrity ) W. Moore

1920-1921

Professor at Morehouse. First
Director, established a social work
curriculum; Died in 1923 while on
leave to complete a Ph.D.

E. Franklin Frazier

1922-1926

Joint appointments with
Morehouse College and Atl.
University; married sociology
and social work; distinguished
scholar and outspoken critic of
segregation.
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Forrester B. Washington

1927-1954

Served for a short period in
F.D.R.'s Black Cabinet as head of
the Negro Division, the Federal
Emergency Relief Administration
(FERA); Outspoken on inequities
of blacks during the depression
era and in New Deal programs;
committed to the cause of social
work in the black community;
achieved accreditation of the
School; and proficient fundraiser.

Whitney M. Young, Jr.

1954-1961

Promoted aggressive approach to
civil rights; connected program to
individuals across class and racial
groups; advisor to the Atlanta
Student Movement; Advisor to
three presidents of the United
States ( John F. Kennedy, Lyndon
B. Johnson, and Richard Nixon)
and M.L. King Jr.

Florence Victoria Adams

1961-1961

Interim Dean; master teacher
and advisor for generations of
students.

William S. Jackson, Ph.D.

1961-1968

First Ph.D. educated Dean;
Studied the implications of Title
IV of 1964 Civil Rights Acts for
schools of social work; presented
and published results in 1966 at
CSWE and JSWE; acknowledged
social work students’ demand for
activism and Black equality

Genevieve T. Hill

1968-1979

A psychiatric social worker who
led the School to recapture a
focus on African Americans' with
an emphasis on macro practice;
served as chair of CSWE Black Task
Force, leading to the refinement
of the autonomous social work
model undergirded by humanistic
values and the Afrocentric
perspective.

Obie Clayton - Ruby Gourdine - June Gary Hopps
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Clarence D. Coleman

1979-1984

Doctoral degree was established;
expanded the partnership with
the National Urban League as
a pipeline for social work
leadership.

Janice S. Vaughn

1984

Interim Dean for summer and
faculty member

Mamie Darlington

1987-1989 Interim

Taught for over 20 years; focus on
school social work

Lou Beasley

1989-1994

Known for scholarship on children
and families

Richard Lyle

1994-1998;2003-2004;2007
Interim Dean

Long term faculty member
who served as Interim Dean on
numerous occasions

Dorcas Bowles

1998-2007
2014-

Name of School changed to W.
M .Y. Jr. under her leadership;
advanced clinical practice
concentration approved; became
vice president of the University;
current Interim Provost

Rufus Sylvester Lynch

2004-2007

Developed a strategic seven-point
plan for School

Vimala Pillari

2008-2015

The Center for Children and
Families (C.C.F.) was founded, and
certificate in School social work
was reestablished

Jenny L. Jones

2015 - present

Noted educator in children’s
services; Chaired the celebration
of the 100th anniversary of the
School;

Source of Data: Alma J. Carten (2021)
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This volume is organized using
three perspectives: History and Beginning, A Theoretical Perspective and A
Contemporary Problem. In the area of
History and Beginning, scholars articulate the WMYJr SSW's legacy and promise, starting with Jerome Schiele and M.
Sebrena Jackson in an article entitled
“The Atlanta School of Social Work and
the Professionalization of “ Race Work.”
These authors highlight the extensive
and purposeful work that three influential leaders did in cementing the legacy
of the first school of social work focused
on African Americans. They identified E. Franklin Frazier, Forrester B.
Washington, and Whitney M. Young Jr.
Frazier was concerned about the deficits that African Americans experienced
due to their enslavement. Washington
focused on creating a school that was
available to train the numbers of social
workers needed to serve the African
American community and enhanced the
“race-focused “curriculum. Young focused on policy and politics to improve
African Americans' status. All of these
efforts were situated in “race work”
since that was the theme that solidified
the curriculum and built upon the history of this storied institution.
Hope Arrives for Atlanta: Lugenia
Burns-Hope and the Role of Women in
the Development of The Atlanta University School of Social Work by Clayton
and Hopps expand upon the leadership and foundational work of Lugenia
Burns Hope and other women leaders in
Atlanta. Burns Hope served at the beginning of the 20th century as the visionary
president of the Neighborhood Union
Settlement, an agency led by women.
Her leadership and particularly her ca-
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pacity for networking and collaboration
moved a modest and practical idea of
education and service to others to a phenomenal ending in the development of a
professional school of social work..
Frederica Barrow writes about Forrester B. Washington, who was the
longest-serving director of the WMYJr
SSW. She describes him as a transformative leader whose work covered the
late 1920’s to the advent of the civil
rights era. He is portrayed as a “nation
builder” who effectively worked with
diverse groups and he was recognized ,
as a consummate fundraiser. This article
is important because it acknowledges a
prominent leader who is often neglected
in the social work literature.
Gourdine, Davis, and Howard review the origins of programs at four early Schools: Atlanta University, Bishop
Tuttle School of Social Work, Fisk University, and Howard University. Information unique to the environment and
auspices of each program is discussed.
Three of these programs, with the exception of Bishop Tuttle, still exist. The
Tuttle program focus was not on professional caring in the context of race work
but rather on self-help. Therefore, the
level of professionalization was always
questioned as the Bishop Tuttle's focus
was on , the preparation of formerly enslaved in low status /skills jobs in keeping with southern expectations. The
authors highlight the three remaining
goals of the WMYJr SSW which identify
an inclusive, demonstrative, altruistic
nature of social work as articulated by
Abraham Flexner (1915 ) as an attribute
of social work. They also discuss how
social justice was not always achieved
owning to discrimination against Afri-
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can Americans.
The article, “Three Pioneers at Clark –
Atlanta University: Their Impact on Dismantling Racial Scaffolding” by Johnnie
Hamilton-Mason, Nancy Wewiorski,
and Robbie Tourse, focused on Atlanta
University's three luminaries and presented a Theoretical Perspective. They
begin their article by discussing W.E.B.
Du Bois who was not a member of the
School of social work faculty. However,
he did have an enormous impact on the
foundational thinking and development
of the School. It was his scientific work
on studying African American communities that helped establish the curriculum. Building upon this legacy was E.
Franklin Frazier, who was a noted sociologist and scholar. He endorsed the use
of the scientific method as a way to teach
students, thus aiding professionalizing
the curriculum. Whitney M. Young Jr.
brought yet another dimension: civil
rights activism and community organizing. The authors documented these
leaders’ upbringing and education,
which placed them in positions of dismantling racism using “scaffolding” as
a concept (Tourse et al. 2018).
A Contemporary Problem:
Arguably “… unprecedented events have
yet again surfaced deeply ingrained racial inequalities endemic to the country
since its founding prompting a racial
reckoning like no other time in the nation’s history.” This sentiment expressed
by Carten in the foreword, is captured
in the article by Ellis and Ellis who address a controversial contemporary issue police brutality that most heavily
impacts the Black community. In keeping with the ingrained racial inequities,
police brutality has antecedents in the
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postbellum period when Jim Crow was
ever present de facto and de jure. Echoes
of those tribulations are manifested in
the Ellis and Ellis presentation. Timelyyes. Frightening yes again! Hence this
presentation is included in this historic
volume. They discussed police brutality
and how it is connected to the racism that
still exists. They provide extensive case
data drawn from historical and current
print media on police brutality across
the country against African Americans
who reside in marginalized communities. The presentation is augmented by
a discussion and suggestions for police
reform and the immediacy for systemic
transformational change.
We hope that you will enjoy and
learn from what these talented scholars
and thought leaders have presented in
this volume. It is a potpourri of perspectives relative to the historical and
contemporary development of the Whitney M. Young Jr. School of Social Work.
The publication of this edition of Phylon
represents the culmination of a yearlong celebration of the achievements in
service and education by the School. It
is fitting that this celebratory message
is carried in a journal that a pioneering
thought leader founded and whose intellect is foundational to the work at the
School. An astounding feature is that all
of the authors present similar versions
of the School’s founding and intellectual
maturation over the past century. There
are no contradictory stances relative
to varying ideologies, brave and bold
leadership, relevant missions or social
impact; hence the richness of the discourse can be found in the explication
of the topics above. Immensely unbelievable for the time period , the odds of
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such amazing societal accomplishments
were not prodigious. Others would not
have dared to accept the challenge contemplated by the pioneers who built the
school. The actions of the pioneers were
not socially or legally sanctioned but
were implemented out of their strong belief and commitment that they too were
worthy of educational and service benefits that others enjoyed. The founders
believed and demonstrated their commitment to social justice and fairness for
all mankind. These intellectually gifted
pioneers created a school which was focused on race work in efforts to promote
uplift and justice for severely neglected
formerly enslaved people.
*The school has had several names Atlanta
School of Social Work at Morehouse College, the Atlanta University School of Social
Work: Clark Atlanta School of Social Work
and the Whitney M. Young, Jr, School of
School of Social Work. These names are used
interchangeably throughout the article

__________________________________
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The Atlanta School of Social Work and the
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Abstract
“Race work” was a concept used by 19th century African-American social
reformers to describe their activities to counter the racial injustice that victimized
and vilified African-Americans. Race work was integrated in many African-American
mutual aid societies and other organizations, but it was the establishment of
the Atlanta University School of Social Work that significantly advanced the
professionalization of the race work tradition in social work education and practice.
Although the tradition of race work has been discussed in the social work literature,
its link to and influence on the early leaders of the Atlanta School has not been
thoroughly addressed. This paper examines how the professionalization of race
work was advanced by the ideas and activities of the early leaders of the Atlanta
School, namely E. Franklin Frazier, Forrester B. Washington, and Whitney M. Young,
Jr, and it discusses how this tradition can be used today to help social work refocus
its attention on the continued significance of racism.
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African Americans have a rich history of social welfare that reaches back
to the days of slavery (Carlton-LaNey
1999; Martin and Martin 2002; PeeblesWilkins and Francis 1990; Weaver 1992).
A core aspect of the African-American social welfare tradition is race work (Ibid.).
Race work was the term used by 19th
and early 20th century African-American reformers and others to capture the
activities they engaged in to promote the
survival, well-being, and advancement
of African-Americans (Carlton-LaNey
2001; Martin and Martin 2002). Powered
by a deep sense of collective purpose
and destiny, race work emerged largely
as a necessary response to the ravages
of persistent racial injustice (Day and
Schiele 2013; Martin and Martin 2002).
This injustice compelled African Americans to initiate social welfare activities
that sought to shield and protect them
from racial oppression, and that helped
them to resist and eliminate the social
forces that fostered its existence.
The early formal manifestations
of race work occurred through various mutual aid societies, the women’s
club movement, and Black churches (Carlton-LaNey 1999; Martin and
Martin 2002; Peebles-Wilkins and Francis 1990). The formalization of race
work enhanced at the turn of the 20th
century and was largely a function of
the establishment of several large organizations, such as the National Association of Colored People and the
National Urban League, that sought to
advance African Americans’ quest for
freedom, justice, and equality (Day and
Schiele 2013; Martin and Martin 2002).
However, race work’s professionalization was significantly propelled in 1920
with the establishment of the Atlanta
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University School of Social Work (referred to in the paper as the “Atlanta
School”). Through its early administrators, the Atlanta School significantly
advanced the professionalization of the
race work tradition in social work education, theory, and practice. Race work
was the foundation through which
the early leaders of the Atlanta School,
such as E. Franklin Frazier, Forrester B.
Washington, and Whitney M. Young, Jr.,
contested American racism and advocated for racial justice and equality.
Although the tradition of race work
has been discussed in the social work literature, its link to and influence on the
early leaders of the Atlanta School has
not been thoroughly addressed. Examining how the tradition of race work influenced the thinking and activities of the
early Atlanta School leaders is pivotal in
understanding how a race-centered approach to social work education, theory,
and practice was one of the first expressions of what we now commonly refer
to as “culturally competent” social work
(Carten 2021).
Thus, this paper’s purpose is to examine how the professionalization of
the African-American tradition of “race
work” was fostered and significantly
facilitated through the establishment of
the Atlanta School of Social Work, with
special focus on the ideas and activities
promoted by its early leaders, namely
E. Franklin Frazier, Forrester B. Washington, and Whitney M. Young, Jr. This
paper also discusses how this early race
work professionalization can be employed today to help social work refocus
its attention on the continued significance of racism.
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ORIGINS AND OVERVIEW OF THE
RACE WORK TRADITION
Long before the term “social work”
was coined, “race work” had been
the social work of free Black people
(Martin and Martin 2002). Emerging out
of the 19th century, race work was the
individual and/or collective efforts African Americans engaged in to oppose,
eliminate, and offset the deleterious consequences of racial oppression. According to Carlton-LaNey (1999), the principles of self-help, race pride, mutual aid,
and social debt guided the practice of
those engaged in race work. Race work
also was community work that was spiritually driven. It was based on the idea
that Black people had a spiritual calling
to struggle for the freedom and uplift of
each other (Martin and Martin 2002).
Two institutions were key to the development and delivery of race work in
the African-American community: mutual aid societies and the Black church
(Williams 1984). The Free African Society, founded by Richard Allen and
Absalom Jones in Philadelphia in 1787,
is believed to be the first Black mutual
aid society (“The Free African Societies”
1967). The Free African Society set the
tone for race work in the late 18th century and throughout the 19th century
(Martin and Martin 2002). Its chief function was to provide social services. The
Free African Society appointed a committee of monitors to assess the needs
of the Society’s members and to dispense funds to address those needs. It
established the paradigm for race work
practice as it called for moral development, character building, protest, unity,
and education to improve the quality of
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Black life (Ibid.). The Free African Society
gave birth to many other mutual aid societies in free African-American communities and set the stage for the direction
race work would take. One such society,
The Independent Order of St. Luke in
Richmond, Virginia, was led by Maggie
Lena Walker from 1899-1934. Through
Walker’s work, the Order of St. Luke
started a bank, an emporium, administered social services to the sick and elderly, provided food to the indigent, and
offered employment referral services
(Schiele, Jackson, and Fairfax 2005).
Given the spiritual nature of race
work, the primary race work institution in the African- American community was the Black church (Martin and
Martin). Black churches were enormously responsible for the early formalization
of race work by sponsoring various social welfare services and racial protest
activities (Ibid.). Black ministers played
a crucial leadership role in shaping social welfare services and protest activities, as they frequently combined the
spiritual and material needs of African
Americans into one (Billingsley 1999).
Indeed, Black ministers like Richard
Allen and Absalom Jones opposed a religion that did not address the day-today practical needs of the people, nor
were they content with a Black church
that did not challenge the status quo
on behalf of oppressed Black people.
Because protest was the cornerstone of
race work, 19th century race men and
race women wanted the Black church to
be an activist church. The Black Church
became an institution with a mission for
spiritual growth and social support, as
well as offering a safe haven for community programs and a ministry that
focused on promoting social reform
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(Billingsley 1999; Williams, Jackson, Barnett, Pressley and Thomas 2019).
Martin and Martin (2002) contend that
Alexander Crummell and W.E.B.
Du Bois built upon the work of mutual
aid societies and the Black church by creating a race work social philosophy that
thrusted Black uplift into the 20th century. Crummell, an Episcopal minister,
believed that the Black church needed
to develop a race-conscious, race-work
ministry that was molded and prepared by Black teachers and professors
(Moses 1992). Du Bois also believed
that the church had vital race work to
perform in preparing Black people for
the demands of the 20th century. According to Martin and Martin, the most
important contribution of Crummell
and Du Bois was that they gave early
Black social workers a Black “strengths
perspective” centered around the concepts of “destiny, mutuality, teleological
optimism, divine gifts, human agency
and social debt” (116). These concepts
can be thought of as core race work
themes (Ibid.).
The concept of destiny implied that
race work as sacred work that linked
Black people and God as partners in
shaping their destiny. Although African
Americans experienced reprehensible
abuse at the hands of White Americans, Crummell preached that African
Americans were destined for greatness
(Moses). He urged Black people “to
march on…to that superiority and eminence which is our rightful heritage,
and which is evidently the promise of
our God!” (Ibid., 205). Crummell and
Du Bois also believed that the success of
race work required a focus on mutuality.
They both asserted that race unity was
needed to advance Black people and that
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the value of collectivity should eclipse
the value of individualism in race work
activities (Martin and Martin 2002).
Crummell and Du Bois also affirmed
the race work theme of teleological optimism. This optimism is the belief that
despite the adversity and oppression
experienced by Black people, the overall
design was for African Americans to be
free and demonstrate their special talents and gifts (Ibid.). Thus, race work required that Black people never lose faith
in a better tomorrow. Crummell and
Du Bois also discussed the special talents or “divine gifts” of African Americans (Ibid.). These “gifts” spoke to the
genius of Black people and their remarkable history and culture. The gifts also
were to be used for altruistic purposes
that promoted the ethic of caring and
sharing (Ibid.).
Human agency and social debt
were also important race work themes.
Crummell and Du Bois believed that
scholars and educated Black leaders
were the agents who should uplift the
Black masses (Ibid.). They both endorsed
an elitist perspective of racial uplift that
demanded that educated African Americans lead the masses into enlightenment
and racial progress. This was especially
revealed in Du Bois (1903) concept of the
“Talented Tenth,” which asserted that
“The Negro race, like all races, is going
to be saved by its exceptional men” (33).
Although this perspective reinforced a
top-down approach to leadership, both
Crummell and Du Bois believed that talented and educated African Americans
socially owed it to God and their race to
engage in activities that would advance
African Americans politically, economically, and culturally (Du Bois 1903; Martin and Martin 2002; Moses 1992).
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Crummell’s and Du Bois’ intellectualization of race work attracted many
early African-American social workers
and provided them with a framework
to guide their practice (Martin and
Martin 2002). This framework focused
heavily on building character, developing healthy families and viable community organizations, and sustaining
protest efforts against racial discrimination. Their experience with and protest
against racial discrimination would lay
the foundation for the establishment of a
school to train African-American social
workers in Atlanta.

RACISM IN SOCIAL WORK
At the turn of the 20th century, there
was considerable racial discrimination
in social work education and practice
(Carten; Hopps et al. 2019). AfricanAmerican social workers were barred
from attending the emerging schools
and training institutes of social work,
and they were often not hired by many
social welfare agencies, although these
agencies may have provided services
to African-Americans (Hopps et al.
2019; Gary and Gary 1994). While there
was considerable migration of AfricanAmericans from the rural south to urban areas in the north and south, many
White settlement house workers did not
want to serve Black migrants, preferring to focus exclusively on White immigrants from Europe (Armfield 2012;
Katz 1986; Reisch 2017). Katz contends
that although major settlement house
leaders such as Jane Addams and Florence Kelly are viewed as pillars of the
progressive left, their refusal to racially
integrate their settlement houses reflects
how similar they were with other White
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Americans of that time.
The racial ideology that permeated
this time period and that facilitated
the racial discrimination practiced by
White social workers was White Supremacy (Armfield 2012; Katz 1986).
White Supremacy affirms the belief that
African-Americans, and other people of
color, are morally, socially, and intellectually inferior to people of European descent (Kendi 2016). It also justifies both
organized and loosely coupled racial
terrorism that leads to relentless fear,
mistreatment, and death. In the past,
White Supremacy also spawned the belief that African-Americans had to be
separated from White Americans because the former would morally and
socially corrupt the latter (Ibid.). This
separation was also supported by the
notion that African-Americans were
genetically inferior and had to be regulated through forced sterilization and
segregationist laws such as the Plessy
v. Ferguson Supreme Court ruling that
legalized the “separate but equal” doctrine (Day and Schiele 2013). Thus, at the
turn of the 20th century, it appeared that
Black lives did not matter, and this sentiment was extended to include much
of the emerging White, social work establishment (Hopps et al. 2019; Katz
1986).
Within this racial context, AfricanAmericans, and their allies, had to rise
up to address the massive social and
economic challenges that confronted
African-American migrants and their
families in urban areas. A primary way
through which this was done was recognizing the need for professionally
trained social workers (Gary and Gary
1994; Hopps et al. 2019). African-American social work training was thought
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to provide a culturally competent approach that would use race and racism
as the fulcrum for explaining and attempting to solve the social problems
that African-Americans experienced
(Carten 2021).

ESTABLISHING THE ATLANTA
SCHOOL
The establishment of the Atlanta
School was a major step in advancing
social work education that addressed
the deleterious effects of White Supremacy and that professionalized the
tradition of race work. Now known as
the Whitney M. Young, Jr. School of Social Work at Clark Atlanta University,
the Atlanta School was established in
1920 by a group of Atlanta based social workers that was led by Jesse O.
Thomas, the southern field executive
secretary of the Urban League (Carten
2021; Gary and Gary 1994; Hopps et al.
2019; Thomas, 1967). Thomas helped
organize several meetings between local Atlanta social service agencies and
Black colleges to discuss the viability
of a school of social work for AfricanAmericans. Thomas was concerned
about the practice of racial discrimination by White philanthropic and social
service organizations whose refusal to
address the needs and problems of African Americans left significant numbers
without assistance and a mechanism
to advocate for stable employment,
descent housing, and civil rights
(Thomas 1967). Thus, the Atlanta School,
which was the first graduate social work
program at an HBCU, was formed to
specifically train African-American social workers at the graduate level to help
prevent, alleviate, and eliminate the
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social problems confronted by African
Americans (Hopps et al. 2019; Thomas
1967).
The first director of the Atlanta
School was Gary W. Moore, who was
chairman of the sociology and economics department at Morehouse College
(Frazier undated). Due to his unexpected death (Ibid.), Moore served only
one year (from 1920-1921). The immediate subsequent director of the Atlanta
School was noted sociologist, E. Franklin Frazier, who served from 1922-1927
(Platt 1991). Frazier, and his successor,
Forrester B. Washington, laid the intellectual foundation for the Atlanta
School’s curriculum. Both men believed
strongly in the idea of race work and
that it was critically important for Black
social work education to emphasize and
incorporate systematic methods to address racism and its deleterious effects
on African-American families and communities.

E. FRANKLIN FRAZIER AND
RACE WORK
E. Franklin Frazier’s leadership of the
Atlanta School provided a foundation
from which race work could be professionalized and advanced through social work education. However, Frazier
(1894-1962) is known almost exclusively
for his scholarly contributions to the
discipline of sociology. Little has been
written about his contributions to social
work, especially via his leadership as the
second director of the Atlanta School. As
Schiele (1999) states, “Frazier’s activities
with the Atlanta School of Social Work
typified an intimate nexus that existed
at the early part of the 20th century between sociology and social work” (106-
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7). This connection allowed the two
disciplines to draw on each other, with
social work being thought of as a form
of applied sociology that harmonized
theory with practice (Deardorff 1932).
Frazier emphasized several themes
related to race work that significantly
shaped the early intellectual foundation of the Atlanta School. Three of them
were as follows: 1) the deleterious effects that slavery had on African Americans generally and the African American
family specifically, 2) the critique of racism, and 3) faith in the scientific method
(Schiele 1999). Frazier was a primary
supporter of the belief that the horrors of
slavery had lingering effects on African
Americans generally, and African-American families. Through his scholarship,
he documented how the slave system tore apart Black families and had
created several problems. Three primary problems for Frazier were 1) the
disorganization of the African American
family, 2) poverty, and 3) poor health
(Frazier 1926). Frazier recognized that
these problems were interrelated, but
he posited that an underlying factor
in all three was “ignorance.” For Frazier (1926), ignorance not only implied
illiteracy, but also a “...lack of traditions,
knowledge, and ideals which all people
acquire by living in the social and physical
environment to which they have become
adapted” (210). Here, Frazier demonstrates how slavery’s dehumanization of
African-Americans had adverse psychological consequences on their expression
of positive racial self-concept, pride,
and confidence.
Frazier’s scholarly condemnation
of slavery and its detrimental effects
on African-Americans was fueled by
his constant critique of racism. Consis-
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tent with race work, Frazier identified
racism as a primary source of AfricanAmerican problems. His critique of
racism largely sought to demonstrate
that the problems of African Americans
were not attributed to inferior genes
but to stimuli in the social environment
(Frazier 1927). Like many AfricanAmerican social scientists of his day,
Frazier’s scholarship sought to debunk
the notion of White genetic superiority that permeated that era. This belief
emanated from the popular social Darwinist thesis of that time that asserted
a hierarchy of cultural evolution, with
European or White American culture
being superior to all others, particularly
to that of people of color (Reisch 2017).
Frazier (1927) criticized social evolution
theory by stating that “...there is no basis
for the rather general erroneous belief
that social evolution follows a definite
course, each stage growing naturally out
of the preceding stage because of some
inherent principle” (165). Instead, Frazier advanced the social environmental
framework that attributed the source of
African-American problems to slavery
and its institutional heir, legal segregation. Thus, Black social workers at the
Atlanta School were trained to examine
the characteristics of the social environment and how they suppressed or facilitated the expression of positive human
potential. In this way, the Atlanta School
was one of the first to promote the “person-in-environment” perspective that is
so common in social work education today (Carten 2021).
Consistent with many African-American social workers of that day, Frazier
believed in the superiority of the scientific method in explicating and attempting to solve the social problems
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that African-Americans confronted
in the 1920s. He believed that the old
“folk” techniques that African Americans had used since slavery were ineffective at addressing and solving these
problems. Like many in his day, Frazier
promoted scientific charity as the best
way to undergird and approach social
work practice with African-Americans.
This was because of its characteristics
of rationality and bureaucratization that
stressed efficiency, a fixed division of labor, standardization, nonduplication of
services, and a linear, problem-solving
approach (Lubove 1983; Wenocur and
Reisch 1989). The deference given to the
rationalization and bureaucratization
of social services was a consequence of
the increasing legitimacy ascribed to the
philosophy of positivism, which considered religious or metaphysical explanations and resolutions of social problems
as unreliable. Frazier, as well as other
African American social workers, internalized this perspective by adopting the
dichotomy between the secular and sacred.
In part, this dichotomy between the
secular and the sacred was a departure
from some of the earlier expressions of
race work. For many early race work
practitioners, a critical component of
their activities was drawing on the spiritual essence to help African-Americans
overcome the barriers of persistent racism (Carlton-LaNey 2001; Martin and
Martin 2002). These earlier practitioners,
such as Alexander Crummell and Mary
Church Terrell, conceived spirituality
as the foundation to develop a self and
community that affirmed the actions of
caring, sharing, and racial uplift (Ibid.).
Their “God-Centered” approach was
not only directed at saving souls to enter
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heaven but also to transform the lives of
African-Americans who then could be
used to change the lives of others and,
thus, collectively advance the AfricanAmerican community.
Affirming the separation of the secular from the sacred, Frazier was very
critical of Black ministers (Schiele 1999).
Dissimilar to early race work practitioners who understood the relationship
between spirituality and positive material change, Frazier (1924) believed that
“They [churches] are still more interested in getting Negroes into heaven than
in getting them out of the hell they live in
on earth” (252). Frazier thought that the
church was too conservative and relied
too much on emotionalism to influence
the kind of progressive change needed
in the African-American community
(Ibid.). Although Frazier was critical of
the Black church and their ministers,
he did not believe that Black ministers
should be excluded from pursuing social work education (Schiele 1999). He
believed that social work’s “social viewpoint” would help African-American
ministers gain important secular knowledge about the causes and consequences
of problems like racism, poverty, and
family dissolution.
Although Frazier’s secular focus
caused him to dismiss the power and
presence of religion and spirituality as
potential sources of social change, he
was deeply committed to advancing
African Americans and addressing the
social problems he believed restricted their ability and potential. In other
words, he was committed to racial uplift,
a critical race work objective. Moreover,
Frazier’s race-centered foundation for
the Atlanta School gave it a uniqueness
relative to the other graduate schools
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of social work. This race-centered approach to social work and its focus on
training African-American social workers would continue and expand under
the leadership of the next director, Forrester B. Washington.

FORRESTER B. WASHINGTON AND
RACE WORK
Forrester B. Washington was director
of the Atlanta School for almost three
decades (1927-1954). Prior to accepting
this position, Washington was the first
executive director of the Detroit office of
the Urban League (Armfield 2012; Barrow 2007). He brought to the Atlanta
School extensive experience in working
with urban African Americans and was
considered a major authority on black
urban problems (Ibid.).
Washington continued the race work
focus started by Frazier, and expanded
it through his efforts to significantly
expand the Atlanta School. Indeed,
the Atlanta School grew considerably
under Washington’s administration.
Within five years of his leadership (19271932), the School’s enrollment increased
from just 17 full-time students to 52 fulltime and 43 part-time students. Altogether, almost 800 students were trained
and graduated from the Atlanta School
under Washington’s leadership (Barrow). Barrow characterizes Washington
as a transformational leader, one who
was able to “cope with dire circumstances and transcend and transform dire situations” (179). In essence, Washington’s
transformative leadership addressed the
severe paucity of trained African-American social workers who were needed to
apply the Atlanta School’s race work approach to meet the specific social needs
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of African-American individuals, families, and communities. Barrow contends
that Washington’s transformational
leadership was based largely on his vision, which was actualized through four
major outcomes: 1) a regularly published
newsletter, 2) his race focused curriculum, 3) the establishment of a research
department, and 4) broad community
engagement.
The newsletter, which was named
“Intake,” communicated information
about a wide range of social welfare issues such as youth leadership, policies
related to African Americans, and a
broad range of health matters. Articles
in the “Intake” were written by students and social welfare professionals
and there was an opinion section that
included letters to the editor. Washington’s newsletter was critically important
not only for addressing issues relevant
to the African American community,
but also as a way to market the Atlanta
School to garner support from various
constituents.
Perhaps Washington’s most significant leadership contribution were the
courses developed at the Atlanta School
that spoke specifically to the black experience. He passionately believed that
social work needed a “black perspective” of social work education (Barrow
2007; Gary and Gary 1994). In the article,
“The Need and Education of Negro Social Workers,” Washington (1935) provides a rationale for specialized training
for what he referred to as “social work
among Negroes” (Washington 1935, 88).
He contended that social work among
Negroes should be different in content
from social work with Whites. Two factors that should distinguish social work
among Negroes from other forms of so-
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cial work were that 1) attention should
be given to the collective problems of
African Americans rather than to “individual” problems, and 2) knowledge
about the role race and racism play in
contributing to the problems of African
Americans should be acknowledged
and examined. Washington advocated
that because of their intimate knowledge of the African American community, African American social workers
“...can accomplish more with Negro
clients than White workers” (Washington 1935, 78) and that historically
black colleges and universities were the
most appropriate setting for the training of African American social workers.
Expressing a view that was quite radical at that time and perhaps even now,
Washington felt that traditionally White
colleges and universities were too generic and racially neutral in their approach
to competently train social workers for
practice with African Americans. In today’s terms, Washington was advocating for culturally competent social work
practice (Barrow 2007).
Although Washington contended
that social work with African Americans
should be different in content, he asserted that it should employ and incorporate the techniques basic to all social
work practice (Washington 1935). However, he emphasized that these techniques should be employed to mediate
and eliminate the effects of racism on
African Americans. His focus on a racecentered curriculum served as a foundation for social work educational leaders
in the late 1960s and early 1970s, such
as Douglas Glasgow, Lawrence Gary,
and Jay Chunn, who drew on Washington’s legacy to advocate for a new black
perspective of social work practice (see
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Gary 1970; Glasgow 1972). Washington’s
influence was also revealed in a special
report by Francis (1973) that offered
recommendations for the integration of
Black content in social work education.
Washington’s establishment of a social research department was his third
leadership outcome. His social research
department reflected his appreciation of
research that probably emerged from his
early days in the Urban League. The research department’s purpose was to engage in systematic investigation of the
social problems and issues confronted
by social service agencies in Atlanta that
served African Americans (Barrow 2007).
The topics addressed by the research department were vast and ranged from
examining Black and White patrons of
Atlanta’s soup kitchen to the investigation of the unemployment patterns
among African-Americans in Atlanta
(Ibid.). Since social research was a vital
component of the Atlanta School, Washington wanted his students to receive
hands on experiences as research assistants. Through the research department,
Washington’s students could gain an
appreciation for the need for what we
now refer to in social work as research
informed practice and practice informed
research. Additionally, the research department also helped Washington establish meaningful community relationships that could benefit the School and
the community at large.
The final way through which Washington’s leadership vision was manifested was his broad community engagement, which required significant
interpersonal competency (Ibid.). Washington’s interpersonal competency was
revealed in his ability to establish important interpersonal relationships with lo-
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cal community leaders and those in the
philanthropic community. His relationship with leaders of the Julius Rosenwald Fund helped to secure funding to
support activities and operations of the
Atlanta School. Washington’s success
at fundraising was based largely on his
ability at advancing a race work agenda
without offending his liberal White supporters (Ibid.). Here, Washington understood and exploited the common interest of interracial harmony as reflected
in this following statement by Julius
Rosenwald: “Because I am interested
chiefly in White people I take an interest in the Negro” (Ibid., 184). This statement reflects what Bell (1992) refers to as
“interest-convergence,” which is the notion that White liberals and progressives
are motivated to advance the rights of
African-Americans largely because this
also promotes their collective, racial selfinterest.
Some may suggest that by taking
money from White philanthropists,
Washington was essentially a racial accommodationist. Indeed, Black educational leaders like Washington had to
walk a tight rope that balanced, on the
one hand, their commitment to advance
racial justice and, on the other, their need
to secure funding from White philanthropists to develop and maintain their
schools (Ibid.). However, by helping to
build and promote a “Black perspective” of social work education and practice, Washington should be understood
as a confrontationalist who challenged
White Supremacy’s grip on the social
work profession.
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WHITNEY M. YOUNG, JR. AND THE
RACE WORK OF POLICY PRACTICE
A primary method through which
race work was professionalized by the
Atlanta School was policy practice. Policy practice is essentially “advocacy” in
the political arena aimed at preventing,
reducing, and eliminating shared human
problems (Cummins et al. 2011). Policy
practice links micro and macro levels of
social work because it acknowledges,
as did Mills (1959), that all personal
problems are public issues. Informed by
the race work tradition, race-centered
policy practice can be understood as a
process and method aimed at influencing political change to eliminate and offset the nefarious consequences of White
Supremacy. Although Forester B. Washington, and to a lesser extent, E. Franklin
Frazier, engaged in policy practice, it was
Whitney M. Young, Jr. who epitomized
policy practice as an Atlanta School
leader and who used it as a springboard
to advance the modern Civil Rights
Movement.
In 1954, Young became the first dean
of the school of social work at Atlanta
University. (Clark Atlanta University
2019). As Dean, Young envisioned a central role for graduates in affecting social
change (Dickerson 1998). With the pending Brown v. Board of Education ruling,
Young believed the decision would be
“a second Emancipation Proclamation”
in the South and leadership would be
needed (Weiss 2014). As a social worker
with experience as an activist, Young developed into “a strategist and consultant
to those in the forefront of the emergent
civil rights revolution” (Dickerson, 88).
After moving to Atlanta, he became a
board member of the Atlanta NAACP,
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founding member of the Atlanta Committee for Cooperative Action, a leader
of the Atlanta Citizens Committee on
Economic Opportunity and Employment, and the co-chairman of the Greater Atlanta Council on Human Relations
(Weiss). According to Weiss, involvement in these organizations led Young
into campaigns to end discrimination in
the Atlanta public schools, to open employment opportunities for blacks, to
eliminate segregated rest rooms in public facilities, and to desegregate the city’s
transit lines and public library system.
Young’s policy practice with the Atlanta Committee for Cooperative Action (ACCA) is especially noteworthy.
The ACCA comprised young Black
professionals and entrepreneurs who
presented a more direct critique of racial discrimination and inequality than
that offered by Atlanta’s more conservative old guard (Carten 2021). A major
outcome of the ACCA was a report that
Young helped produce entitled, “A Second Look: The Negro Citizen in Atlanta.”
The report outlined the significant inequities that Black Atlantans experienced
in education, health services, housing,
employment, justice, law enforcement,
and policy making (Carten 2021; Weiss
2014). It was widely circulated locally
and nationally, and Atlanta University
students, like Julian Bond, a leader in
the Atlanta student protest movement,
believed the document provided an intellectual rationale for protest activities
in Atlanta (Weiss 2014). Atlanta University School of Social Work students
also joined the Atlanta protest movement. Although the students faced great
opposition to their movement, Young
supported them by providing advice,
moral support, money, equipment, and
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facilities (Ibid.). As Dean of the Atlanta
School, Young gained national recognition as an advocate who linked the social work profession to policy practice.
While in Atlanta, he received the National Conference on Social Welfare’s
Florina Lasker Award for his “vigorous,
wise and unafraid leadership in the field
of desegregation and civil rights” (Dickerson, 1998, 98).
During his time as Dean, Young
maintained a close connection with the
National Urban League (NUL). A major
aspect of this connection was his mentorship of social work students to serve
as NUL leaders, such as Atlanta University social work student Johnny Parham
(Carten 2021). Parham was a Morehouse
student who was inspired to attend the
Atlanta School through a speech Young
gave at Morehouse (Ibid.). After graduating from the Atlanta School, Parham
moved to New York and became the
director of the Brooklyn, NY branch of
the NUL (Ibid.). A primary outcome of
Parham’s leadership was his collaboration with Young to resurrect an educational pipeline program developed
by NUL co-founder, George Edmond
Haynes (Ibid.). The program established
partnerships between schools of social
work and NUL affiliate offices to provide opportunities for NUL personnel
to obtain formal training in social work
(Ibid.). Many NUL workers benefited
from this program, which gave them the
skills and knowledge they would need
to enhance their race work in urban
communities (Ibid.).
Through his civil rights activism in
Atlanta, Young’s stature among NUL
officials and their President, Lester
Granger, proliferated as he was regularly invited to speak at League gath-
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erings and meetings (Dickerson 1998,
98). A number of League affiliates also
used Young’s speeches as guidance for
League activities. As Dean, Young began
to push Granger and the NUL towards
the surging Civil Rights struggle (Ibid.).
Although Young’s work with the NUL
originated during his days in Minnesota
as a graduate student, his engagement
in Civil Rights activities while Dean laid
the foundation for him to usher the NUL
into a prominent role in the modern Civil Rights movement (Carten 2021; Weiss
2014).
Young served as Dean of the Atlanta
School until 1961 when he became executive director of the NUL (Carten 2021).
He has been credited for moving the
NUL to the forefront of the Civil Rights
movement (National Park Service 2018).
Although he was active with other Civil
Rights organizations, Young was clear
about the NUL’s role. He expressed the
mission of the NUL not as ground-level
activism in itself but as a supplement of
and complement to the activities of all
other civil rights organizations. Young
described the NUL as the group of planners and strategists responsible for the
development and implementation of
policies (Warren 1964). Under Young’s
leadership, the NUL shifted from an
organization that treated the results of
racism and poverty to one that became
committed to changing the institutions
and social structure that perpetuated
the causes of racism and poverty (Young
1970). Young’s leadership of the NUL
was so impactful that he was considered, along with Dr. Martin L. King, Jr.
and others, one of the six big Civil Rights
leaders of the 1960s (Carten 2021). Additionally, his domestic Marshall Plan,
which was designed to reverse the social
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and economic deterioration of urban
families and communities, influenced
President Johnson’s War on Poverty legislation (Dickerson 1998).
While leading the NUL, Young continued his affiliation with professional
social work organizations. He became
president of the National Conference on
Social Welfare in 1965, and later served
as President of the National Association
of Social Workers (NASW) from 1969 to
1971 (Peebles-Wilkins 1995). Young used
his position at NASW to push for the reduction of poverty, racial reconciliation
and integration, and ending the war in
Vietnam (Collins 2017). His ability and
willingness to fight for these causes and
the overall goal of racial justice was
largely informed by his race work orientation that he displayed as a policy practitioner and social work leader. Young’s
affiliation with the Atlanta School enhanced its reputation as a professional
venue where race-centered social work
practice was honored and affirmed.

Race Work Implications For
Contemporary Social Work
The professionalization of race work
through the ideas and activities of
the early leaders of the Atlanta School
speaks to the need to continue the struggle for racial justice both for the social
work profession and the larger society.
Because of the successes of the modern
Civil Rights movement, some believe
that racism has declined in significance
(Owens 2020; Thomas 2000). Indeed,
African Americans and other people of
color have made important gains since
the abolition of legal segregation and are
found in many leadership roles and other prominent positions in contemporary
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society. This also is true in social work
in that African Americans and other
people of color have assumed leadership positions in major professional organizations such as the National Association of Social Workers, the Council on
Social Work Education, and the National
Association of Deans and Directors of
Schools of Social Work. Although these
accomplishments that further the cause
of racial justice are noteworthy, the pattern of racial inequality and injustice
continues. African Americans are still
disproportionately represented in major
social problem and public health categories (United States Bureau of the Census
2019). Furthermore, African-American
gains in visible leadership positions
is often overemphasized in that the political and economic structure of the U.S.
is still dominated by persons of European descent, especially White men (Day
and Schiele 2013).
Thus, the activities of race work are
still relevant and, using the historic work
of the Atlanta School leaders, there are
at least two ways in which race work
can occur today in social work: 1) by
critically examining social work education’s current model to include curriculum content on oppression; and 2)
by fostering greater attention on policy
analysis and practice that focus on racial
justice issues.

Social Work and Oppression
Content
Although content on race and racism
has been part of the social work curriculum for some time, attention given to
other forms of oppression has increased
in social work education. Indeed, the
Council on Social Work Education’s
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(CSWE) (2015) Educational Policy Standards reflect increasing attention given
to various forms of diversity. The CSWE
lists 16 forms of difference/diversity
that should be included in undergraduate and master’s level social work programs. These forms include “age, class,
color, culture, disability and ability,
ethnicity, gender, gender identity and
expression, immigration status, marital
status, political ideology, race, religion/
spirituality, sex, sexual orientation, and
tribal sovereign status” (Council on
Social Work Education, 7). Since no distinction in the standards is made about
the relative frequency, intensity, or prevalence of these various forms of oppression, Graham and Schiele (2010) contend that social work education can be
said to promote the equality of oppressions
paradigm. This paradigm assumes that
every type of oppression is equal to others in its severity, frequency, and production of human subjugation. No one
type of oppression is crueler than the
other because it is believed that all forms
share similar causes, manifestations,
and consequences (McDonald and Coleman 1999), and that they all represent
“component parts of a whole system of
domination” (Ibid., 26).
Although the equal oppressions paradigm is progressive in its attempt to
address the various forms of oppression
that social workers care about, its attempt to equally affirm the various forms
of oppression has resulted in lessening
the attention given to race and racism
(Graham and Schiele 2010). In other words, the focus on race and racism has been diminished by the
profession’s inclusion of the demands of other oppressed groups
to ensure coverage of their groups’

Jerome H. Schiele - M. Sebrena Jackson

experiences with oppression. Additionally, the growth of the intellectual emphasis on multiple identities and intersectionality has undermined the reliance
on singular, dominant forms of oppression, such as racism, that affirm the existence of a unified self-identity (Ibid.). In
large part, the equal oppression’s paradigm has eclipsed race as what Hughes
(1945) referred to as a “master status,”
that is, a social position that exerts primary influence on one’s social identity
and life experiences.
The historic activity of race work was
based on this singular notion of oppression. This, of course, was much easier to
justify in the era of legal racism and segregation. The shared experiences of legal
and overt racism were powerful enough
to focus exclusively on race. Thus, racism was considered in many circles to
be the most pervasive and problematic
form of oppression in the United States.
The equal oppressions paradigm has
challenged the “master status” that racism once had and has made it more difficult to focus exclusively on race in contemporary social work education.

The Need for Racism-Centered
Policy Analysis and Practice
Contemporary social workers should
draw on the race work approach of policy analysis and practice employed by
Whitney M. Young, Jr. Unfortunately,
the predominant models used in social
welfare policy analysis today tend to
de-emphasize racism as an exclusive or
primary means through which resources are distributed (Bent-Goodley and
Hopps 2016; Neubeck and Cazenave
2001; Schiele 2020). Rather, contemporary social welfare policy analysis is in-
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terpreted predominantly through three
conceptual lenses: class-centered perspectives, gender-centered perspectives,
and state-centered perspectives (Neubeck and Cazenave 2001; Schiele, 2020).
Although these perspectives acknowledge the presence of racism in the formulation and implementation of social
welfare policies, racism is viewed more
as a consequence of social class, gender,
or the state-polity structure (Neubeck
and Cazenave).
The lack of emphasis on racism
has led some to call for a racism-centered
perspective of social welfare policy analysis (see Davis and Bent-Goodley 2004;
Neubeck and Cazenave 2001; Quadagno 1994; Ward 2005). A racism-centered
framework helps to illuminate and underscore the role of White Supremacy in
the development and implementation
of social welfare policies (Neubeck and
Cazenave 2001). It essentially assumes
that White Supremacy is a chief motive of social welfare policy formation
and implementation. Thus, a racismcentered framework uses racism as an
“organizing theme” to analyze social
welfare policies and explain why people
of color have been racially regulated and
historically over-represented among the
nation’s poor and vulnerable (Schiele
2020).
The contemporary significance of racism in social welfare policy and in the
broader American society should not be
downplayed (Bent-Goodley and Hopps;
Schiele 2016 and Hopps, 2009). However,
because of the belief in racism’s declining
significance (Owens 2020; Thomas 2000;
Wilson 1978), garnering support for contemporary race-based, policy practice
can be difficult to achieve. On the other
hand, because many political conserva-
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tives view the gains of the Modern Civil
Rights Movement, which climaxed in
the election of President Barack Obama,
as a threat to White Supremacy, they
have begun to work conspicuously to
undermine the progress made to advance racial justice (Cummins et al.
2011). Indeed, some have suggested that
the election of President Donald Trump
and his 2016 campaign theme of “Make
America Great Again,” has increased
overt expressions of White nativism and
nationalism that have been manifested
in public policy and the broader society (Perez-Huber 2016; Shear and Davis
2017). A primary example of these overt
expressions has been the recent police
killings of unarmed Black men by White
police officers, such as the tragic death
of George Floyd in Minnesota (Klemko
and Dennis 2020). Thus, there appears to
be a resurgence of overt strategies to racially control people of color that largely
can be attributed to the racial anxieties
associated with changing demographics
that show rapid declines in the non-Hispanic White population (Perez-Huber
2016; Schiele 2020). These conditions are
ripe for the need to apply the race work
methods of the early Atlanta School
leaders who clearly were committed to
ensuring racial justice.

Conclusion
Race work is a major African-American tradition that undergirded the
founding of the Atlanta School of Social
Work and the ideas and activities of its
early leaders. Emerging from a critical
need to respond to the horrific conditions of racial injustice, race work provided the early leaders of the Atlanta
School with a conceptual framework
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to professionalize the African-American
helping tradition. E. Franklin Frazier,
Forester B. Washington, and Whitney M.
Young, Jr. contributed to this professionalization through their ideas on Black
families, racism, social work curriculum
and administration, and policy practice.
Essentially, they each understood the
importance of, and advanced the need
for, a race-centered perspective of social
work education, practice, and research.
Contemporary social workers should
use these historic models to address current social problems associated with
race and racism. Although the focus on
racism has been increasingly eclipsed
by other forms of social injustice,
racism remains a powerfully overarching force in human relationships, and
often interpenetrates and exacerbates
the dilemmas faced by social work clients and consumers. Hopefully, race
work will not become a relic of the past
but will find new avenues through
which its opposition to racial oppression
can be sustained.
__________________________________
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Abstract
In this work we expand upon the leadership and foundational work of Lugenia
Burns Hope and other women leaders in Atlanta during the early 1900s. Burns Hope
served at the beginning of the 20th century as the visionary president of the Neighborhood Union Settlement, an agency led by women. It is argued by many that,
Lugenia Burns Hope nurtured the idea of a school of social work while at the Neighborhood Union Settlement in Atlanta with the support of her husband, John Hope,
the first African American president of Morehouse College. Her idea was to establish
training classes in social work offered through the Neighborhood Union and presented via a Social Service Institute at Morehouse. This Institute grew and became
the Atlanta School of Social Work (Rouse 1989, 48). She crafted her role in Atlanta
in keeping with the progressive social reform movement of the early 20th century.
Her leadership was influential and impactful because of her knowledge and passion
for improved services for needful African Americans, and she was instrumental in
gaining the support of her husband, other leaders at The Atlanta University Center,
and also because of her capacity to network with other women leaders across the
country (Carten 2021; Rouse 1989).
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Introduction
At the dawn of the twentieth century,
professional social work, in the South,
was founded in Atlanta, Georgia, among
an upstart group of Historically Black
Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and
civic minded organizations. This profession and its relationship to the city was
born out of necessity as Atlanta was a
growing and dynamic city that had to replace much of its infrastructure and civic
leadership after the Civil War. None- the
-less, the remnants of that peculiar institution, slavery, was still present, despite
the intellectual capacity and boundless
energy of its growing population and
the emergence of a black middle class.
The rise of this black middle-class was
due in part to the above referenced five
(HBCUs): Atlanta University (1865),
Clark College (1869), Morehouse College
(1867), Morris Brown College (1881) and
Spelman College (1881). These institutions attracted large numbers of African
Americans from around the South looking for both educational and economic
opportunities. The
Black population
growth was astounding; according to
census estimates, the Black population
between 1860 and 1900, in Atlanta alone,
grew from less than 2,000 to more than
35,000 (Ambrose 2020).
This population growth, in Atlanta’s
segregated environment, created a vibrant, growing and needed entrepreneurial class, including highly successful businessmen such as James Tate,
Henry Rucker and Alonzo Herndon.
This group provided economic and political leadership for the black population and with assistance of the colleges,
cultivated both a black economic elite
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and a progressive middle class in the
city (Alexander 1951).
Even though Atlanta had created
a Black middle class, the Jim Crow
environment also gave rise to a poor and
working poor class. This dichotomy in
opportunity, motivated many blacks
to look for opportunities in other regions of the country, specifically the
north, north central and west, leading to
the development of a black urban class
(Clayton 1996).
As previously stated, the socio-economic condition, for many, was improving, however, the scope of political and
economic disparity was far greater than
the services and resources available for
helping needful people. Political rights
for civic engagement were often denied
through enforcement of de jure and de
facto segregation (Hopps, Lowe and
Clayton 2019). Atlanta and other cities
around the country, of necessity, had
to deal with these social and economic
problems stemming from the major
combined forces of industrialization,
immigration, emigration, and urbanization. Cities were plagued with severe problems of poverty, child welfare
needs, inadequate housing, sanitation
and corruption (Trattner 1994). Therefore, social workers and social service
professionals were in extremely high
demand and especially those formally
trained to work with these populations.
American colleges and universities and
especially HBCUs worked to improve
the life-chances of African Americans by
utilizing the social sciences and research
being generated by W.E.B. Du Bois and,
nowhere was this more evident, than in
Atlanta and the surrounding region.
Schools of social work, with their em-
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phasis upon social science education,
was being recognized as the engine that
would assist in the staffing needs of service organizations. The push for greater
organization of services, and the role of
women's colleges and mid-western universities in the education of women who
were interested in professional social
service responsibilities played a major
role in the development of modern social work and social work education in
Atlanta (Austin 2000; Bowles, Hopps,
and Clayton 2016).
Some of those women were involved
in racial-uplift and racework, meaning
a focus on building individual character, and strengthening and sustaining
black families and communities (Bowles
and Hopps, 2014) and other activities
in neighborhoods across the city of Atlanta and influenced decision making
in governance and civil rights. The
recognition of women and the political
roles they could and would play did
not come easy. After a long and hard
fight, a momentous event occurred, passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in
May 1920, granting women the right
to vote and hence enhancing the recognition of women’s interest and role in
broader civic participation and leadership in their communities and the country (Bent-Goodley 2001; Carlton-LaNey
2001; Higginbotham 1994).
One of these enlightened women
leaders that wielded broad influence
was Lugenia Burns Hope. She mobilized women, in Atlanta, to establish the
Neighborhood Union Settlement, where
ideas and vision for a school of social
work originated. That vision stands
today in the form of the Whitney M.
Young, Jr. School of Social Work at Clark
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Atlanta University. Much has been
written on the scholarship being generated at the Atlanta University during
the late 1800s and early 1900’s by scholars such as W.E.B. Du Bois, E. Franklin
Frazier and others (Wright 2016; Morris 2015). However, little has been written on the work that was being done
by the community activists, organizers,
teachers and even less on the role that
women played during the early years of
community organizing and social work
in Atlanta. This paper seeks to highlight
some of the work of Lugenia Burns Hope
and several other female social workers and the historical context in which
they had to work. In no way, is this paper meant to chronicle the work of all
the female educators and leaders connected with the AUSSW, of this period,
but to simply mention the work of several that the authors wish to bring attention to and to illustrate that more historical work is needed.

The Historical Context: Antebellum
and Postbellum
Whites had deep interest in sabotaging, defeating and/or prohibiting the
idea and development of formal education for the formerly enslaved. Evidence
rests in the extensive promulgation of
laws and policy initiatives to achieve
that purpose, and especially in the former Confederacy, where every state,
except Tennessee, prohibited the education of blacks, whether enslaved or free
(Forner 1988). Despite harsh and punitive factors in the geopolitical environment after the Civil War, Blacks persisted and moved forward to build schools
that were considered not only the path
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for defeating ignorance, but also the
way for survival and future progress for
the race (Ibid.).
The fear, harbored by whites, was
that educational opportunity would facilitate Black upward mobility, and certainly propel them out of their lower status position which resulted in an even
more hostile environment, including
the destruction of schools (Banks 1972).
Many southern whites embraced the
philosophy of the ruling class and power structure and resisted educational
opportunities for Blacks, and in fact
showed limited interest in education for
themselves (Roebuck and Murty 1993).
At about the same time and for similar
reasons, higher educational opportunities for white women transpired. Unfortunately, both populations, white women and Blacks, had been overlooked,
marginalized and excluded from the
American system of higher education.
In this misogynist and segregated environment, some institutions thrived.
For example, the Institute of Colored
Youth, in Philadelphia, PA, and Mount
Holyoke Female Seminary, in Massachusetts were established in 1837. Most
HBCUs were established after the Civil
War, although a few opened before the
War. These include Cheney University (founded 1837), and Lincoln University (founded 1854, formally The
Ashmun Institute), both in Pennsylvania, and Wilberforce University (founded in 1856) in Ohio. With the exceptions
noted above, HBCUs were established
mostly after the 1850's following the
Civil War and in the south provided
a safe space for exploration of social
change and reform as well as for the expression of emotions against the white
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ruling class that could not be managed
in other venues without concern of retaliation. They were instrumental in altering power relationships between the
two races, Black and White, while at the
same time presenting a conservative
pedagogy which was in keeping with
the needs of Blacks (Clayton 1996). Arguably, were it not for these institutions,
the race might have been even more oppressed or perhaps re-enslaved. Their
priority mission was the education of
Black people. Noting their importance
for advancement of the race, Du Bois
wrote that:

"The very first step toward the
settlement of the negro problem is
the spread of intelligence. The first
step toward wider intelligence is a
free public-school system; and the
first and most important step
toward a public-school system is the
equipment and adequate support
of a sufficient number of Negro
colleges" (Du Bois 1904, p. 410).
After the Civil War amendments,
Southern states were mandated to make
public education available to all. Yet,
despite these legal actions, there was
little support for post-secondary education of Blacks for a half century after
slavery in the states where they resided; without exception, more resources
were allocated to whites (Drewry and
Doermann 2001). The focus of the newly developing schools was normal, elementary, and college education, lofty
goals that were envisioned although the
resources for operational development
and growth were slim. Their development was encouraged and fostered via
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cooperation among philanthropic organizations, learned African Americans,
and churches; however, these resources
were at the same time sources of conflict relative to curriculum design and
focus of the new institutions (Allen
2007). Atlanta University in the 1890s
added several novel professional training programs and a conference designed
to provide answers to social problems
to its curriculum. Given the success of
these initiatives, Atlanta University’s
President, Horace Bumsted, extended
an invitation to W.E.B. Du Bois to become a professor in history and economics in 1897, to “take charge of the work
in sociology and the new conference”
(Du Bois 1938, 14.). The Conference of the
Study of the Negro Problems, under Du
Bois, became the most ambitious scientific inquiry regarding the exploration of
African American life and living conditions ever. So much so, that the Conference Proceedings were heralded in the
press and widely circulated in the leading university libraries around the county. Without a doubt, Atlanta University
was growing in statue in both academic
and community circles and becoming
a repository of innovative scholarship.
The world was taking notice. Thus, the
University’s movement in scientific sociological inquiry and its application
to local and regional social reform was
taking root (Hopps, Lowe and Clayton
2019).

A Consequential Partnership
The year 1898 was an important year
for Atlanta and the Atlanta University
Center for it was in that year that John
Hope and his wife Lugenia Burns Hope
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moved to Atlanta. The couple left their
imprints on the city: he as a scholar and
president of a college, and later a university and she as a social reformer, suffragist, and the leader in the development,
in arguably the first professional social
work program in the South (Carten 2021;
Hopps, Lowe, and Clayton 2019; Rouse
1989). The Hope’s moved to Atlanta
and John Hope accepted a teaching position at Atlanta Baptist College, which
became Morehouse College in 1913. In
1906 Hope became the first Black President of Morehouse and remained its
President until 1913 when he assumed
the presidency of Atlanta University.
In both roles he harbored a passion for
housing, health care, economic opportunities, and civic participation for Blacks
in Atlanta and across the nation. These
interests were nourished if not, inspired
by his wife.
Like many couples, Lugenia Burns
and John Hope met while they were
college students studying in Chicago in
1893. Unfortunately, she was unable to
complete her studies because of family
and financial issues. During her time in
Chicago, she had an opportunity to learn
about social reform initiatives being
carried out at the historic Hull House,
under the direction of the iconic socialreformer, Jane Addams. Prior to her
meeting with Ms. Addams, Ms. Burns
was working with the Kings Daughters,
which collaborated with Hull House
and similar charities in service to ill and
needful people. It was at Hull house
where she became acquainted with the
discrimination in service delivery to
blacks from the south, in comparison to
white European immigrants. Jane Addams’ attitude and perspective relative
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to Blacks was based on the notion of
parallel services for Blacks and Whites,
in keeping with the Plessey Doctrine,
“separate but equal” which was always
separate and never equal. It was another Progressive, a knowledgeable, assertive Black woman, Ida B. Wells-Barnett,
who taught Mrs. Hope to question and
confront racism and segregation. Ida
Wells was instrumental in shaping Ms.
Burns' philosophy regarding racial uplift through race work (Cash 1990). Owing to the socio-historical environment,
like other Black women of her time, she
became a race woman. Her commitment
would be demonstrated and tested in
Atlanta and especially in the West Fair
Neighborhood.
The experiences gained by Ms. Burns
in Chicago equipped her to deal with Jim
Crowism in the segregated South that
both Dr. and Mrs. Hope would be forced
to deal with in the execution of their professional responsibilities and civic duties. John Hope had a challenging role as
the President of Morehouse College and
later Atlanta University; raising funds,
building an infrastructure, overseeing
curricula, developing a strong faculty
and recruiting a talented student body
and providing leadership in relation to
the Black colleges in the city of Atlanta.
He would also protect the College and
his home during the race riot of 1906. In
her notes, Mrs. Hope stated:

Sunday night John Hope patrolled
the campus – the rioters threatened
to burn all of the Negro Colleges….
[T]he responsibility [for] Morehouse [fell to] John Hope. Finally
a man[,} U.S. Army on furlough[,]
came over and gave Mr. Hope a

gun and cartridge belt. Another
teacher joined the two. They patrolled all night taking shifts. The
militia came and camped at the
corner and another camped at Spelman. We were not happy until we
learned…martial law was declared.
The gangsters were camping at our
gates….and the city fathers had to
send to other cities for militia and
it was an out of town group at our
gate. Monday we had received
firearms for protection. Friends
had sent out of town for firearms.
We had enough to feel secure or
rather so. It was said they came
in the city in coffins. However, we
had the firearms and even the city
was under martial law, the Negroes
succeeded in getting the firearms
to people who needed them. Some
were carried in soiled laundry…
(Rouse 2004, p.43, citing personal
reflections of Lugenia Burns Hope)
The prevalence of racial strife, and
lack of the bare survival necessities in
the city spurred Mrs. Hope into action to
both protect and advance the less fortunate. She became focused on the issues
in the West Fair neighborhood and began to do community work, in an effort,
to provide services to Black children: the
less fortunate of all. Additionally, she
affiliated with groups working in the
West Fair Neighborhood, where W.E.B
Du Bois and Gertrude Ware, from Atlanta University, organized The Conference on The Welfare of The Negro Child,
1898 (Rouse 2004). Social services and
recreation activities were not available,
meaning that young children had no
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choice but to remain unsupervised out
on the streets or latched in their homes,
after their mothers went to work. Subsequent, to The Conference, participants
developed free kindergartens and Lugenia Burns Hope helped repurpose them
into community centers. Fundraising
was assigned to committees. Mrs. Hope
met a group of women who were concerned with improving the general welfare in their neighborhood; these initiatives became The Gate City Day Nursery
Association in 1904. Gate City Day Nursery Association was an early initiative of
Mrs. Hope, as a young mother, to locate
play space for her own child. This organization, resulted in the faculty from
Spelman and the Atlanta Baptist College
and residents who lived around the college to focus on the need for recreational
activities and space. As a result of these
activities and negotiations, play space
was made available by American Baptist College on its campus (Carten 2021;
Rouse 2004).
The Carrie Steel-Pitts and Leonard Street Homes were two orphanages that were established to serve the
needs of Black children in circa 1890.
These resources were led by volunteers,
Carrie Steel and Amy Chadwick, who
served for many years (Hopps, Lowe
and Clayton 2019, French - Parker 1997).
There was tremendous need for daycare
centers, community services and recreational facilities. Recognizing the need
for community assessment, Mrs. Hope
solicited help from Morehouse College
students to interview 100 families in the
neighborhood, going house to house
mapping community needs. Based on
the survey data, it was clear that residents were challenged by overwhelm-

ing conditions including poor medical
and dental services, access to education
and decent/sanitary housing facilities,
limited sewage capacity and potentially unsafe drinking water (Rouse 2004).
There was no doubt that problems of
structural racism and inequality existed. Determined to address neighborhood concerns and to make change,
Mrs. Hope began an initiative with residents that led to the establishment of the
Neighborhood Union Settlement where
services in education, employment, recreation and health were provided. Also,
there was an opportunity to address issues relevant to crime in the neighborhood and its impact on families. Mrs.
Hope was effective in recruiting other
middle class, educated Black women
to be part of the nucleus of women providing services in the educationally and
economically challenged neighborhood.
The Neighborhood Union Settlement
was developed and managed by women
for themselves, their families and their
neighborhood (Rouse 2004).
Luegnia Burns Hope was not only
effective at the local level, she had impact
on larger systems within the city and
aggressively pushed a social improvement agenda. One example relates to
the quality, access, and equity in public
education. The following excerpts illustrate her investigative, inquiry and advocacy methods:
Gentlemen:—

We, a committee of women representing residents and tax-payers of
the city of Atlanta, upon visiting
and making a careful inspection of
the public schools for Negroes, find

48

Phylon 57

most of them in a very unsanitary
condition. The lighting capacity in
many instances is insufficient, the
playgrounds small as compared to
the seating capacity of the building.
For a number of years the overcrowded condition of the schools
in the four or five lower grades has
resulted in double sessions in those
grades, in lieu of additional buildings, and the continuous increase of
the population has resulted in the
use of annexes. These annexes fall
far below the condition necessary to
effectual work by the teachers, and
by the pupils.
In view of these conditions, we hereby respectfully beg leave to present,
in interest of the civic and the social
welfare of our Negro boys and girls
of Atlanta, this petition, asking that
your honorable body at the earliest
time practical effect changes relative
to the following.
First, Sanitary Conditions. We find
unhealthful conditions existing in
all of our public schools except in
Yonge Street School, and in Gray
Street School. We wish to call especial attention to the schools mentioned below: Houston, Mitchell,
Pittsburg, and L. and N. At the
Houston Street School the condition
of the toilets is such as to impair the
health of all concerned. We believe
that this condition is due to the fact
that the toilets are too small to accommodate the large number of
children.
At Pittsburg and at the Mitchell
Street School the toilet arrangement

is indecent and tends to immorality, in that only a wooden partition
separates that section of the toilet
used by the boys from that section
used by the girls. In many schools,
especially in the Summerhill and L.
and N. schools, the walls are in a
deplorable condition. The basement
room in daily use for the first and
second grade at Roach Street School
necessitates artificial light on dark
days and is so damp as to injure the
health of the children.
Second, A school in South Atlanta.
South Atlanta, with its hundred of
children who are of school age, and
whose parents are tax payers, is
without a school.
Third, Feeble-minded children. We
beg that special provision be made
for the feeble-minded and the defective children.
Fourth, Double sessions. We urged
the Board's prayerful consideration
of abolishing the system of double
sessions. We find that under the existing system three hour and a half
are devoted to a set of children for
work outlined for five hour schedule. This, we maintain, is conducive
to poor scholarship in grammar
school subjects. We believe that the
double session enforces idleness,
and thereby promotes shiftlessness
in our children. Employers can not
use help in the morning during one
month, and in the afternoon during the next month. The majority of
the parents are in service and their
children being unemployed, are on
the streets out of school hours. We
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hold that children who attend the
afternoon session, do so at a great
disadvantage. A teacher who has
taught forty to sixty children in the
morning can not properly teach
another set of children in the afternoon. Another evil of the system of
double sessions is evidenced in the
impaired health of the teachers.
It is for this, then, that we beg of
you: better sanitary conditions
in the public schools; a school for
South Atlanta; provision for the
feebleminded and the defective children; and the abolishing of the system of double session. We earnestly
trust that your honorable body will
grant our petition the ultimate aim
of which is to reduce crime, and to
make of our children good citizens.
Atlanta, Georgia

Signed:
Mrs. L. B. Hope, Chairman in
behalf of the Women's Civic and
Social Improvement Committee
(Rouse 1989, 75-77, citing Petition
of the Women’s Civic and Social
Improvement Committee, August
19th, 1913).
It is often a precipitating event which
generates attention and galvanizes
people to action. In the modern Civil
Rights Movement, the case of Emmet
Till, the fourteen-year-old boy from Chicago, who was tortured and murdered
in Money, MS, comes to mind. The case
of a mother of three who died isolated,
alone and unattended because her work-

ing husband was unable to provide for
sufficient medical care and help, was a
catalyst for action in Atlanta’s West Fair
neighborhood and Lugenia Burns Hope
seized the moment. Pulling neighbors of
all social classes to a circle for support,
in order to make sure that this type of
problem would not occur in the future
was an outcome of this senseless death.
More importantly, Mrs. Hope had a forum where she could speak out against
racism and Jim Crow laws. Evidently,
her work proved personally rewarding and it was certainly impactful. She
was called upon to give addresses and
provide services to other organizations
throughout the country (Carten 2021;
Rouse 2004).
Mrs. Hope became increasingly visible as an effective change agent and
social reformer in Atlanta. For example,
she was appointed Special War Secretary for the YMCA War Work Council in
1917. Additionally, she provided training to hostess house workers who served
returning Black and Jewish soldiers who
were denied access to other facilities
because of their race and ethnicity in
a segregated and closed city that permitted discrimination. Mrs. Hope became ever more cognizant of racism and
segregation in the YMCA and she took
on the fight of increasing African American women in leadership roles in the
organization’s branches across the Atlanta area.

The Legacy Continues: Other
Women Leaders
The Atlanta University School of Social Work (AUSSW), since its founding
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in 1920, made unquestionable contributions to Social Work education and the
growth of social work from an unorganized body of lay citizens to an evidenced driven profession (Adams 1981;
Bowles, Hopps and Clayton 2016). The
program gained recognition when it was
first accredited in 1928 by the American
Association of Schools of Social Work
under the leadership of Director E.
Franklin Fraizer. Durning the tenure of
Forrester B. Washington, it became a
charter member of The Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) with accreditation and has maintained this
status since 1952. Meeting qualification
for affiliation with these professional
organizations indicated that the School
of Social Work was indeed a player in
academic circles. The graduates of the
program also helped build the school’s
reputation by demonstrating competence in practice roles (Hylinger 1943).
This emphasis on practice as opposed
to theory was entrenched in the fabric of
the School by the likes of women such as
Lugenia Burns Hope, and she was not to
be the last. Since its founding there have
been sixteen deans/directors at the Atlanta School of Social Work, seven women and nine men. Several developed
national stature, particularly, Whitney
M. Young, Jr., in civil rights leadership
and E. Franklin Frazier, in scholarship.
Lugenia Burns Hope as noted, established a formidable reputation as leader and catalyst for the founding of the
School. Other women also provided
leadership at critical periods throughout the history of the School. One was
Frankie Victoria Adams, known affectionally by many students as “Frankie
V.” She came to the school in 1931,
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having been recruited by Forrester B.
Washington, the second director for the
purpose of developing the Community
Organization Sequence. She provided
leadership through curriculum design
and was also a highly respected teacher,
mentor and life coach. Owing to segregation and discrimination, many agencies in the city and across the south
would not receive Atlanta University
students for training in practice methods. Black students could not provide
services to white clients in keeping
with customs and “separate but equal
dogma.” Placements had to be developed in other regions of the country so
that students could not only have supervised educational experiences with
diverse racial and ethnic groups in
keeping with best practice standards of
the accrediting body, but also the Charter of the University (Bowles, Hopps,
and Clayton 2016; Hopps, personal reflections). Adams overcame these barriers and helped to establish a national
field placement network for Atlanta
University students.
Dean Genevieve Hill is acknowledged for her leadership role in identifying content relevant to the experiences
of black families and communities for
potential inclusion in the core social
work curriculum (Carten 2021). This
emphasis on the importance of family
led the CSWE to appoint a Task force
to make recommendations to the body.
This Task Force was comprised of social
work faculty from Atlanta, Howard, and
other programs, this initiative had backing from the CSWE, although the depth
of interest or support was at best, vague
or ambiguous, given the subsequent
years of debate relative to expected and
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required inclusion of that content in the
curriculum. That did not happen until
later when discrete Educational Policy
and Accreditation Standards (EPASs)
were stipulated by CSWE (Bowles and
Hopps 2014; Hopps, Lowe and Clayton
2019.) What can be stated is that the profession assumed an accommodationist
stance towards race, diversity and inclusion (Kendall 2004). This no doubt accounted for the School’s movement in
the mid twentieth-century, 1950-1960s,
from its original stance to accommodate CSWE’s benign approach to race
and diversity (Hopps, Lowe and Clayton 2018). Specifically, long term faculty
member Frankie Adams, stated:

Atlanta University codified the Afro-centric perspective in the 1920s.
In the push for national standing,
and acceptance, Atlanta University
School of Social Work developed
a program that corresponded to
most other programs, particularly
during the 1950s; however, the
historical afro-centric theme was
reinstated and defined during the
1960s, in keeping with the political
environment of the time, including
students’ demand for the Afrocentric perspective (Adams, 1981).
Professor Lloyd Yabura provided
leadership that propelled the Afrocentric perspective to a wider level
of recognition and scholarly debate
(Adams, 1981; Bowles, Hopps and
Clayton 2016).
Dean Lou Beasley helped spearhead
an imaginative initiative in the 1980s .
Specifically, she and students from the
Schools of Social Work and Education
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demonstrated a recommitment to the socio-historical beginnings of the School,
when they moved into public housing,
University Homes, near the University’s
campus and the site of the historic Neighborhood Union. The idea embraced service delivery in keeping with early 20th
century social work practice, particularly
settlements, when practitioners “friends”
and clients spent time in close physical
proximity engaging in community-based
projects. The University/Public Housing Partnership idea originated with
Atlanta City Council President, Marvin
Arrington, who thought the proposal
would be a source of positive role models and educational help, especially as he
noted, for young black males. The rehabilitated University Homes would be the
residence for forty Clark Atlanta University graduate students. University Homes
was the country’s first housing project
for blacks that was federally financed.
John Hope had pressed the government
to build the units while serving as Morehouse College president in 1937. Many
early residents of University Homes were
employed at the nearby colleges. Lou
Beasley worked collaboratively with the
Tenants’ Association to develop support
of the program among the residents. The
New York Times covered this community
intervention which brought needed publicity and attention to the School, adding
yet another chapter to its storied history
(Smothers 1991).
Another Dean that rose to the challenge was Dorcas Bowles who served as
Dean of WMYJr. SSW on three different occasion; the last being August 2015
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to July 2016. Under her leadership, the
school was successfully accredited two
times. Her tenure at the School covered
a contentious period in the profession
relative to curriculum issues and the accrediting body (Bowles 2020). Early in
her tenure she led the faculty to focus
on clinical practice, as distinct from direct practice, recognizing the increase
of mental health issues and prevalence
across all populations and age cohorts. In
part, this decision was also based on the
need to educate clinically trained African American social workers who would
have the necessary knowledge, skills and
talents to successfully work with African American families and children and
other People of Color in the U.S. This
decision came at a time when the nation
was seeing an increase in mental health
issues faced by people in the U.S., including African Americans and People of
Color. Dean Bowles felt that the School
should be in the forefront in determining
important knowledge and skills needed
by all clinical professionals in working
with African Americans and other clients of color.
At this period in the School’s history,
the leadership understood that Black clients often relied on the Church for their
counseling as well as spiritual needs. Further, Blacks used religion and/or spirituality as a source of strength and comfort
and the school instilled in its graduates
that a competent social worker should
see this as a strength and understand and
appreciate the importance of spirituality
in working with Black individuals and
their families. It should be mentioned
that since the School’s inception, a bio-
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psychosocial spiritual perspective was
always seen as important in working
with Black clients. A bio-psycho-social
spiritual assessment was part of Atlanta
University’s guiding principles as early
as 1920. The School understood that attention to the role played by religion or
spirituality in one’s life did not negate the
importance of attention to one’s physical and/or mental health needs. In fact, it
was important to recognize that religion/
spirituality often serves as a strength for
many Black families. However, it was
not until 2008 that the Council on Social
Work Education included in its 2008 Educational Policy Accreditation Standards
that all schools of social work must teach
students how to do a bio-psycho-social
spiritual assessment as a basis for developing assessment and treatment plans
for clients.
It was under Dean Bowles that the
name of the School was changed from
Clark Atlanta University School of Social
Work to Whitney M. Young, Jr., School
of Social Work at the School’s 80th Anniversary. The change was made because
of Young’s long history of work focused
on social justice and equality. Social justice is Core Value 6 of the six core values
of social work as outlined in the Social
Work Code of Ethics. Core Value 6 defines social justice as:
Social workers pursue social
change, particularly with and on
behalf of vulnerable and oppressed
individuals and groups of people.
Social workers’ social change efforts
are focused primarily on issues of
poverty, unemployment, discrimination, and other forms of social
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injustice. These activities seek to
promote sensitivity to and knowledge about oppression and cultural
and ethnic diversity. Social workers
strive to ensure access to needed information, services, and resources;
equality of opportunity; and meaningful participation in decision
making for all people.
The re-naming of the School as
Whitney M. Young, Jr., School of Social
Work ensured the importance of social
justice issues being embedded in all of
the School’s programs. This social justice perspective undergirds the School’s
Afro-centric Perspective.
Another contributor was Mamie Darlington, long-term professor at Clark Atlanta University and interim dean from
1987 to 1989. In 1992, Darlington joined
the faculty of the College of the Pacific
Department of Sociology as director of
the Black Studies Program. During her
time at Pacific, she developed the social
services emphasis in the Department
of Sociology and was instrumental in
evolving the Black Studies Program toward what is now the Ethnic Studies
Program. At both institutions, Darlington conducted research on issues related
to children and families and is known
for her abilities to forge cooperation as
evidenced by her work Young African
American Grandmothers: A Missed
Developmental Stage where she collaborated with Letha Lee See and Dorcas Bowles. Finally, we note the contribution of Dr. Delores P. Aldridge,
Professor Emeritus Emory University.
Dr. Aldridge had a stellar career at
Emory where she became the founding
director of the first Black Studies degree
granting program in the South in 1971
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which she administered until 1990. She
is acknowledged here for her contributions in leadership to Clark Atlanta University (CAU) where she was a long time
board member, and she was a financial
benefactor who provided scholarships
to the School of Social Work and the Department of Sociology and Criminal Justice. Her work in the academy brought
broad attention to both CAU and the
School of Social Work. There have been
many other women who taught at the
school or were graduates who went on
to have stellar careers in the field and the
list is to long for the scope of this paper.
We have attempted to highlight a few of
the female deans/leaders who helped
to elevate the School and upon whose
shoulders the School rose and stands.
*Note: The authors acknowledge
Christopher Strickland, MSW,
Doctoral student of the University
of Georgia for research assistance.
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Introducing Forrester Blanchard Washington: A
Transformative African American Social Work Leader
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University of the District of Columbia, Retired

Abstract
African Americans have made many contributions to the development of social welfare in
the United States and to the evolution of professional social work. Over the last twentyfive-plus years, several noted scholars have built a storehouse of literature about these contributions (Bowles et al. 2016; Barrow 2007a, 2007b; Carlton-LaNey 2001). The seminal
contributions of Forrester Blanchard Washington (1887-1963), a pioneering African American social worker, social work educator, and social work administrator has sometimes been
excluded or misrepresented in this growing body of literature. This paper serves to correct
this record about Forrester B. Washington’s work that align with his peers and distinguish
him as an early Civil Rights era African American social work leader.

Introduction
Forrester B. Washington served as
the Director of the Atlanta University
School of Social Work from 1927 to 1954.
Although he served with distinction,
knowledge of his contributions have
been muted in social work history. Most
of the profession has been deprived of
widespread knowledge about the foundation Washington laid through his multifaceted career in leadership. His work
in the early twentieth century, until his
death at the birth of the Civil Rights
Movement, is largely unacknowledged
in the professional social work community. Lloyd Yabura (1970) a noted faculty
member of the School deemed him a

“Black Social Work Educator and Nation
Builder.” In 2020, the Whitney M. Young
School of Social Work at Clark Atlanta University (formerly known as the Atlanta
University School of Social Work) celebrates 100 years of professional social
work education, making this an appropriate time to chronicle his contributions
to the profession.
Washington’s intellectual forebearers and peers like Mary Church Terrell
(1863-1954), W. E. B. Du Bois (1868-1963),
George Edmund Haynes (1880-1960),
Edward Franklin Frazier (1884-1962),
and Thyra J. Edwards (1897-1953) are
rightly identified as founders of African
American social work. However, this author places Forrester B. Washington as a
transformative social work educator for
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his unique contributions to the uplift of
African American people in particular.
Washington’s long, seminal leadership
of the Whitney M. Young School of Social
Work (School) throughout the Great Depression, the Second World War, the Jim
Crow era, and the emergent Civil Rights
Movement is important in understanding how a School focused on the needs
of the African American community was
instrumental in establishing the basic elements of social justice and the plight
of the oppressed. Washington came to
the School with considerable experience in the federal government and in
private social services. These positions
provided him with the knowledge and
skills to operate the first school of social
work focused on the needs of African
Americans. He paid close attention to
the needs of freed men and women and
developed skills needed to help them
adapt to a society not yet ready to accept
them as full citizens.

Transformative Leadership
In his Pulitzer Prize-winning work,
Transforming Leadership, Burns (2003)
defines a transformative leader as one
who changes the lives and welfare of
his followers. In addition, a transforming leader is someone who has qualities that enable him or her to cope with
dire circumstances and to transcend and
transform ominous situations. Additionally, “transforming leaders define public
values that embrace the supreme and
enduring principles of a people” (Ibid.,
15-16). Through his work as a social
work leader, Washington promoted the
values and principles of African American people of self-help, arduous work,
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and achievements. Through his commitment to build a predominately African
American School for social work, he was
able to transcend racist patterns of institutional racism and exclusion. Through
his social activism as the 1936 president
of the Atlanta branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), he modeled behavior
to demonstrate for those who would
take up similar institutional and organizational challenges (Ferguson 2002). He
was a visionary leader who was skilled
in navigating his political environment;
proficient in resource development;
talented at developing and sustaining
significant and supportive interracial
relationships; and able to exercise great
personal restraint to accomplish collective goals that changed the lives of underserved people. It is these qualities
that lead one to categorize Washington
as a transformative leader.
Washington’s leadership style was
quite different from that of Edward
Franklin Frazier, his peer and predecessor in the directorship of the Atlanta School of Social Work. Although
both had been trained in the National
Urban League (NUL) fellowship program, which was committed to interracial collaborations, Washington's style
of leadership was more adaptive than
Frazier’s. Both were faced with navigating the oppressive Jim Crow waters of
the South. Washington was a product of
his northern upbringing and was selfassured and unwavering in his efforts
to bring about change. He was able to
work in racist environments by intellectually rejecting bigotry, which was
evident in his written proclamations and
public statements (Washington 1925;
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Washington 1928a and 1928b; Washington 1930; Washington 1932a and
1932b; Washington 1933; Washington
1935). His energies focused on the business of the School and the organizations
with which he worked, as he steered
the School through turbulent times. He
never yielded in his efforts to achieve his
goals of strong curricular and fundraising stewardship even when provocation
was great (Barrow 2002). He was successful in building interracial coalitions
while working simultaneously inside of
institutions that focused on educational
and social welfare of African Americans.
In subsequent years Jerome Schiele
(2000) pioneered the elucidation of the
Afrocentric paradigm in human services; he suggested the ways in which
this theory of social service may eliminate cultural oppression of African
Americans. Schiele believes that George
Haynes, E. Franklin Frazier, Charles
Johnson, and Washington all helped “to
frame the knowledge base that would be
used by African American social workers” (2000, 48).
While he acknowledged their contributions, Schiele is concerned that early
African American social work leaders
failed to place adequate emphasis on
the culture of African Americans which
might have fostered resilience and selfregard. He also asserts that the educated
cohort of early social workers and sociologists had bourgeoisie attitudes toward their African American brethren
(Ibid., 49). Schiele identifies Washington
and members of his cohort as accommodationist because they did not overtly
challenge the “fundamental epistemological and ontological assumptions of
Eurocentric social and behavioral sci-
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ence” (Ibid., p.48). An examination of
historical records proves that early African American social work leaders like
Washington fought life and death battles for survival and advancement in an
apartheid environment.
Washington’s career life course led
him to reside in large metropolitan areas
throughout most of his life and he did
not have the experience of having been
reared in the South and having experiences that would be devastating to those
who witnessed and lived the horrors of
the South. Applying life course theory
and interpretative biography to situate
his leadership within the realities of his
era helps place him within context of his
upbringing. Washington’s family, role
models, friends, employers, colleagues,
and professional associates all form an
inter-linking network of people that
influenced his leadership. He formed
many lasting social relationships that
were instrumental to his career development and successes. For example, his
friendship and professional relationship
with John C. Dancy Jr., the executive
director of the Detroit Urban League,
spanned his career and was based on the
personal affinity they had for each other
as well shared professional interests and
goals. Will Alexander, director of the
Commission on Interracial Cooperation
of the South, was a mentor, supporter,
and friend throughout the second phase
of his career. The decisions and timing of
Washington’s career changes and transitions often depended on these interactions. Each time he assumed a new position, he faced a set of circumstances that
could have led to success or failure.
Washington was an outspoken critic
of racism and a powerful advocate for
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the welfare of working African Americans (Washington 1925; Washington
1935). He was neither a militant nor an
accommodationist. Rather, his practical, pragmatic, and politic approach
suited his roles as a longtime academic
administrator, organizer, and policymaker. His career was not marked by
polarizing public scandals or personal
discord. These hallmarks of Washington’s professional approach and career
orientation present a theoretical challenge for critical biographers. He demonstrated the ability to navigate political
and social situations with agility. How
might the impact of a leader, who was
both an incisive critic of injustice and a
conciliator, be conceived forging interracial coalitions for social change? It was
this ability that places him in scope of a
transformative leader. He used his skills,
intellect and resources to effect change.
As a result of this author’s research,
Washington’s career can be divided into
two phases. Phase I, 1917–1927, covers
his community organization; social policy activities; as well as his research and
administrative contributions. In that period, he developed and consolidated his
skills, developed his professional values, and established a positive professional reputation. Phase II, 1927–1954,
covers his almost 27 years as a social
work educator at the Atlanta University
School of Social Work. It was his lengthy
and effective service at the School that
cemented its curriculum and contributions to an emerging profession.

Washington’s Early Years
Washington was born in Salem,
Massachusetts in 1887 into an African
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American family that was self-sufficient enough to be able to provide for
its members and to nurture his development. The stability of his earliest living conditions allowed him to obtain a
sound education at South Boston High
School, and later at Tufts, Harvard, and
Columbia universities. Washington’s
foundational years provided for the development of his healthy, practical personal identity which continued through
his adolescence and adulthood.
Unlike most African American children of the Post-Reconstruction period,
Washington was able to consistently
attend school at an early age. He graduated from South Boston High School
where he was identified as one of their
distinguished alumni (Alumni South
Boston Public Schools 2020). Washington graduated from Tufts College
(now Tufts University) in 1909 where
he completed a classical curriculum.
He pursued a post-baccalaureate degree at Harvard University from 1912
to 1914. He obtained a master’s degree
in social economy in 1917 from Columbia University.
His studies at Columbia dovetailed
with the emergence of the social work
field, requiring specialized training. He
obtained a social work degree from the
New York School of Philanthropy which
later became the Columbia University
School of Social Work. During this period, he was identified as an able professional and received financial support for
his degree through a fellowship from the
National Urban League, which by then
had been operating in cities to address
discrimination and a myriad of social
problems experienced by African American migrants. The League recognized
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that if it were to become successful in its
mission to strengthen black people and
communities, it would need a trained
group of social workers.

Building and Solidifying The School
Institutional development requires a
committed leader with a vision, one
who is skilled in navigating his political
environment, one who is proficient in
resource development, one who can develop and sustain significant supportive
relationships, and one who, when controversial issues arise, can exercise great
personal restraint to accomplish a goal.
As director of the Atlanta School of Social Work for 27 years from 1927 to 1954,
through the Great Depression to the
dawn of the civil rights era, Washington
was just such a committed leader.
The School was founded in 1920 to
educate African Americans in social
work to assist their own kind. In 1928,
Washington wrote to an associate and
described “an epiphany” ( Washington
to Stevens, 1928). He had been encouraging other trained social workers to relocate to the South and finally recognized
that “the only common-sense thing [was
for him] to practice what he preached.”
He decided to “consecrate his life to
social work education” and readily accepted the position to direct the School
following the end of Frazier’s leadership
(Bacote 1969).
Washington was recruited to lead the
Atlanta School of Social Work in 1927 during conflict between E. Franklin Frazier,
the second director of the School, and
the Atlanta University Board of Directors. Several factors lead to Frazier’s
dismissal from his leadership role. His
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leadership of the School vied with his
burgeoning scholarship (Adams 1981).
Washington was hired in 1927 by
a unanimous decision of the Board of
Trustees of the School. Both Frazier and
Washington were intellectually gifted,
but they used their talents in different
ways. Frazier was an acknowledged
scholar; but the Board selected a man
who had considerable administrative
experience. In addition, Washington was
comfortable in the interracial context
and especially in organizations. While
prejudice and discrimination offended
him, it did not deter him in his work.
The qualities of his “confrontations”
were such that, as a rule, people did not
feel personally threatened or attacked.
Washington’s commitment and contributions to social work education were
revealed in seven areas. They included:
(1) fundraising activities through the
Depression years; (2) developing an innovative curriculum; (3) recruiting students from across the country and from
several foreign countries; ( 4) championing the training of people with disabilities; (5) improving standards and achieving accreditation; (6) advancing and
advocating for culturally relevant social
work education for African Americans;
and (7) shaping a predominately White
profession through his active participation in the wider social work profession
via his publications and organizational
leadership and participation.
The selection of Forrester Blanchard
Washington for leadership of the Atlanta School of Social Work guaranteed
that the program would develop from
a holistic perspective and that it would
be culturally relevant for African Americans. He would help to confront the
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scientific challenge issued by Abraham
Flexner (Bonner 2016) that social work
could not be considered a profession.
Although his initial focus was on training southerners, his successes led to the
admission of students from around the
nation and from some foreign countries.
He wanted the School to be open to all
who were qualified to study there.
Washington faced many challenges as
director of an African American School
in the south in the first half of the 20th
century. The Jim Crow culture of the time
along with the emergence of the “New
Negro” created a complex leadership
environment for African American leaders (Davis 1998). The New Negro was a
then-prevalent term (proliferating in the
Harlem Renaissance and other urban
centers of African American life) used
to identify an African American population with a higher level of consciousness
about its conditions and a new feeling
of solidarity and racial pride (Harold
2018). African American leaders had to
balance conflicting pressures to achieve
gains for their people while making the
accommodations so often necessary to
make strides within the dominant white
culture where discrimination was a legally enforced norm.

The School of Social Work:
Curriculum
Washington had already given extensive thought to what an optimal African
American social worker could be. And
after he confirmed his images, Washington began to convey his vision for the
School. It was “More than a School.” It
was, for him, “a promotional agency for
social welfare” (Atlanta School of Social
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Work Bulletin 1929-1930). A major benefactor supported the School’s expanded
role. The Rosenwald Foundation supported the School and by the 1929-1930
School year, a new program was fully
operational. It included a two-year curriculum. Entrance requirements of students were raised and a formal plan of
cooperation with local colleges had been
instituted. A summer School was instituted, and all courses were extended to
a full semester. The School’s bulletin emphasized its admission to the American
Association of Schools of Professional Social
Work (AASPSW). The courses listed in
the catalog were: “Negroes”: The Technique of Community Work among Negroes; Industrial Problems of the Negro;
The Conduct of Social Surveys in Negro
Communities; Housing Problems of
the Negro; Crime and the Negro; Rural
Social Work and the Negro; and Recreation and the Negro. Other courses were
occasionally added on this subject.
Further, the School was organized
into four departments: Social Casework;
Social Group Work; Community Organization; and Social Administration and
Research. Field work placements included family case work; hospital social
work; institutional supervision; probation; recreational organization; community organization and religious social
work (Ibid.).
Washington also provided greatly
expanded research opportunities for his
students. His reputation as a researcher
meant that under the direction of the
School, students would engage in community organization and take a vital role
in research studies to respond to local,
state, and other requests for information. During the 1928-29 School year stu-
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dents participated in a variety of studies “under the auspices of the Atlanta
Urban League, the Atlanta Social Research
Council, The Interracial Commission, the
John Rosenwald Fund, The Atlanta Evening
School, The Atlanta Negro Business League,
Fisk University Economics Department,
and the Committee on Church Cooperation” (Ibid.).
Another important aspect of the
program pioneered by Washington was
the use of block field placements in the
second year of study (Adams 1981, 30).
Social work education always includes
a significant amount of time in actual
fieldwork to ensure the integration of
theory, practice and self-awareness as
pertains to client interventions.

Fundraising for the School
Washington was recruited to the leadership post because of demonstrated administrative effectiveness in prior positions and well-established relationships
with businessmen and philanthropists.
When Washington assumed leadership
of the School of social work, he was immediately faced with a critical need for
funds. He was a man of quick action,
with a clear mission and a vision of how
things should be conducted to get the
School moving in the direction of success. When Washington took over the
administration of the School in 1927, the
need for financial support was an immediate and vexing problem. In 1926-27
students paid $10.00 per quarter tuition.
Room and board in private homes was
about $5.00 per week and they needed
an additional $25.00 for other School related expenses. The School had a total of
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$400.00 that it could award in scholarships. It had a budget shortfall.
Washington went about the business
of garnering resources for the School
while building and relying upon previous professional relationships. No doubt
there was also awareness of the threats
to American political life with so many
people disenfranchised and degraded.
By 1932, when Roosevelt was elected the
first time, the country had experienced
many race riots in major cities and small
towns (Trotter 1996, 276-283).
Washington began calling on former associates for funds for the School.
One of the first letters was to Harry G.
Stevens who had been his board chairman for both the Detroit Urban League
and Associated Charities positions in
Detroit (Washington to Stevens 1928).
Washington told Stevens that the School
was “getting on splendidly” but he was
worried about its finances. Frazier, his
predecessor, had done little to broaden
the School’s base of financial support.
Washington had been compelled to
give his “attention to the most immediate problems, the reorganization of the
curriculum, the obtaining of a new
faculty, a new office force and a more
mature student body” (Ibid.).
At that time the School depended on
two national foundations for two-thirds
of its $15,000 budget: the Laura Spelman
Rockefeller Memorial which gave one
dollar for every two dollars that were
raised up to $5,000 per year and the
Russell Sage Foundation, which gave
one dollar for every dollar the School
raised per year (Ibid.). At that time,
he urgently and immediately needed
$2500.00 to enable the School to obtain
the grants from the two foundations. He
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only had a window of 15 days.
Washington based his appeal to Stevens on the philanthropist’s commitment
to “practical enterprise” and because he
knew that Stevens interest “transcended
local interest.” He invoked his personal
credibility saying that Stevens knew that
he would “not be representing any bogus agency or institution.” He was sympathetic to the many requests Stevens
received and knew he had to set “a limit
somewhere to his philanthropy.”
Stevens was only one of several people contacted. Washington was always
sensitive to the influence of others and
sought to appeal through his friend John
Dancy’s organizational connections. In
the same month he also wrote seeking
his assistance in making contacts with
other Detroit philanthropists and leaders with whom he had worked during his years in Detroit (Washington to
Dancy 1928a). Dancy tried to help him
but with minimal success. Philanthropists in the area felt that they had been
“besieged for many years for all kinds of
philanthropic causes” (Dancy to Washington 1928). Washington was not successful at that point in obtaining funds
in Detroit, but he was able to obtain the
funds needed for the School in Philadelphia (Washington to Dancy 1928c).
The level of support from the Julius
Rosenwald Fund in the early years of
the School earns it the distinction of having been the organization that saved the
School from financial failure on numerous occasions. Rosenwald was already
committed to the support of the School
when E. Franklin Frazier was leading it.
The fund continued substantial support
to the School for many years, but not
without constant appeals by Washing-

63

ton. Sometimes even after they had said
“no”, with Will Alexander’s support,
Washington continued to ask for help.
In most instances he was successful in
getting the funds he needed. Edwin Embree was president of the Rosenwald
Fund at the time, a position he held until 1948. Before that he had been a vice
president of the Rockefeller Foundation.
Embree had a scholarly interest in African Americans shown in his book Brown
Americans: The Story of a Tenth of the Nation (Embree 1941).
Washington was very sensitive to the
authority and power of the Rosenwald
Fund as indicated by his Thursday October 11, 1928 letter. He wrote to the director, Alfred K. Stern, to alert him that
he and Will Alexander would be coming
to Chicago on a fund-raising mission.
Alexander by this time had become
chairman of the School’s finance committee. Washington told Stern that Alexander was a “very fine speaker and
the most outstanding white man in the
South in the matter of race relations.” He
would be attempting to obtain new subscribers for the School, “but the real reason he was writing was that he would
not want to come to Chicago on a fundraising project without informing [Stern]
beforehand” (Washington to Stern 1928).
Stern was a son-in-law of the Fund’s
founder (Washington to Dancy 1928c).
In the same letter Washington characteristically spelled out the School’s needs
in detail. “The School has […] financial
needs this year with which I think you
are acquainted but I am sure you will
not object to my calling them again to
your attention.” The School needed several small individual gifts to match the
conditional grants offered by the Russell
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Sage Foundation and the Laura Spelman
Rockefeller Memorial. Larger grants were
needed to meet expenses caused by the
expansion of the schoo1. Contributions
were needed for scholarships and fellowships to attract the most desirable
type of students for social work.
Stern responded favorably to Washington’s appeal and wrote a letter of introduction to Mary McDowell of the University of Chicago Settlement in which
he asked her to arrange a meeting for
Washington and Alexander with people
who might be able to help the School. He
told McDowell that the Rosenwald fund
had been in close touch with the School
and had contributed $1,500. He expected that the funds would be increased in
the next funding cycle. Stern told her
that the Board of Trustees of the Atlanta
School of Social Work included “some
of the most representative Southern
educators and Mr. Washington has demonstrated his superior qualifications
for the position of director” (Stern to
McDowell 1928).

Threats to Revoke Accreditation
Consistent with his vision of being a
force for social welfare in the south and
the nation, in addition to leading the
School, Washington assumed leadership
roles in social welfare organizations,
made speeches, published articles, and
conducted trainings in other cities in
the south to share his insights about the
needs and conditions of African Americans and to offer guidance in program
development (Barrow 2002). The success
of the School created new demands on
Washington, especially as it became a
less independent organization.
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In 1938 the Atlanta School of Social
Work affiliated with Atlanta University,
which then began awarding the Master
of Social Work (MSW) to students who
met all its requirements. Although this
was a positive step, Washington lost
some of his autonomy. In addition to
his accountability to the American Association of Schools of Social Work (AASSW),
his accountability to the Atlanta University administration was increased. In
1947 the School gave up its independent
charter and became a part of Atlanta
University under the leadership of Dr.
Rufus Clement. By then it had achieved
a positively significant record with its
students and was perceived to be an asset within the University. Washington’s
leadership for almost 20 years had been
undisputed and unquestioned by many
who agreed with his vision. He was a
well-respected social work leader in the
south and the nation (Ibid.).
However, in 1947 the AASSW determined that the School had many problems and threatened its accreditation
standing, a profoundly serious circumstance for the University and the School.
To remain viable as an institution, the
School had to sustain its participation
in the broad political economy of the
evolving social work profession. The
AASSW gave the School one year to (1)
develop clearly defined written standards for and an effective plan of administration of the fieldwork program, (2)
more carefully select fieldwork agencies
(in a Jim Crow environment) and fieldwork supervisors, (3) achieve quality
and sound content in field instruction,
(4) employ sufficiently qualified personnel to give direction and supervision of
an adequate fieldwork program, and (5)
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limit admissions in accordance with the
number of fieldwork placements that
met (AASSW) standards (Youngdahl
1947). Washington had been addressing
all these issues but was not in full agreement with all the AASSW-s interpretations and ideas.
In part, the struggles with Washington and the Atlanta University School of
Social Work can be understood as being
related to the profession defining itself
and its standards regarding which social
work professional group would control
the direction and development of professional social work. The AASSW and
the National Association of Schools of Social
Administration (NASSA) vied for leadership, and the American Association of Social Workers (AASW) as well as federal
agencies also exerted strong influence
(Kendall 2002). The struggle can also be
understood in relation to the prevailing
perception by whites that African Americans were an inferior population. There
was intense pressure to accept the values
and ideas of a basically “white accrediting body” if the School were to continue
to thrive in its professional environment.
The School’s record of success and
the creative contributions of its leader to
the field were ignored or deemed problematic. As the School developed in the
1930s, no doubt there were areas where
improvement and change were needed,
but Washington had made ongoing attempts to relate to his colleagues and
to obtain input and guidance. This did
not mean, however, that he immediately
and readily made all the changes that the
AASSW perceived as necessary (Barrow
2007a). Furthermore, the environment in
which he operated was greatly different
from that of Schools that did not have
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to develop under racism and oppression. Washington’s independence, assuredness, and successes in his efforts to
build the School and his reputation as a
social-welfare leader established him as
a target.
The standards of the profession’s accreditation review process were not well
developed at that time. Arthur Fink,
who led the 1947 review, was director of
the Division of Public Welfare and Social
Work at the University of North Carolina (which at that time did not admit African Americans). There were no African
American reviewers on the review team,
and Fink had met with a disgruntled Atlanta University School of Social Work faculty member before he conducted his review. He also wrote to a friend who had
worked for Washington to obtain inside
information about the School prior to his
meeting with Dr. Clement to make final
recommendations (Fink 1948).
Subsequently, on Monday, November 29, 1948, Arthur Fink and Benjamin
Youngdahl, who represented the AASSW Board of Directors, held a conference
with President Clement to discuss their
findings and their concerns about the
social work School. They suggested that
one of the four alternative solutions to
the problems they perceived was to remove Washington from his position. Dr.
Clement declined to do so pointing out
the good reports he had on the success of
the School’s graduates under Washington’s leadership and the fact that Washington was a tenured professor with
20 years of service in the University.
Clement acknowledged the need for
improvements and agreed to offer more
supervision and to assert more control
over the School, which by then was un-
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der his direction. In 1950 the AASSW
recognized the progress of the School
and closed the accreditation issue (Spencer 1950). In fact, in 1947, a new body,
the National Council on Social Work Education (NCSWE), had been created to work
out “a solution to the problems related
to the academic level of professional social work education and its accrediting
authority” (Kendall 2002, 5). The AASSW was on its way out of leadership
and control.
Washington, who had been incensed
by AASSW practices and criticisms, remained respectful while complying with
all its requests because he was determined to do nothing to harm the School.
However, he shared with Clement how
difficult it was for him to control his contempt for the people who had reviewed
the School as well as for the AASSW,
feeling that they had no creative imagination and no sense of professional education and were primarily interested in
maintaining the status quo with an emphasis on educating only African American southerners. Despite his strong feelings, he refrained from any action or
comment that might have harmed the
School (Barrow 2007a).
Following Fink’s review and the
November meeting with Clement, Will
Alexander, who served on the Executive
Committee of Atlanta University, paid
Arthur Fink a visit at the University of
North Carolina. He went to convey his
concern that the AASSW might harm the
School and to “express his desire to keep
Atlanta as one of the accredited Schools,
and to keep it producing qualified Negro social workers.” Fink wrote to
Youngdahl about the visit. According to
Fink, Alexander was their best resource
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over and beyond President Clement.
It is, of course, important to note that
Alexander was a White man advocating on behalf of an HBCU, and this very
fact may have eclipsed the impact of
Cléments advocacy. After all, Clement
was an African American man whose
power as the longtime President of Atlanta University still had its limits in the
Jim Crow era. Fink wrote that Alexander “had known Washington for years
and can probably effect more change—if
such was possible—in him than perhaps
any other person around the Atlanta
situation” (Fink 1948). Fink apparently
had no awareness of the mutual respect
that existed between Washington and
Alexander.
In a Monday January 5, 1951, regular meeting of the School’s Board of
Advisors, Washington reported on the
progress of the School. He included
a section in his report entitled “Vindication of Block Field Work Program.” He
reflected on past opposition to the block
fieldwork program that he initiated
at the School. He then reported to the
board “an increasing number of Schools
are now patterning their field work after
our block field work plan. An increasing
number of requests have been received
from other Schools for information.” He
also cited “a recent memorandum of the
University of Michigan to its students”
that “referred to” the AU School of Social
Work’s “system of block field work by
name as one of the two field work plans
which they were considering putting
into operation” (“Minutes of the Annual
Meeting of the Board of Advisors” 1951).
He was also proud to share the fact that
two of the School’s graduates were Fulbright scholars studying in London.
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Claiming a Transformative Legacy
Arguably, Forrester B. Washington
deserves more credit for developing the
early years of the Atlanta School of Social
Work who effectively led the institution
through some of its most difficult periods. As a result of his successes in developing the School and producing a
cadre of well-trained African American
social workers, Washington’s leadership
and accomplishments are intricately tied
to the development of social work and
social welfare in the southern United
States (Gary and Gary 1994; “Washington and Robeson Receive Honorary Degrees” 1943).
Washington is relevant today because
he remains a role model for social workers particularly social workers of color.
He was a person who modeled personal
integrity and self-efficacy despite the
barriers that existed for him in a white
supremacist culture. He was committed
to higher education and strove to make
sure that his students received competitive training and experience at a time
in which many whites continued to insist that blacks were biologically inferior
to whites and could only be trusted as
service people and laborers. Even then
they struggled to make a livelihood that
allowed for advancement. But he was
not deterred by the barriers and used
his privilege for the common good. His
career path mirrored a strong value
of collective advancement although he
was a part of the black elite that sometimes seemed to inappropriately be
judgmental, moralistic, and elitist (Ferguson 2002).
As Washington himself discovered
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when working within Roosevelt’s New
Deal administration, the current political climate and many institutions did
not value African American social welfare or the welfare of the most socioeconomically marginalized. This disagreement lead to his leaving the Roosevelt’s
administration and returning to Atlanta
where he continued his advocacy on
behalf of African Americans (Barrow,
2007b; Brown 2011).
Washington’s work within grassroots,
federal, and educational institutions
stands as an example of advocacy for
social change. We need to advance Washington’s legacy now more than ever before and it is hoped that this work will
elevate him to be considered as a major contributor of African Americans in
the building of the profession. Washington’s efforts through tumultuous periods and navigating racism designates
his status as a transformative leader,
contributor to the profession of social
work and the uplifting of the African
American community.

________________________________
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Abstract
This article chronicles the development of social work programs at Historically Black
Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) using a framework of social justice, while simultaneously
juxtaposing the concept of altruism, as articulated in Abraham Flexner’s ( 1915) professional
framework presentation. The efforts of visionary social work pioneers addressed both
institutional and professional neglect of a significant population of African Americans who
were subjugated in the aftermath of slavery during the early 1900’s (Bowles et al. 2016).
The social justice foci and altruistic motivation of African American advocates and activists
provided avenues for professional education and representation of the offspring of the
formerly enslaved and others.

Introduction
There has been sparse acknowledgement of HBCUs and their role in the development of social work given the sociohistorical climate in the early years of
the development of the profession which
was marked by a systematic exclusion
of African Americans. However, the
emerging leadership of African Ameri-

cans in the profession demonstrated the
elevated level of social justice and altruistic motivation needed to focus on the
development of inclusiveness of other
races (Carlton-LaNey 1999). The historical context for examining social justice
and altruism is provided and also contemporary explanations on how the profession has moved to greater awareness
of these principles.
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The four HBCUs, Fisk University, Atlanta University, Bishop Tuttle School
and Howard University--are highlighted as forerunners in addressing the
need for diversity in educating social
workers. The leaders of the programs
possessed the vision and courage to do
what others might have thought to be
impossible. Later, other HBCUs would
develop social work programs in the
1950’s and 60’s, spurred by the momentum of the civil rights era (Bowles et al.
2016). The 1915 speech was given at the
National Conference of Charities and
Corrections, by Flexner who questioned
social work as a legitimate profession,
arguing that it was accidental and fortuitous. That speech is credited as the most
significant event in the development of
the intellectual rationalization for social
work as an organized profession (Austin
(1983). Austin goes on to assert, “[S]ocial
welfare agencies provided an opportunity for graduates of women’s colleges
to establish a career in a field in which
many of the leaders were also women” (
Austin 2000, 358). The sentiment at the
time was sexist, with striking views
about women. An even weightier sentiment at the time was that Blacks were
separate and unequal to their white
counterparts. A leading late 20th century professional commented that white
social work educators and practitioners
accommodated segregation rather than
directly opposing it, particularly in the
era prior to the 1954 Brown v Board of
Education Supreme Court Ruling. It
was not until Whitney M. Young Jr.,
Dean at Atlanta University, pushed
the Council on Social Work Education
(CSWE) in 1963 to establish accreditation policies on nondiscrimination that a
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more inclusive practice began to emerge
(Kendall 2004).
Furthermore, the development of
social work programs at HBCUs was
important in a broader context as they
focused attention on a population of
people who had been subjugated to
chronic historical discrimination beginning with the imposition of slavery,
subsequent Black Codes, and forced
migration to urban centers seeking employment opportunities ( Bowles et al
2016). In the milieu at the time, bias both
explicitly and implicitly was dominated
and expressed in its clearest form via de
jure segregation. How does this relate
to social justice, altruism and the social
work profession? Based upon the social
work treatise of humanism and social
justice it would be incredible, but not
impossible, in today’s culture to outwardly promote segregation and the
denial of human rights. As in most efforts to achieve equality, those affected
would have to fight to find their equal
place in America, including institutions
of higher education (Carlton-LaNey
1994) Through their enslavement African Americans helped provide funding (endowments) for many prominent
universities, and these revelations have
only recently been acknowledged (Wilder 2013). Perhaps exclusion of African
Americans was a way for these mainstream universities to contend with their
own cognitive dissonance - particularly
in northern states where abolition was
strong in theory but not in practice.

Social Justice
Social justice is defined as “the ideal condition in which all members of a
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society have the same basic rights, protections, opportunities and social benefits” (Barker 2003, 404-05) . Bonnycastle
(2011, 270) saw social justice as “striving toward the goal of social equality.”
Currently, most schools of social work
cite social justice as part of their mission statements (Segal and Wagaman
2017). Further, social justice is articulated through the major social work organizations including the Code of Ethics
(National Association of Social Workers
2017) and the Council on Social Work
Education’s (CSWE) Educational Practice and Accreditation Standards (EPAS
2015; Vincent 2013). Even though endorsed by these major organizations
social justice in education and practice
has been contentious (Segal and Wagaman 2017). Historically, in the early
twentieth century, Porter Lee, who was
the president of the National Conference of Social Work in 1929 identified
the conflict as the “ pull between cause
and function”. The belief in changing
entrenched evils that block human wellbeing ( i.e., cause) to serving those structures that are put in place to address human needs ( i.e., function). The conflict
between the two was deep in the fledgling profession” (Lee 1929 3,4,17). It is
this milieu in which the leaders of these
four HBCUs were expected to navigate.

Altruism
A way to address social justice is
to tap into social empathy as a motivation via teaching social work students about historical patterns of discrimination and oppression (Segal and
Wagaman 2017). This method envisioned enhancing the concept of social
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empathy, an idea of altruism also expressed by Abraham Flexner. Altruism
is defined as the motivation to provide
services to individuals, families, and
groups other than oneself that have the
effect of increasing the welfare of society (Batson et al. 2002). The definition
embraces Flexner’s (1915) belief that altruism is focused on satisfaction gained
through service. It is “a real and fundamental part of human nature and is a
large part of the reason for the existence
of the social work profession” (Wakefield
1993, 403). Three criteria for the evaluation of a genuinely altruistic act include:

1. The person who engages in giving
treats it as an end in itself. He anticipates no other satisfaction or gain than
the pleasure of contributing to the welfare of others.
2. The person gives voluntarily. He is acting beyond the call of duty and not fulfilling stipulated role obligations.
3. On balance, the person "is doing good",
as judged by the recipient and spectators to the action; on balance, the person "doing good" is not harming others
or incurring costs out of proportion to
his act” (Leeds 1963, 230-31).
Flexner referred to the role of practitioners as one of mediating entities
between other professions and those
in need. He observed, “… social work
to be a selfless profession that was for
the greater good”, as evidenced by the
statement: “. . . the rewards of the social
worker is in his own conscience and in
heaven. His life is marked by devotion
to impersonal ends, and his own satisfaction is largely through the satisfaction
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procured by his efforts for others” (162).
The Report recognized “unselfish devotion” that the field of social work demonstrated; however, the intention and
results are often in conflict as people are
able to discern their own level of comfort relative to caring based on their
unique experiences. Research demonstrates that there is some discomfort in
communicating with others expressing
differing views; although, experimentation with intergroup dialogue holds
promising results (Rodenborg and Dessel 2019). Altruism depicts empathy and
caring for others whereas social justice
denotes a more political direct action
that is motivated by a sense of rights and
responsibilities (Ibid.).

Early Social Work: Gaps in Inclusion and Diversity
In the early years of social work
education African Americans were
mostly excluded . Therefore, one could
assume that there was also a lack of
provision of culturally sensitive services in mainstream agencies (Kendall
2004; Bowles et al. 2016). To address
this service gap, self-help organizations
were established to uplift fellow African Americans. Organizations specific
to the provision of social welfare with
people of color included the National
Urban League (NUL) which was established in 1911, the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) created in 1909 and other
region-specific Black charities including
Black churches, and HBCUs (Bowles et
al. 2016, Carlton-LaNey 1999; Martin
and Martin 1995 ) These organizations
were important
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in articulating the needs of the formerly enslaved, as they were national
in their scope and representative of the
population.
The glaring question and issue of the
time became, “What institutions could
educate African American social workers to meet the demands for educating
social workers in African American communities?”.... It was “the scientific method that distinguished social work from
traditional black caregiving systems” of
the period” (Martin and Martin 1995, 6).
The standard curriculum was not a question of sameness, but of equity (Wallace
1993). Social work education for African Americans was slighted by the fact
that the normative view of behavior for
them was described as a deviation from
that of the White middle class to whom
they were compared (Bowles et al. 2016).
The rise of social work education would
coincide with a shifting, climatic focus
towards the professionalization of the
field. The need for assistance was exacerbated particularly during the early
20th century where black masses from
the South relocated to industrial cities
in the north and west (Wilkerson 2011).
The establishment of schools of social
work for African Americans occurred at
a time when the need was glaring and
for many families at a time of desperation which was exploited through blatant racism. Gossett (1965) explains:

“It is essential to understand that
quite many people eminent in the
sciences and social sciences were
then genuinely convinced that races
vary greatly in innate intelligence
and temperament…[I]t was mainly
the academic writers on racial dif-
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ferences who made racism respectable.” (quoted in Platt and Chadler
1988, 373)
Further, the intolerant sentiment that
reverberated through the nation and
bolstered fixed views on race would stymie established schools of social work
from achieving altruistic ideals of inclusiveness, and embracing diversity, including cultures and the upholding of
social justice (Ibid.). During the early
1900’s most were restrictive in admitting African Americans: however, some
established partnerships with the National Urban League (NUL) to provide
training fellowships.
Schools serving African Americans
expanded to incorporate social work
training and included schools under
discussion. Structural and contextual
factors, .e.g. racism, inequality, segregation, poverty, and illiteracy were
the drivers of the early curricula. Programs at both Atlanta
(1928) and
Howard ( 1943) would achieve the status of independent units and professional accreditation at their respective
universities (Schiele 1999). It has been
well documented that Blacks played a
significant role in the development of
these professional and educational opportunities (Bowles et al. 2016). Early
African American social work pioneers
would come to reflect W.E.B. Du Bois’
(1903) ideals of the “Talented Tenth”,
whereby trained professional Blacks
used their skills and talents as agency
to uplift while often simultaneously being in solidarity with other less privileged blacks (Sall and Khan 2017). “ It
was both “race work” and ethnic selfdetermination, that pushed the profes-
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sion to become more oriented to social
justice and altruism. For this reason,
social work pioneers in HBCUs are illuminated (Martin and Martin 1995, 133).

Fisk University
With the vision of George Edmund
Haynes, educated at Alabama A&M,
Fisk, Yale, and Columbia Universities,
the first program at an HBCU was created at Fisk in 1911 (Carlton-LaNey
1994). He became a faculty member
at that institution in 1910 and quickly
made strides in building up the social
work program (Ibid.). “Haynes’ focus,
persona, political power, and clarity of
purpose, so impressed the Fisk administrators that they eagerly embraced the
idea of establishing the Social Science
Department.” (Ibid.). He developed a
comprehensive social science curriculum with coursework embedded in a
historical perspective, for example, History of the Negro in America and The
Negro Problem. Included was a field
experience component consistent with
other social work programs (Ibid, 44).
Educating students to become change
agents in urban communities was “the
most pressing need” from his perspective (Haynes 1911). Haynes endorsed
“race work” to create avenues for students who would look like the communities they served while becoming
oriented to science and practice competencies (Carlton- La Ney1994). He also
operationalized continuing educational
opportunities for Fisk graduates with
the National Urban League ( NUL), an
organization he co – founded.
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Atlanta University
Established in 1920, Atlanta University School of Social Work was the first
school for African Americans at the
master’s level . Its original name was
the Atlanta School of Social Work since
the school was an independent institution and not yet a part of the charter that
created Atlanta University. The Atlanta
School’s mission was to provide professional education for African Americans
with the overall objective being to assist individuals in their quest to obtain
knowledge and skills necessary for service to the community (Clark Atlanta
University Catalogue 2013). Based upon
his presence, knowledge and body of
work, Du Bois was foundational in directing the program’s curriculum. He
joined the faculty at Atlanta University
in 1897 and was a commanding figure
in grounding the program in theory and
science; specifically, his highly influential treatise on the Philadelphia Negro
which established the scientific basis for
studying a population.
E. Franklin Frazier was not the first
director of the school, but his leadership
was most notable as the second director of the program. He was preceded
by Gary Moore (Bowles et al. 2016). E.
Franklin Frazier, educated at Howard
University, Clark University (Massachusetts) , New York University and University of Chicago, would vehemently fight
against social injustice in his lifetime
while advancing social work (Ibid.).
Frazier learned the tenets of social work
by completing research fellowships at
the New York School of Social Work
and the National Urban League. With
Frazier’s understanding of both sociol-
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ogy and social work, he would advance
the school’s curriculum and moved
toward professionalization of the program (Schiele 1999). Frazier opined that
“Black perspectives was an overarching
framework of approaches that emerged
through the struggles and protests of
black communities, professionals and
anti-racist activists to give voice and
agency to debates and discussions about
social work issues (Graham 2009, 274).”
Additionally, as a prolific writer, Frazier
would raise the scholastic consciousness
of the plight and social ills that impacted blacks in America, particularly those
who resettled to the north during the
great migration period. He critically examined the utility of scientific methods
of helping over church-based initiatives;
and challenged others who made class
distinctions within the community; and
would expose the deleterious effects of
racism on African Americans (Frazier
1939; 1924a; 1924b; 1927).
In the “The Pathology of Race Prejudice”(1927), he attributed racism to a
form of insanity. That article resulted in
Frazier and his family receiving death
threats which reportedly forced him to
board a train and leave Atlanta with a .45
caliber pistol in his belt for self-defense.
He arrived in Chicago, Illinois and soon
after entered a doctoral program at the
University of Chicago. Upon completing this degree in 1934, he relocated to
Howard University, and remained there
for most of his adult life (Platt and
Chandler 1988). Frazier’s contributions
are noteworthy because of his bold leadership and outspoken stance against racism at two prominent HBCUs which he
was instrumental in developing.
Forrester B. Washington, a graduate
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of Tufts and Columbia Universities , became a social work pioneer and made
major strides in establishing an educational curriculum that was geared specifically towards African Americans.
He served as the director of the Atlanta
School of Social Work from 1927 to 1947
and the Atlanta University School of
Social Work from 1947 to 1954. Washington made it a point to express the
importance of training individuals to
recognize the detrimental effects that
racism had on the black community, as
well as the centrality of competent academic preparation for work in needful
communities (Clark Atlanta University
Catalogue 2013). The curriculum he
developed expanded on the work of
Frazier and covered a broader spectrum
from casework to social administration
and research. These courses were constructed with the scientific rigor that
Flexner had previously dismissed social
work for not possessing (Barrow 2002,
2007). Washington continued to expand
and change the curriculum in order to
maintain competitive standards and
currency of knowledge. Under his leadership the School was admitted to the
American Association of Social Work
in 1928 (Ibid.). On September 1, 1947,
the Atlanta School of Social Work surrendered its independent charter and
became affiliated with Atlanta University; and in 1952 it became a chartered
member of the Council on Social Work
Education ( formerly the American Association of Schools of Social Work).
Washington promoted a greater atmosphere of inclusion by opening the
School of Social Work to all people – locally and internationally, thus moving the
School beyond the boundaries of physi-
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cal and ideological segregation (Ibid.).
Community relations, agency interrelations, and multidisciplinary relationships were also explored and expanded
under his leadership. After Washington’
s tenure , the school endorsed an Afrocentric Perspective and an autonomous
social work model during the late sixties and early seventies. The perspective continues today and anchors the
School’s educational philosophy (Clark
Atlanta University Catalogue 2013).

The Bishop Tuttle School
The Bishop Tuttle School was established in 1925 by the Woman’s Auxiliary
of the National Episcopal Church, and
it was created as a national center for
training young Negro women for Christian leadership in church and community work (Kayser 2007, 121).
The Dean of the Bishop Tuttle School,
Bertha Richards, was a wealthy Caucasian woman who previously held the
position as librarian at St. Augustine
College. Without a college education
and no training in social work, Ms.
Richards employed social workers to
teach the courses. None- the- less her
lack of credentials became an issue when
the school sought accreditation. The
curriculum focused heavily on home
management, and courses relative to
the community, such as club work that
highlighted community development
(Gary and Gary 1994). Additionally, the
School operated a settlement house, a
community center for Black families and
a training facility for the Public Welfare
Institutes for Negroes. The School was
faith–based and offered non-degree programs, staying in operation for 16 years
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and Ms. Richards was its only dean.
The defining difference in these
schools/ programs is that Bishop Tuttle
was operating for Blacks, but the others
were operated by Blacks (Ibid.). Altruistic efforts such as those by the Bishop
Tuttle School offered programs directed
by Whites to uplift African American
women who they perceived were in
need of community services and selfimprovement whereas blacks saw those
programs as opportunities for personal
and professional advancement (Weisenfeld 1997). The school closed in 1941 in
part because of its inability to reconcile
tensions between its secular, and religious missions (Kayser 2007) .

The Howard University
Among those urging the founding of
the Howard University School of Social
Work (HUSSW) was Lucy Diggs Slowe,
the Dean of Women at the University,
who noted in 1930 the need for professional education in Washington, DC
and throughout the nation. Inabel Burns
Lindsay, educated at Howard University, New York University (NYU), University of Chicago and University of
Pittsburgh became director in 1943. E.
Franklin Frazier recruited Dr. Lindsay
to teach in the social work department
during the late 1930’s. Dr. Lindsay was
a professor of social work from 1937 to
1943, director from 1943 to 1950 and
Dean from 1950-1967 for a total of thirty
years of service (Gourdine et al 2008).
The Howard University School of Social
Work did not achieve approval from the
University Board of Trustees until 1944.
The social work program was initially
established under the graduate school in
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the department of sociology under Frazier. Early students received certificates
but by 1946 five received their Master of
Social Work degrees (HUSSW Annual
Report 1944-1947).
Despite experiencing sexism in part
because of her status as the only female
academic dean at the University , Dr.
Lindsay assumed the role and established her vision for the school which
included understanding the effects of
racial, social, and cultural factors on human beings; assessing the social service
needs of all people but especially Blacks;
and maintaining the highest standards
of scholarship and practice (HUSSW
50th Anniversary Publication 1985). She
promoted social justice and fought inequality at all levels (Crewe et al. 2008).
With the use of scientific surveys, she
documented the need for additional
African American social workers. At
the same time, she fought segregation
which limited field education opportunities and placements. In time, several
agencies, and particularly public agencies, opened up employment opportunities for graduates and others black
practitioners. As she began her second
decade as dean, Dr. Lindsay sought to
overcome obstacles Blacks encountered
in efforts to attend other professional social work schools. She understood the
burden carried by Atlanta and Howard
as the only professional schools primarily serving Blacks; therefore, she considered it an imperative to advocate that
other schools recruit and enroll students of color. A major, but unacknowledged contribution is that Dr. Lindsay’s
was one of the earliest scholars to articulate the role culture played in practice
with diverse clients (Brown et al. 2001).
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In her final years as dean, her focus was
on international work and she is credited with helping to establish social
work programs in Jamaica, Norway and
Sweden where she provided on-site consultation. In 1965, Howard University
hosted the 13th International Congress
of Schools of Social Work (Gourdine et
al. 2008).

Summary
These authors have demonstrated
how efforts were made toward social justice and altruism in the development of social work programs at
HBCUs. They show that in helping others, all have the potential to be uplifted
which is a revered concept in the African American community embodied in
the mantra "lifting as we climb" (Hill
Collins 1990, 149). The pioneers used
skills and talents to help in the development of social work as an altruistic profession; and devoted time and ingenuity
to make sure the profession was open to
African Americans and other underrepresented groups. In the spirit of social
justice and in the altruistic vein both the
National Association of Social Workers
(NASW) and the Council of Social Work
Education (CSWE) pledged commitment to the interrelated tenets of diversity, ethnic-sensitive practice, and cultural
competence.
CSWE has made advances in how
diversity and principles of altruism ,
social justice and inclusion have been
addressed in educational policy (Jani
et al. 2011). For over 40 years diversity
has been a part of the accrediting body’s
Educational Policy and Accreditation
Standards (EPAS), at which time an em-
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phasis was placed on establishing a new
milieu , albeit ambiguous in social work
classrooms. The profession might reflect
on the words of an earlier leader, James
Dumpson (first African American Director of CSWE and Dean of Fordham
School of Social Work) who decades ago
reminded us that social work , “ has been
referred to as the civilizing and humanizing profession and at times has served
as barometer for our society, and if the
profession has taken a role of pointing
out hypocrisy in our national life Black
social workers particularly have taken
on the added role of holding the profession accountable for the discrepancies
between what we say we stand for as a
profession and what we do as a profession” (as cited in Gourdine and Brown
2016, 59).
*Note: We appreciate the assistance
of doctoral graduate assistant
Devyn Brown
__________________________________
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Abstract
Three historical luminaries in the struggle for racial justice and equality, W. E. B.
Du Bois, E. Franklin Frazier, and Whitney M. Young, Jr. were significant trailblazers in
the transformation of the Atlanta School of Social Service at Morehouse becoming
that of the Whitney M. Young, Jr., School of Social Work at Clark-Atlanta University
(CAU)¹ . There were other leaders that worked to strengthen the school’s curriculum,
such as Forrester B. Washington, who followed Frazier as director (Peebles-Wilkins
1995c) and who believed in the scientific method and inherent strength of African
Americans (Hopps and Clayton 2016). Utilizing historical data, this paper attempts to
illustrate how these three scholars utilized evidence-based practices to develop the
Afrocentric perspective. The Afrocentric paradigm provides an important organizing
principle for social work knowledge development on the individual, community,
societal and global levels (Bent-Goodley 2006; Schiele 1996).

Introduction
Entrenched racism has been termed
“The American Dilemma” (Myrdal 1944;
Rose 1959) and African Americans have
been combatting institutionalized racism for generations in the United States.
Struggles for social justice and human
rights address a plethora of societal endeavors, such as economic, political,
and racial issues. Fairness, unfortunately, implied in the terms ‘justice’ and

‘rights,’ is elusive. The concept of racial
scaffolding (defined and discussed below) helps to explicate this complex and
imbedded phenomenon in American society and three leaders at Clark-Atlanta
University have played a key role in the
struggle to dismantle this pervasive and
entrenched structure.
The Whitney M. Young, Jr School
of Social Work (WMYJRSSW) at CAU
played a major historic role in the struggle to combat institutionalized racism in

1
The school has had several name changes over time. It has been known as the Atlanta School of Social Work
at Morehouse College, the Atlanta University School of Social Work, Clark Atlanta School of Social Work and
the Whitney M. Young, Jr, School of Social Work. We have used these names interchangeably in this paper.

84

the United States and in the establishment and development of the profession
of social work. The school was founded
for services with a focus on training of
the offspring who were formerly enslaved. From the beginning, the educators in the Atlanta University system
and the school of social work recognized
their restrictive surroundings and lack
of environmental support. From the
time of its inception in 1920, the school
of social work – then the Atlanta School
of Social Service at Morehouse College
(Hopps, et al. 2018) – worked to counter
the historical, psychological and social
inequities that confronted African Americans. The school had an Afrocentric
perspective (Bowles, et al. 2016; Hopps,
et al. 2019) that identified and supported
the strengths of African Americans as
they faced such inequities. The school’s
early focus on racial justice and the lives
of African Americans within their social
environment – although not broadly recognized or acknowledged (see Bowles,
Hopps, and Clayton 2016 for a full historical discussion) – is now part of the
contemporary focus and thought in the
field of social work and social work education (Council on Social Work Education 2015). The early roots of the Whitney M. Young, Jr School of Social Work
and its subsequent contributions have
greatly influenced the work that embodies today’s best practices in clinical social work, community organization, and
policy change.
Three historical luminaries in the
struggle for racial justice and equality,
W. E. B. Du Bois, E. Franklin Frazier, and
Whitney M. Young, Jr. were significant
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trailblazers in the transformation of the
Atlanta School of Social Service at Morehouse becoming that of the Whitney M.
Young, Jr., School of Social Work at ClarkAtlanta University (CAU). There were
other leaders that worked to strengthen
the school’s curriculum, such as Forrester B. Washington, who followed Frazier
as director (Peebles-Wilkins 1995c) and
who believed in the scientific method
and inherent strength of African Americans (Hopps, et al. 2016). Du Bois, Frazier, and Young, within the context of the
historical development of the program
however were the preeminent trailblazers who were pivotal in the school’s
transformation, galvanizing and elevating its direction and focus. In contemporary times their work as well, has
been consciously or unconsciously embraced by the broader social work profession (Bowles et al. 2016; Hopps, et al.
2018). These historical giants were also
powerful change agents in the American
social order. They worked in society in
various ways to attack and dismantle
the deep-rooted system of institutionalized racism that was in the past and is
now supported by racial scaffolding.
What follows provides an understanding of racial scaffolding and gives
a contextual synopsis on the lives of Du
Bois, Frazier and Young. The authors in
addition provide an analysis of how the
intellectual thought and social justice actions of these three luminaries impacted
racial scaffolding, contemporary social
work, and the greater society.
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Racial Scaffolding2 in the
Institutional Web of the
United States
Racial scaffolding is a conceptual construct that is helpful for understanding
institutionalized racism and the efforts

Figure 1. Scaffolding that supports racism in America

to combat it in American society (fig. 1).
Institutionalized racism is the pervasive
form of racism that permeates the rules,
regulations, policies, procedures, and
practices that govern the institutions
that comprise the societal structure of the
United States. The scaffolding that supports institutionalized racism is based
on systems of oppression that maintain
racial discrimination in an interlocking
institutional web. This racial scaffolding is a stable structure that sustains ongoing racial inequality in the larger society by supporting thought processes,
attitudes, behaviors, beliefs, norms and
laws about “the other” which influence
and pervade the institutional sectors
and domains that form the very fabric of
the society.

Racial scaffolding is comprised of
poles and rungs that have a decisive
and restrictive hold on the societal system. The poles of the scaffold are the
mechanisms of oppression in the society,
which express the societal actions that
disenfranchise people. The five poles
are: marginalization, powerlessness,
cultural imperialism, exploitation, and
violence. Marginalization is the process
of relegating subordinated people to the
margins of society and outside the mainstream labor system. Powerlessness results from the inequitable distribution
of labor, resources, and influence, such
that subordinated persons have little
control over the forces that shape their
own lives. Cultural Imperialism is a
mechanism that validates and promotes
the perspectives and experiences of the
dominant group (White Anglo-Saxon
Protestants) as the cultural norm. Exploitation is the mechanism that results
in transferring the value of the labor of
a subordinate social group to the benefit of the dominant group. Violence is
a mechanism that maintains the power
differential so that exploitation, marginalization, and cultural imperialism are
sustained.
The rungs of the scaffolding hold the
upright poles in place and help to stabilize the entire structure. The six main
elements of institutionalized racism that
comprise the rungs of the scaffolding
are colonialism, capitalism, class structure, legal structures, the distribution of
privileges and benefits, and intellectual
thought and scientific theories. Colonialism and capitalism establish the social
context favorable for the development

This section is a synopsis of racial scaffolding found in Tourse, Hamilton-Mason, and Wewiorski, 2018
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of a system of racial oppression. Class
structures support ongoing stratification by race. Legal structures reinforce
practices such as genocidal actions, enslavement, and economic exploitation
of marginalized groups. The inequitable
distribution of privileges and benefits by
race is supported by the interacting influences of colonialism, capitalism, classism, and the legal system. Prevailing
intellectual thought and scientific theories are based on the assumptions, biases
and belief systems of the intellectual and
social elites in the society.
Using systems theory as a conceptual
framework, the interacting and interlocking institutions of the society form
a large complex and dynamic structural
system. The system encompasses all
the major institutional domains in the
society, such as legal, education, health
care, housing, government, banking, human services, industry, military, transportation, religion, and so forth. This
complex institutional web is constantly
evolving and its ongoing structure is
supported by racial scaffolding whose
rungs also evolve and adapt to changes
in the societal environment. The combined strength of the institutional web
and racial scaffolding forms an extremely strong and entrenched system
which vigorously operates to maintain
the status quo based on centuries of imbalance between the dominant group
(whites) and the non-dominant groups
in America. Although its structure
changes and evolves, once established
within the societal infrastructure, racism
is difficult to eradicate. Actions aimed
at promoting racial equality and social
justice are focused on modifying the
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rungs of the scaffolding. Because they
are efforts to change an existing societal structure that is solidly established,
they are met by counter-resistance from
various sectors of the institutional web
in the broader society. Despite the fact
that undoing institutionalized racism
is extremely challenging, such efforts
continuously emerge as individuals,
groups and movements strive to promote racial equity and racial justice in
American society.

Atlanta University as a Platform
for Dismantling Racial Scaffolding
Throughout United States history,
there have been individuals and organizations working to dismantle the scaffolding that supports ongoing racism
and racial inequality. Historically black
institutions in general were a response
to the conditions and basic human
needs of blacks following emancipation
and the reversals of reconstruction. The
historically black university is no exception. In the efforts of universities to dislodge scaffolding and to address post
slavery conditions and basic human
needs, varying educational purposes
and directions arose, and limitations in
these strength-building endeavors were
evident. For example:

The function of the university
is not simply to teach breadwinning, or to furnish teachers
for the public schools or to be a
centre of polite society; it is, above
all, to be the organ of that fine
adjustment between real life and
the growing knowledge of life, an
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adjustment which forms the secret
of civilization…. [The university]
shows, growing thrift and love
of toil; but she lacks that broad
knowledge of what the world
knows and knew of human living
and doing, which she may apply to
the thousand problems of real life
to-day confronting her. (Du Bois
2007, 52).
What follows below gives an overview of each of their lives: early and
professional, providing a framework for
the accomplishments of Du Bois, Frazier
and Young.

W.E.B. Du Bois
Context of Early Life. William Edward Burghardt Du Bois was born on
February 23, 1868 in Great Barrington,
Massachusetts less than three years after Robert E. Lee’s surrender to Ulysses
S. Grant, which signaled the practical
end of slavery. Du Bois was of African,
Haitian, French, and Dutch heritage, reflecting the contradictions of the racial
caste system (Johnson 2019). His mother, Mary, worked as a service worker,
and his father, Alfred, worked as a barber and laborer (Holt 2008). Alfred was
light-skinned and the off-spring of a
mulatto slave and a wealthy American
of French Huguenot origin. In contrast,
his mother’s family, the Burghardts,
were descendants of a Dutch freed slave
who was an American Revolution veteran (Ibid.). The Burghardts had longstanding roots in Massachusetts as free
farmers but were not considered a part
of the social elite because they were
poor and black (Peake 2000). Although
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Great Barrington was different from the
Jim Crow South and only a tiny fraction
of its population was African American, African Americans were subjected
to racial segregation, intimidation, harassment, and violence. Du Bois’ raceconsciousness and class consciousness
started during his youth and grew during his early adult life. As a child, he
recognized that African Americans were
not fully accepted as equal, later writing
that “the color line [in Great Barrington]
was manifest and yet not absolutely
drawn” (Du Bois 1903, 30). He noticed
that his difference was a curiosity based
on physical attributes and social class
(Lewis 1994). Du Bois later explained,
“most of the colored persons including
my own folk, were poorer than the well
to do whites” (Ibid., 31).
Du Bois attended an integrated high
school in Great Barrington where he received a classical, college preparatory
education. Public schools would prove
to be one of the key resources in Du Bois’
early life, along with his family, church,
and community. He excelled as a student and also wrote articles for two regional newspapers while in high school.
Du Bois was known for being brilliant
and popular and was class valedictorian
(Johnson 2019).
Du Bois’ mother died shortly after
his high school graduation. Due to lack
of funds and his young age, Du Bois
deferred his attendance to Harvard,
worked for several months, received
scholarship assistance from churches
and then enrolled in Fisk University in
Nashville, Tennessee in the fall of 1885
(Ibid.). At the time, Fisk was known for
being a top southern college for newly
freed slaves (Holt 2008). Du Bois felt a
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strong sense of identification with other
African Americans at Fisk and continued his efforts to make his fellow blacks
more conscious of what they could accomplish. While there, he became acutely aware of the deep-rooted racism in
the South (Holt 2008; Peake 2000) and
learned more about African American
culture of the South (Holt 2008). Du Bois
felt a strong sense of identification with
African Americans at Fisk and continued his instinctive efforts to make his
fellow blacks more conscious of what
they could accomplish. His time at Fisk
had a profound impact on his emerging
critical analysis about black life and contributed to his articulation of theories
about the need for self-determination.
He enrolled at Harvard as a junior in
1888 and received three degrees from
that institution: A Bachelor’s degree
cum laude in 1890, a master’s degree in
history in 1891, and a PhD in Sociology
in 1895 (Ibid.).
Professional Life. In 1895, the provost of the University of Pennsylvania
(UPenn), hired Du Bois as a “trained
observer” to investigate the “Negro
problem” as a “matter of systematic
investigation and intelligent understanding” (Du Bois 2007, 30). Du Bois
was appointed to an assistant instructor position (a rank not usually given
to academics) at UPenn (Johnson 2019)
and conducted his study from August
1896 to December 1897 (Du Bois 1973).
The goal of his study was to gain insight
into the jobs, daily life, homes and community organization involvement of African Americans living in Philadelphia
(Du Bois 1973). In reporting this work,
Du Bois was one of the first researchers
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to include statistics in the context of social sciences and therefore promoted the
need for using statistical methods in social science research (Zuberi 2004). The
release of his research entitled, The Philadelphia Negro was not recognized as a
“theoretical text” by the mainstream sociology world, but now it is recognized
as the first scientific study of race (Ibid.).
Du Bois accepted a faculty position at
Atlanta University in 1897 to establish a
sociology program and to develop the
university's curriculum (Peebles-Wilkins
1995b), which greatly influenced as well,
the course content in social work. The
same year that Du Bois arrived, the state
of Georgia rescinded its funding to the
Black institution. The contest for funding for his own research and the financial health of Atlanta University became
more problematic for Du Bois. Du Bois
wrote his most influential works during
the twenty-three years he spent at Atlanta University, from 1897-1910 as a faculty member of the history and economics
departments, and later, from 1934-1944
as chair of the sociology department. In
1940, Du Bois founded Phylon as a semiannual peer-reviewed academic journal
covering culture in the United States
from an African American perspective.
He subsequently became the first editorin-chief and he was a frequent contributor. He also spent twenty-three years
as editor of Crisis, a publication of the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) – an
organization he helped found. Du Bois’
significant scholarship contributed to
science and intellectual thought during
his lifetime and attacked multiple other
components in racial scaffolding.
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E. Franklin Frazier
Context of Early Life. Edward Franklin Frazier was born in Maryland in
1894 (Platt and Chandler 1988; PeeblesWilkins 1995a), twenty-nine years after
the Thirteenth Amendment to the U. S.
Constitution was passed and ratified.
Maryland was a border state not covered
by the Thirteenth Amendment and removed slavery through state legislation
(Legal Information Institute 2019). Although freedom from slavery was a legal
reality, the ensuing post reconstruction
period turned into an extremely oppressive restrictive time for African Americans as black codes and Jim Crow laws
were instituted throughout the South
(Nittle 2018). The 1896 Plessey v Ferguson ruling legitimized and strengthened
discrimination and endorsed the concept of segregation towards people of
color. This was the legal structures rung
of the racial scaffolding at the time and
was part of the environmental context
that gave Frazier a good understanding
of justice versus injustice.
Frazier was one of five children born
to James H. and Mary (Clark) Frazier.
His father was a bank messenger and
his mother was a homemaker who emphasized the need to be educated and to
fight for social justice (Platt and Chandler 1988; Simba 2007). Frazier effectively used the education sector of the
institutional web, as it existed and to the
extent that it was a resource for him at
the time, to extricate himself from oppression and to elevate his status in the
larger society. His early education was
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completed in Baltimore. He excelled in
school and graduated from the Colored
High School in Baltimore in 1912, which
awarded him their annual scholarship
to Howard University. At Howard, he
received a classical liberal arts education
that focused on Latin, German, Greek,
and mathematics and he was class president in his junior and senior years. He
also participated in clubs such as political science, drama, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), and the Intercollegiate
Socialist Society (Brown 2011; Thompson 2000). He earned a bachelor’s degree from Howard in 1916 and taught
in several southern educational settings until 1919 when he entered Clark
University in Worcester Massachusetts,
from which he received a master’s degree in sociology (Brown 2011; Platt and
Chandler 1988). In 1920, Frazier entered
the New York School of Social Work on
a research fellowship from the National
Urban League. His research interests led
him to Denmark from 1921 to 1922 on
an American Scandinavian Foundation
Fellowship (Platt and Chandler 1988;
Thompson 2000). In 1931, he received
a PhD from the University of Chicago.
As Brown (2011, 1) indicated, “…the
fact that Frazier, an African American
man from a working-class background,
completed his graduate studies during
this period in history was an unusual
achievement given the racial climate in
the United States…”.
In 1917, during Frazier’s educational
journey, the U.S. entered World War I,
espousing the ideals of democracy and
equality, but Frazier clearly saw the contradictions in its biased and unequal
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treatment of African American soldiers
(Platt and Chandler, 1988; Michon 2018).
This further heightened his sense of justice and injustice and led him to write
an anti-war pamphlet – God and War
(Thompson 2000). His observations
and experiences clearly were a strong
impetus for his activism (Brown 2011).
Frazier effectively used his intellect and
advanced educational training to resist
the forces of racial scaffolding on his
personal life, the black population, and
other disenfranchised groups.
Professional Life. In 1922, Frazier accepted a teaching position in sociology
at Morehouse College as well as the director position of the Atlanta School of
Social Work, launched two years earlier
as the first such institution established
predominantly for African Americans
(Brown 2011; Simba 2007; Hopps, et
al. 2019). His contributions to Atlanta
University were complementary to and
an extension of the Du Boisian tradition (Hopps, et al. 2018). His vision for
the school included social activism and
a positive viewpoint about black life
(Brown 2011; Hopps et al. 2018; Hopps et
al. 2019). This approach was significant,
for educational study in social work –
which was a microcosm of the broader
society – did not include understanding
the African American experience. “It
was largely grounded in the social traditions of the time [focused mainly on
the] socialization or exile of indigent individuals and those viewed as socially
deviant, usually immigrants and black
Americans” (Miller 1995, 653).
The academic foundation and direction of the Atlanta School of Social Work
were strengthened and expanded dur-
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ing Frazier’s tenure. His practice vision,
research rigor, and passion for self-help
established Afrocentric standards and
social work study and training that
set the tone and direction for the social work program (Bowles et al. 2016;
Platt and Chandler 1988). In 1928 the
school became accredited by the American Association of Schools of Social Work
(Bowles et al. 2016). Frazier left Atlanta
a year earlier. It seems evident however
that his devotion and insistence on educational rigor was an important factor in
attaining this groundbreaking achievement, an extraordinary accomplishment
by the first social work institution established predominately for African Americans.
Frazier was a prolific researcher and
writer and published books, essays, and
articles denouncing the biased treatment
of African Americans (Platt and Chandler 1988; White and Hampton 1995),
much to his critics’ chagrin. One such
treatise was The Pathologie of Race Prejudice (Frazier 1927). Using Freudian
theory, this work explicated racism as a
type of pathology. This treatise was not
received well by the Atlanta power elite
and as well, made the Atlanta University Center uncomfortable (Hopps et al.
2018). It also agitated black leaders and
intelligentsia. This controversy led to
Frazier leaving Atlanta University, after
which he matriculated at and ultimately
received his doctorate in sociology from
the University of Chicago (Platt and
Chandler 1988; Peebles-Wilkins 1995a;
Hopps et al. 2019). Frazier subsequently
went on to have a long and successful
academic career at Howard University
where he continued his academic work
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promoting the black perspective (BentGoodley et al. 2017; Thompson 2000).
The scope and breath of Frazier’s
work on racial and social justice helped
to build the foundation of the social
work program at Atlanta University
with an Afrocentric perspective as its
cornerstone. His expansive educational
research, advocacy, teaching, innovative thinking and publications assisted
in changing the shape of oppressive racial scaffolding during his lifetime. His
radical activities also helped in the fight
against racial scaffolding and helped in
the quest for racial and social justice.
Frazier provided the new program with
a clearer focus, direction, and purpose.
The Atlanta School of Social Work, ultimately becoming the WMYJSSW at
CAU, thus gained prominence and recognition under the leadership of Frazier.
Frazier’s visions were bolstered and carried forward by subsequent leaders, including Whitney M. Young, Jr.

Whitney M. Young, Jr
Context of Early Life. Whitney
M. Young, Jr. was born in 1921 in Lincoln
Ridge, Kentucky more than a half century after the Emancipation Proclamation and during the Jim Crow era in the
United States. He grew up under conditions of racial segregation that were
firmly sanctioned by the Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court ruling of 1896 and at
the height of the reign of terror of the Ku
Klux Klan.
Young grew up in a household with
highly educated parents. His family
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clearly was in the upper strata of Negro
society in their community. His father,
Whitney M. Young, Sr., was president of
the board of Lincoln Institute, a private
boarding school for Negro students, and
president of the Kentucky Negro Educational Association (Notable Kentucky
African Americans Database, n.d.). His
mother, Laura Young, was a teacher and
in 1940 was appointed as a postmistress
in Kentucky by President Franklin Roosevelt (Ibid.).
Young received some of the best education available to Negroes at the time
and excelled in all his educational endeavors. His leadership abilities were
apparent throughout his school years.
He attended the Lincoln Institute preparatory school and graduated as class
valedictorian. He then attended Kentucky State College for Negroes in
Frankfort, Kentucky, where he earned a
bachelor’s degree and was elected senior
class president (Dickerson 1998). During the time that Young was a student
there, Kentucky State transitioned away
from the industrial education philosophy promoted by Booker T. Washington
and shifted its focus to a more traditional liberal arts education (Kentucky State
University n.d.).
Professional Life. Young began his
professional life as a teacher in Frankfort, Kentucky, but his teaching career
was short-lived. While serving in the
military during WWII, he received training in electrical engineering at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and
then was assigned to supervise Negro
soldiers on a road construction crew
(Peebles-Wilkins 1995d; Blair n.d). On
this assignment, Young found himself
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in the middle of increasing tensions between the white officers who were in
charge and the Negro soldiers who were
angry about how poorly they were being treated (White and Hampton 1995).
He used his interpersonal skills to effectively mediate the racial tensions. This
experience set him on a career path in
race relations and established a committed persistence for dismantling the poles
and rungs of racial scaffolding.
After leaving the military, Young received a MSW from the University of
Minnesota and then launched his career
with the Urban League in Minnesota
(Peebles-Wilkins 1995d). This move also
launched his career as a mediator and
powerbroker between Negroes and
whites in positions of power. His focus
was on breaking down the color barrier
in the United States by changing corporate America. His contribution to the
civil rights movement was to focus on
bringing about an economic-based revolution that would financially uplift African Americans. He developed relationships with corporate leaders as a peer
and became a critical link between corporate America and the African American community during a very tumultuous time in U.S. history.
From 1954 to 1960, Young stepped out
of direct activism and moved into academia as the first dean of the School of
Social Work at Atlanta University (Peebles-Wilkins 1995d; Dickerson 1998). He
utilized his community organizing and
civil rights activism in this new role. Although faculty and students questioned
his appointment because he did not
have a PhD and had few publications,
he quickly proved himself an extremely competent leader and enhanced the
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reputation of the school nationally. He
was instrumental in pushing the school
into the mainstream of social work education by obtaining Council on Social
Work Education (CSWE) accreditation,
by expanding field placement options,
by linking faculty with national professional meetings and conferences and
by establishing one of the first in the
nation certificate programs for medical social work. He capitalized on the
Brown v Board of Education decision
by again admitting white students. His
vision was to educate social workers
as agents of social change. By committing the school to having a racially integrated student body and by expanding
financial aid, he was effective in stabilizing enrollment which was a significant
challenge for Historically Black Colleges
and Universities (HBCU) following the
Brown decision. Young was a contributing author to Phylon, the scholarly
journal established by Du Bois, and he
later joined its editorial board. As Young
gained national recognition and prominence in the field of social work, he sat
on numerous boards and committees for
local and state organizations, as well as
national organizations such as CSWE
and Planned Parenthood Federation
(Dickerson 1998). Young further enhanced the national reputation of Atlanta University by becoming sought after
nationally as a consultant and speaker
on various social welfare topics. He was
passionate about racial equality and frequently pushed the social work profession to take the lead on this issue. He
was instrumental in getting CSWE to
adopt non-discrimination as an accreditation standard (Clark Atlanta University, n.d.). He clearly was one of the moral
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agitators in dismantling racial scaffolding in social work.
In 1960, concerned about the impact
of rearing his young family in the Jim
Crow South, he accepted a post-graduate
fellowship at Harvard and left Atlanta
University. Young subsequently moved
up to positions of national leadership
and used these positions to advance his
agenda for the African American community. He expanded and transformed
the Urban League into a civil rights organization that enjoyed generous support
from wealthy whites (White and Hampton 1995). He became president of the
National Conference on Social Welfare
in 1965 and president of the National
Association of Social Workers (NASW)
in 1969. In these roles, he challenged the
social work profession to assume a leadership position in poverty reduction and
race relations ((NASW n d). Because of
his focus on corporate America and his
relationships with its powerful leaders,
all of whom were white, many activists in the civil rights movement came
to label him an “Uncle Tom.” However, he always brought his social work
skills and values to his efforts. Dorothy Height, a fellow social work leader
and civil rights activist, noted that he
brought his social work skills to his civil
rights work by keeping key stakeholders
at the table (Independent Lens 2013). He
had the ear of local, state, and national
members of the power elite. He was an
advisor to three presidents – Kennedy,
Johnson and Nixon. President Nixon
stated, “He knew how to accomplish
what other people were merely for”
(NASW 2010). He was able to talk with
wealthy whites who had an interest in
helping African Americans, but who did
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not know how to do it themselves. His
ideas went beyond desegregation and
included affirmative action and a sort of
domestic Marshall plan, parts of which,
President Lyndon Johnson incorporated
into his “War on Poverty” (Dickerson
1998). In 1969, President Lyndon Johnson awarded him the Medal of Freedom
for his outstanding civil rights contributions (NASW n.d).
Young’s life ended with his untimely
death at the age of forty-nine when he
drowned at a beach in Lagos, Nigeria
while attending a conference. Subsequent to his death, his legacy has been
honored with the naming of schools,
landmarks, museums, health centers,
and more. In 2000, the school of social work at Atlanta University was renamed the Whitney M. Young, Jr, School
of Social Work in recognition of his great
contributions to the school and to the
profession of social work (Clark Atlanta
University n.d.).

Analysis of these Academics’
Impact on Racial Scaffolding
W.E. B. Du Bois, E. Franklin Frazier and Whitney M. Young, Jr. each
made significant contributions to the
WMYJSSW at CAU, to social work education and to professional social work
practice. During the time that Du Bois,
Frazier and Young were at Atlanta University, the environmental context of
Atlanta and other parts of the south exhibited the surviving legacy of the black
codes which limited the movement and
assembly of black people – an example
of scaffolding poles. The morphing of
the legal structures rung of the racial
scaffolding was evidenced by the Jim
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Crow laws that were enacted to prevent
former slaves and their descendants
from, for example, voting, owning land,
and being able to find employment. In
addition, the class structure rung of racial scaffolding had been carried forward from slavery and it continued to
maintain the clear social divisions and
stratification based on race: Whites of
all ethnicities and immigrant statuses
were at the top of the social and economic hierarchy, and Blacks were at the
bottom (Tourse et al. 2018). As alluded
to by Pumphrey and Pumphrey (1964)
and Platt and Chandler (1988), the social service organizations and schools of
social work reflected the racial structure
of the early twentieth century. In fact,
the Atlanta School of Social Work was
established in 1920 precisely to address
the need for social services by African
Americans who were being confronted
by the environmental and community
conditions of the times. The mission of
the Atlanta School of Social Work was
and continues to be the “fostering in
students of a commitment to serve oppressed populations and to promote
social and economic justice…[with a]
particular focus on educating African
American social workers” (Clark Atlanta University n.d.). By charter, the University did not discriminate by any race
for admission.

Intellectual Thought
Managing the interlocking effects of
racism and classism with other institutional web components is a core theme
in the daily life experiences of African
Americans and is a focus of the social
work profession (Hamilton-Mason et al.
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2009). The triangulation of race, socioeconomic status (SES) and racial scaffolding affects the physical, social and
psychological well-being of African
Americans. Similarly, these and other
structural factors impact a myriad of
other cultural and demographic conditions in their lives. Universally known
consequences of economic hardships are
inextricably linked to other problems,
such as high rates of crime, substance
abuse, dropping out of high school,
teenage pregnancy, unemployment, and
underemployment.
Du Bois, Frazier, and Young had
many similarities, but also differences
in what they brought to the educational
arena and how they impacted intellectual thought in the social work profession and beyond. All of them exhibited
extremely high levels of intellect from
an early age, excelled academically, and
were fortunate to receive graduate level
education at a time when this was extremely rare for African Americans. Du
Bois and Frazier made major contributions to intellectual thought that reached
far beyond the field of social work. Their
contributions to intellectual understanding, organizational development, community practice, planning, and policy
development at the local, state, and national levels during times of strict segregation are a tribute to their resourcefulness and tenacity. Frazier and Young
made contributions that built on their
graduate education in the field of social
work. Du Bois had graduate education
in history and he and Frazier had a degree in sociology and brought a slightly
different perspective grounded in the
social sciences. However, they all were
influential in shaping what the social
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work profession now defines as contemporary social work knowledge, values
and skills (Council on Social Work Education 2015).
Du Bois, Frazier and Young shaped
the school driven by the needs of the
field of social work during their times
but also based on their individual worldviews and ideological orientations, all of
which were rooted in principles of selfdetermination, mutual aid, race pride,
and social debt (Bent-Goodley et al.
2017). Although constrained by racial
scaffolding, these men strove to amplify
the strengths, race pride, and community viability of blacks – all of which were
and currently are influenced by social
debt. Their versions of self-determination were directed toward addressing
the social problems and conditions that
were a result of their unique perceptions
of the realities of life for black people
during their cumulative time periods.
They had the common view that black
people needed to use their strengths to
support each other regardless of, and because of, the social and economic injustices engulfing their environment.
The conceptual frameworks of Du
Bois, Frazier and Young focus on socioeconomic stratification and power issues
that are components of racial scaffolding. The principles and values of these
leaders impelled them to consistently
incorporate strategies that chiseled at
and weakened the poles of racial scaffolding (exploitation, marginalization,
powerlessness, cultural imperialism,
and violence). Although they impacted
the racial scaffolding structure, the racial scaffolding has morphed and many
of the same social problems of racism,
segregation in housing, insufficient ser-
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vices, and lack of appreciation of the enduring strengths of African Americans
continue to be present today. The ideologies that grounded the contributions
of these three men were not linear, but
circular, interdependent and interlocking and were the embodiment of an
Afrocentric Paradigm. The three major
streams of thought relevant to the social
work profession that flow from the intellectual contributions of these three men
are 1) Person-in-Environment Perspective, 2) Strengths Perspective, and 3) Afrocentric Perspective.
Person-In-Environment. The personin-environment perspective is a major
social work construct that conceptualizes a person as being heavily influenced
by their environment; therefore, their
behavior, problems and strengths can
be largely understood by environmental
influences (Kondrat 2013). This perspective is based on the notion that an individual and his or her behavior cannot be
understood adequately without taking
into consideration the various aspects
of that individual’s environment (social,
political, familial, temporal, psychological spiritual, economic, and physical). In
social work practice, using the personin-environment perspective to assess
an individual and his or her presenting
problem and strengths is considered a
more adequate framework than focusing solely on changing an individual’s
behavior or psyche, or focusing solely
on environmental conditions (Ibid.).
This concept of person-in-environment is consistent with Du Bois’ arguments that explain the conditions of
Blacks in the U.S. In addition, Du Bois’
scientific methods of combining field
work and participant observation by im-
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mersing oneself in the community being
studied are an approach to research that
is similar to the social work practice of
conducting person-in-environment assessments. Frazier’s background in sociology and social work enhanced his
recognition of the transactional presence between the environment and the
psyche. He understood that the social
environment impacts and influences the
psyche and that the psyche has sway
and manipulates the environment
The Strengths Perspective. The
Strengths Perspective has been adopted
by the social work profession more recently. It is a clinical framework and orientation that avoids a pathology focus
and is based on the notion that clients
have untapped personal resources and
should be allowed self-determination
(Billingsley 1992; Saleeby 2002). Accordingly, everything social workers do is
premised on discovering, embellishing,
and exploring client strengths. Historically, research on the black family generally ignored the Strengths Perspective
in favor of pathology (Billingsley 1992).
In contrast to theories of practice which
focus exclusively on individualism and
the psychological deficits of black people, the Strengths Perspective focuses
on collectivism, resilience and mutual
support. The Strengths perspective is inextricably tied to the Black perspective
which is considerably more collectivistic
in its orientation. Bent-Goodley, Snell
and LeNay (2017, 27) argue that “Social
work and social welfare [in the black
community] have historically operated
from a Black perspective in understanding problems, identifying structural inequities, and designing social services
for the Black community.” Billingsley
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(1992) also maintains that black families
and communities are sustained by a history of resilience in America, and that
they are deeply embedded in a network
of social structures both internal and external to themselves.
Du Bois, Frazier and Young all had
a strengths perspective. Du Bois laid
the intellectual, conceptual and ideological foundation for social work’s
strengths perspective. This is a foundational orientation of social work education and practice. He argued that blacks
adapted to enormous upheavals and
social dislocation experienced during
and after slavery, and that the problem
of race continues to influence how African Americans manage their everyday
lives. Strengths is implied in the work
that Young did to promote and include
blacks in mainstream organizations and
corporations. He valued the strengths of
blacks and asserted that they had valuable contributions to make in society
(Dickerson 1998). It was clear that the
strengths of African Americans were his
focus and direction as an organizer and
civil rights leader. Although Du Bois and
Young both used a Strengths Perspective, Frazier, put particular emphasis on
strengths in his pedagogy and writings
about Black families. He used an ecological approach, noting that the problems
of the black community were linked to
internal and external factors and they
used their strengths to combat these
challenges. This was the underpinning
of the Afrocentric approach.
Afrocentric Perspective. The Afrocentric paradigm provides an important organizing principle for social work
knowledge development on the individual, community, societal and global
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levels (Bent-Goodley 2006; Schiele 1996).
While it speaks to the unique contributions, strengths and capacity of African
people throughout the Diaspora, it also
highlights the importance of humanity
(Bent-Goodley 2006). It reminds social
workers of the need to address the human condition and to be committed to
the development of people regardless
of their race, ethnicity, gender, social or
geographical location (Harvell 2008).
In doing this, Afrocentricity provides
a worldview that is inclusive of others
while simultaneously highlighting what
it means to be a part of the African Diaspora. In traditional Africa, the individual does not and cannot exist alone, except physically (Hamilton-Mason 2014).
As a paradigm, the Afrocentric perspective was an organizing principle
for Du Bois, Frazier and Young. If not
explicitly noted, it was implied throughout their work. Du Bois is recognized as
a political activist and a scholar, yet little
attention is placed on the relationship
between his early personal experiences
and his theoretical and other conceptualizations (Bent-Goodley et al. 2017).
His paramount articulations about the
legacy of racism and racial identity consciousness emerged from his immersion
in black communities as a researcher
and as a scholar in institutions of higher
education. Thematically and historically, “race work” of Du Bois and work
for the sociopolitical inclusion of African
Americans is at the foundation of the intellectual and political discourse among
new generations of social workers and
social work educators.
Frazier explicitly emphasized the Afrocentric perspective in his work. His
seminal book, The Negro Family in Amer-
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ica, published in 1939, focused on the
family life of African Americans. This
was a man who had fervor and zeal to
illuminate the injustices that befell African Americans. In focusing on the challenges and strengths of the Black family, Frazier explicated how Afrocentric
social work is a praxis approach applicable in environmental and global settings where people of African descent
are located (Fairfax 2017). Afrocentric
social work not only is applicable to racial, economic and social justice issues,
it also is applicable to intellectual and
philosophical discourses of social work,
which had largely ignored Afrocentric
social work as a viable theory and philosophical canon.
Frazier and Young both focused on
increasing the power of blacks in the
society. While Young worked to bring
blacks to the table in corporate America, Frazier contributed to the evolving
practice of community organization
within professional social work. Platt
and Chandler (1988) emphasize that
Frazier was moving in a different direction than the larger field of social work
which was striving to focus on competency in psychology. He was focused
on activism, cooperative enterprise and
self-help in the black community because he fervently believed that blacks
had been excluded from opportunities
in the larger society. Frazier urged social
workers to “create those opportunities
by building cooperative businesses, selfhelp groups, youth clubs, and schools”
(Bent-Goodley et al. 2017, 295). Afrocentric collectivism is the thread that ties
together all of the contributions of Du
Bois, Frazier and Young to social work.
These men also contributed to intel-
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lectual thought beyond social work. Du
Bois’ and Frazier’s contributions to organizational development, community
practice, planning, and policy development at the local, state, and national levels during times of strict segregation and
desegregation directly impacted the racial scaffolding structure. Du Bois’ conceptualization of black consciousness
helped him impact more broadly the intellectual thought rung of racial scaffolding. Du Bois’ writings shaped intellectual thought and advanced the scientific
methods of field research in the social
sciences. His book, The Philadelphia Negro (1973) challenged racist stereotypes
with empirical evidence which thereby
stimulated dissemination of his argument about segregation and its negative
consequences for African Americans.
His research methods involved using
census data and ethnography for studying and learning about a person or group
of people in their own environment. His
seminal publications and writings about
the Negro were among the first to document the lived experiences of black life
in urban and rural settings. In The Souls
of Black Folks (2007) he highlighted and
articulated the “American dilemma”
regarding the issue of race as it existed
both then and now: “The problem of the
twentieth century is the problem of the
color-line—the relation of the darker to
the lighter races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea"
(Du Bois 2007, 9).
Du Bois is widely regarded as a pivotal and prolific scholar on race and racism. He focused on a broad articulation
of strategies to challenge and change
structures in the racial scaffolding of his
day. He began his research career in his-

Phylon 57

tory, but his increasing concern with the
larger dimensions of racism and oppression moved him beyond a mere consideration and admiration of the black biography and more toward social science in
general. He argued that, “If science and
knowledge were to erase the ailments of
black and white people, all social institutions - economy, government, cultural
- had to be examined more carefully and
more systematically” (Henderson 1970,
49). His scholarly writing disseminated
his thinking among blacks and other
scholars. A principle that was woven
throughout his life’s work is that it is beneath the dignity of humans to fight for
those rights that belong inherently to all
mankind. Du Bois had an unflinching
faith in science and knowledge as the
best panacea for black America. He believed that, “If blacks and whites were
rid of their ignorance about the race
problem, they would correct their attitudes towards each other and collaborate to improve each other” (Ibid., 51).
Du Bois also focused on Capitalism. His
theories about racial oppression, power
and conflict grew out of his belief that
racism was based in part on Capitalism.
His views eventually shifted away from
advocating black capitalism and black
support of black business. By 1905, he
had moved toward socialist doctrines.
Frazier further contributed to intellectual and scientific thought by building
upon and reinforcing the arguments of
Du Bois. He emphasized Afrocentricity
and published extensively on this topic,
particularly as it relates to the black family. He was a strong advocate of fighting
racism and other forms of inequalities.
His writings addressed the societal and
racial injustices perpetuated by oppres-
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sive racial scaffolding.
Frazier’s intellectual and social commitments to black liberation led to conflicts with the social work profession
about his scholarship. His advocacy for
black liberation included 1) a worldview
that included socialism and the empowerment of the African American community through economic cooperation;
2) a radical commitment to racial justice,
including an intense dedication to the
kind of rigorous and scientific education that would “[fill] the Negro’s mind
with knowledge and [train] him in the
fundamental habits of civilization” (Frazier 1924, 144); and 3) a controversial
effort to use the combined tools of psychoanalysis and social inquiry to probe
the internal operation of race prejudice
and racial oppression in both whites and
blacks (National Association of Black Social Workers 2014). Because his writings
clearly challenged the structures of the
institutional web that were supported
by the racial scaffolding of his time, he
was severely criticized by mainstream
society and even the social work profession. This reaction to Frazier’s viewpoints about race in American society are
a clear example of how the entrenched
system of institutionalized racism is perpetuated by marshalling counterforces
from the interlocking of the institutional
web and racial scaffolding. These forces
were leveraged against Frazier because
he was challenging the broader social
context within which he lived and operated -- he was a black scholar speaking
out about the psychological and environmental impact of racism.
Whitney Young took a different approach to breaking down the racial
scaffolding of his time. Based on the
philosophical and conceptual founda-
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tion laid by Du Bois and Frazier, Young
implemented organizational and societal level change by working within
the system to change organizational
and societal policies, practices and procedures that negatively impacted the
Black community. Whitney Young’s focus was more systemic in nature as he
pursued system level change. He was
a mediator and worked across racial
lines. His major contribution was being
a black voice in the presence of white
powerbrokers and ensuring that other
blacks were included in the discussion
of equality and justice. He was prolific
in having a macro focus on policy and
policy level change. He was influential
with policymakers, including Presidents
Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon (Dickerson 1998). His work spanned across
sectors in the institutional web and his
efforts primarily focused on the rungs
of capitalism, class structure, and legal
structure that are part of racial scaffolding. Globally, Young might have been a
lesser known civil rights leader, for his
role was played behind the scenes and
outside the limelight, but his influence
was extraordinary. According to John
Lewis, another member of the “Big Six”
civil rights leadership coalition during
the 1960’s, “There’s no single person today who comes close to playing the role
Whitney played” (NASW 2010).

Reflections
Collectively, Du Bois, Frazier and
Young show the intersectional vitality of
the Black voice and the ways in which
that voice has been both consistent and
evolving over time in combatting structural racism. Their legacies contribute to
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awareness that the evolving structure of
racial scaffolding impacts oppression,
resilience, culture and privilege and that
the black experience entails survival,
resistance, resilience and adaptation in
the ongoing struggle to dismantle structural racism. Their contributions to the
person-in-environment paradigm, the
strengths paradigm and the Afrocentric
paradigm contribute to the potency of
the black perspectives in social work.
Reflecting on their work through the
lens of racial scaffolding makes a conceptual contribution to social work education and practice. As the field of social
work grapples with the need to be culturally responsive, sensitive and appropriate, there is a critical role for the black
perspective in shaping the discourse in
social work education and social work
practice. The paradigms that represent
the black perspective disturb and weaken the scaffolding structure that sustains
racism in social work and beyond.
Du Bois, Frazier and Young all
worked to dismantle racial scaffolding.
Within the historical contexts in which
each lived, they used differing strategies
and approaches to combat the scaffolding rungs of colonialism and capitalism
and the scaffolding poles of racial terrorism, disempowerment, and marginalization. These men weakened the structure
of racial scaffolding by advancing intellectual thought, by impacting the class
and legal structures of the society, and
by disavowing the capitalist and colonialist structures that maintained white
privilege. Each in their own unique way
worked to reduce the influence of racial
scaffolding on the Atlanta School of Social Work, the social work profession
as a whole and American society more
broadly.
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Abstract
Contemporary research and news coverage show that the public health of people
of color is disproportionately threatened by police violence, but it is nearly impossible
to hold law enforcement accountable. According to the theory of colorblind racism,
colorblindness is a racial ideology strategically designed to justify and downplay
contemporary racial disparities. In this article, we analyze the extant literature on
post-racism, colorblind racism, and the politics of getting tough on crime. Using a
case study methodology, we discuss six colorblind themes law enforcement exploit
to frame and justify the deaths of Black and Brown victims killed by police. Based
on our analysis, victims are blamed for being either hyper-aggressive, unnaturally
strong, or for suspicion of gang or criminal activity. But the deadly actions of police
officers are either positively framed or minimized. We conclude that until we
understand the underlying colorblind ideology that is exploited to justify police use
of deadly force, police unaccountability will remain an unchecked social problem for
communities of color.
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Introduction
The key Supreme Court rulings and
lower court decisions that govern the legal standards for police use of force were
mandated in the post-Civil Rights era
(Gilbert and Rayshawn 2015). In Tennessee v. Garner (1985), the Supreme Court
ruled that police officers are prohibited
from using deadly force for incidents
where suspects are unarmed or ﬂeeing,
but such force can be used if the fleeing
suspect poses a serious threat to the officer or others. In Graham v. Connor (1989),
the Supreme Court ruled that there must
be an “objectively reasonable” standard
for police use of force, and that civilians
must claim and prove excessive force
was used by law enforcement in making
an arrest, investigatory stop, or other
“seizure” of person (Bartollas and Hahn
1999).
Analyses of police use of force data
consistently find that people of color
are disproportionately killed by law
enforcement. Moore (2010) found that
an underpaid, inadequately staffed,
and poorly trained New Orleans Police
Department frequently resorted to brutality and misconduct against African
Americans. In New York City, Kramer et
al. (2017) found that African Americans,
no matter their age, were more likely
to be stopped by police and to experience force, but Black teenagers were at
greater risk than any other group. At the
national level, two databases that track
police use of deadly force found that
Black Americans are twice as likely to
be killed by law enforcement (Guardian
2016; Washington Post 2015-2020).
Despite consistent research findings of racial disparities in police use
of deadly force, Civilian Review Boards
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and the Department of Justice are ineffective at holding police officers accountable (Green and Alderbon 2019).
As one legal scholar put it, after a police
deadly shooting, often nothing happens
(Morrison 2018). Analyzing data from
the Los Angeles Police Department from
1974 – 1979, Meyer (1980) found that
the outcomes in the cases were different
for Black victims as compared to their
White and Latinx counterparts. In 2017,
only one percent of police officers were
charged for a fatal shooting (mappingpoliceviolence.org 2013-2018).
According to sociological analysis,
one reason African Americans are killed
by law enforcement with impunity is
because the system is working according to design, to maintain racial control
and domination (Hattery and Smith
2018; Cazenave 2018). An analysis of the
grand jury process reveals the limitations of holding police officers accountable for violence against Black men (Fairfax, Jr. 2017). While we agree with both
perspectives, we maintain that limited
attention has been given to the framing
of police fatal shootings. Because of the
colorblind ideology that pervades the
post-Civil Rights era, many Americans
believe that the police and the criminal
justice system are colorblind (Weitzer
and Tuch 2006). It is our contention that
these colorblind assumptions make it
nearly impossible to convict a police officer for using deadly force, even when it
seems excessive.

Post-Civil Rights and
Colorblind Racism
Before the Civil Rights period, African Americans were disenfranchised,
publicly segregated, treated as second-
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class citizens, exploited and terrorized, depicted and described as pathological rapists, incarcerated for minor
crimes, and laughed at in minstrelsies
and vaudeville shows. The generalized
White gaze stereotyped and dehumanized Black life by associating it with
inferiority, ugliness, stupidity, criminality, and apathy (Feagin 2013), in which
Blackness was constructed in the American imagination as the quintessential
“Other” (Morrison 2017). When a Black
person asserted his or her humanity it
was met with rage and violence (Raper
2003). Following Reconstruction, while
the Plessey v. Ferguson (1896) case upheld
legal segregation, Supreme Court Justice, Judge John Harlan gave the dissenting opinion, arguing that the law must
remain colorblind and that everyone
must have equal access to opportunities
no matter their race. Yet it was not until 1964 and 1965, respectively, when the
Civil Rights Act and Voting Rights Act
were passed. As Du Bois (1935) had poetically described the first Reconstruction, the Second Reconstruction also
experienced but a moment in the sun
(Marable 2007).
By the 1970s, conservatives counterargued that Affirmative Action policies
were divisive, stigmatized minorities,
weakened the idea of merit, and constituted reverse discrimination (Delgado
and Stefancic 2001, 104). By 2013, the
Supreme Court overturned a key part of
the Voting Rights Act of 1965. The majority opinion argued that federal oversight
was no longer needed to protect communities of color from voter suppression since the South had changed. But
given the racial wealth gap, mass incarceration, the school-to-prison pipeline,
and lower life expectancy for communi-
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ties of color, the only substantial change
was the racial narrative used to maintain
persistent racial inequality (West 2017).
To describe the dissonance between
this burgeoning racial ideology and the
persistent patterns of racial inequality,
Bonilla-Silva (2018) coined this new racial ideology colorblind racism, an ideology and discourse that is exploited to
downplay, justify, and rationalize systemic, contemporary racism. Rather than
being overt and explicit, like during Jim
Crow, colorblind rhetoric is disguised in
racially coded language, euphemisms,
and institutional policies. Using interview data from the Detroit Area Study
(DAS) and from the 1997 Survey of Social Attitudes of College Students, he
found that appeals to colorblindness is
referenced by young and old alike, both
middle-class and blue-collar, and by the
educated and uneducated, to varying
degrees, with some being more skillful
than others. Aside from some extremists and other White Americans who did
not acculturate to the post-Civil Rights
discourse, colorblind racism is the most
prevalent ideology used by White Americans to explain contemporary racial inequality. There are four central frames
of colorblind racism: naturalization,
cultural racism, abstract liberalism, and
minimization. Naturalization is used to
justify racial patterns, like segregation,
rather than blame the redlining policies of the Federal Housing Authority
(FHA). In this scenario, it is argued that
racial concentration is a by-product of
the psychology of racial/ethnic groups
to naturally want to be with people who
share similar attributes; or as the adage
goes, “birds of a feather flock together.”
A proxy for biological racism, cultural
racism takes the view that people of
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color underperform because of their
poor choices, attitudes, behaviors, and
values. Abstract liberalism, a derivative of political liberalism, is the notion
that the United States is just and fair, so
each person has individual choice and
equal opportunity, including minorities.
Minimization is used to downplay contemporary racism by comparing the Jim
Crow period to the post-Civil Rights era,
suggesting that race relations, racial attitudes, and the country have changed.
An analysis of Whiteness suggests that
the average White American is susceptible to colorblindness because (1) they
see themselves as beyond race, as raceless, in which they embody a universal
human experience (Diangelo 2018); (2)
they think success and failure is a matter
of individual choice, hard work, and responsibility (Williams 2003); (3) they believe the United States is a meritocracy;
(4) they think White privilege is a myth;
(5) they think racism is past tense; (6)
they think that individuals, institutions,
and policies should remain race neutral
(Gallagher 2008); (7) and they accept certain stereotypes about communities of
color, mostly thinking of them in terms
of deficiencies (Dukes and Gaither 2017;
Williams 1976).
Not exclusive to White Americans,
research shows that in the Black community, individuals are not impervious
to the logic of colorblind racism. For centuries people of color have been exposed
to racist ideas, including the belief that
they are racially inferior. Toni Morrison
wrote about self-loathing in the Bluest
Eye. In the documentary film, Pieces I
AM, Toni Morrison explained she wrote
about the desirability of Whiteness because she knew a girl like Pecola, who
was the central character of the book
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(Greenfield-Sanders 2019). Research
shows that although all colorblind racism frames are used consistently by
Whites to justify racial disparities, to a
lesser extent abstract liberalism, cultural
racism, and naturalization have been
internalized in the Black community
(Bonilla-Silva 2018). Similarly, the Implicit Association Test found that nearly
half of Black respondents show a subtle
pro-White or anti-Black bias (Livingston
2002). The Black Bourgeoisie mentality allows middle-class Black people to use
White standards to blame their lowerclass counterparts for their shortcomings and victimization, by emphasizing character, culture, and individual
responsibility (Kendi 2019; Dyson 2005;
Frazier 1957). Today, this is referred to
as the politics of respectability. The legal scholar, Forman, Jr. (2017), points
out that some older African Americans
engage in what he called the “Martin
Luther King, Jr. speech”—when a young
person finds themselves in conflict with
the law, an older person might refer to
the past struggles of their generation,
implying that the younger generation is
squandering opportunities during these
less-racist times.

President Obama and Post-Racism
With the historic 2008 election of
Barack Obama, the first self-identified
African American president, the post-racial claim reached its apex. Many Americans were hopeful that Obama was the
fulfillment of Dr. Martin Luther King,
Jr.’s Dream (Dimock 2017). Not only
did the forty-fourth president denote
post-racial America, but Obama himself
became known as a post-racial candidate. By having a Black person reach the
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presidency, Obama’s victory supposedly
affirmed the view that anyone can make
it in the United States, no matter their
background. Consequently, his election
also meant that the use of race and racism to explain contemporary racial inequality would be strained (Mansbach
2009).
According to an analysis by Feagin
(2012), on his path to the presidency, to
win independent and undecided White
voters, the Democratic Party and the
Obama campaign had to adhere to a colorblind version of the White racial frame,
rather than employ a social justice and
Black resistance frame. In The Audacity
of Hope, Obama (2006, 255) attempted to
balance the importance of personal responsibility, culture, and circumstances
when he wrote, “We know that many in
the inner city are trapped by their own
self-destructive behaviors.” In his most
famous speech on race, “A More Perfect
Union,” Mansbach (2009, 74) argues that
President Obama suggested that institutional racism and White bitterness were
equivalent, that racism cuts in both directions, and anyone can be its victim
just as anyone can refuse to perpetuate
it. Wilson (2009) maintains that this historic speech allowed President Obama
to remain race-neutral, to appease both
Black and White audiences alike, by
framing the issue in terms of structural
inequities and personal responsibility.
Because President Obama was friendly
to both conservative ideas and mainstream policy solutions (Algernon 2015),
Coates (2017) oxymoronically referred
to him as a “conservative revolutionary,” while Dyson (2016) maintains that
he practiced a racial caution and struggled to find his voice on race and racism.
The post-racial concept is ambiguous
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because post-racial, post-race, post-racism, and post-Black are synonyms that
have different connotations. Kitwana
(2009, 87) defines post-racial as “...a sentiment that speaks to the cognitive dissonance between reality and the illusion
of race… “this feeling certainly deserves
a word,” he argues. Dyson (2016) maintains that America should attempt to be
post-racist but not post-racial, because
Blacks have fought hard to create a rich
culture and self-definition—that race
and ethnicity, concepts that are full of
pride for many individuals and groups,
do matter—so to ignore race and ethnicity is to treat them as though their personal, social, and historical influences
do not exist. In many Black elite political
circles, however, post-racial can mean a
new Black politics, the movement away
from grassroots activism and community organizing to mainstream politics
of race neutrality that is concerned with
the issues of all Americans (Bonilla-Silva
2018).
Despite the Democratic and Obama
Administration appeal to colorblindness, research shows that there were
about twenty-five million Americans
who hated President Obama, whose expressed motivations were xenophobia,
Islamophobia, and anti-Black racism
(Algernon 2015). With his historic election, an opposition movement arose,
the Tea Party (Skocpol and Williamson
2016), a twenty-first century counterrevolution (Anderson 2016). While the
Democrat Party usually ignored these
racial feelings, their Republican colleagues often launched explicit and subtle racial attacks (Feagin 2012). Explicit
attacks on Obama and communities of
color reached their tipping point in the
election of Donald J. Trump. While on

110

its face, Trump’s willingness to openly
embrace White supremacists, conspiracy theories, and discriminatory policies
seems to invalidate the theory of colorblind racism, but Bonilla-Silva (2018)
points out that he is consistent with the
theory because Trump himself insists he
is not a racist, or is “the least racist person you’ve ever encountered.” Furthermore, running his reelection campaign
on “Law and Order” is a racial euphemism for getting tough on communities
of color, harkening back to Ronald Reagan (Primuth 2016).

Race, Crime, and Colorblindness
in the Social Sciences
Following the Civil Rights period,
Wilson (2012) stressed that in the 1960s
and 1970s there was a transition in African American life and history toward
class inequality. Providing a conservative critique of the Civil Rights Movement, D’Souza (1995) argued that racism
is not the primary explanation for Black
failure in the United States, and that Affirmative Action programs perpetuate
Black dependency, so he called for “a
separation of race and state.” Furthermore, poll data revealed racial attitudes
were beginning to change (Pincus 2011).
Since as early as 1890, some prominent White social scientists posited that
there was a correlation between race
and crime (Muhammad 2010). Nearly a
century later, some leading criminologists continued to argue that Blacks are
more likely to engage in criminal activity than any other group (Brown et al.
2003). Tonry (1995, 50) summed up this
perspective when he explained, “The
overwhelming weight of the evidence,
however, is that invidious bias explains

Phylon 57

much less of racial disparities than does
offending for Black offenders,” with the
exception of drug convictions. Walker et
al. (2007), while not suggesting that the
criminal justice system is race-neutral,
argue that racial discrimination is not
universal and pervasive but depends on
the offense, situation, and circumstances.
In the literature on policing, there is
an equal tendency to assert that race is
insignificant. Redenbaugh (2007) argues that there is no evidence of an epidemic of police misconduct. Wilbanks
(1987) admits that some cops are prejudiced, but he also claims that there are
some cops who favor African Americans (James et al. 2013). Gottesman and
Brown (1999), making a distinction between unnecessary force and police brutality, argue that police misconduct is
usually not a result of intentional malice,
but a consequence of poor training and
a lack of cultural sensitivity (Lee 2018).
Furthermore, while Bell (2000) asserts
that police practices are a serious problem, he does not see police misconduct
as the greatest purveyor of violence or
the greatest threat to the public health of
the Black community, when compared to
disparate health outcomes and poverty.

Racially Coded Politics:
Getting Tough on Crime
Following the Great Society programs of the 1960s, the Republican Party
adopted a colorblind criminal justice
platform, by framing the issue of criminal justice as a matter of crime control
and public safety, and the issue of drug
usage as a moral problem. Arguably, the
“War on Drugs” has had the most consequential effect on communities of color
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in the post-Civil Rights era, analogous to
earlier forms of racial oppression (Wacquant 2002), setting back civil rights
gains by expanding mass incarceration
in the United States (Alexander 2012).
In 1971, President Richard Nixon coined
the phrase, “War on Drugs”. Subsequently it was adopted in 1986 by President Ronald Regan, the same year the
Anti-Drug Abuse Act was passed, setting the stage for mandatory minimum
sentences for drug offenses, especially
for crack cocaine. By 1990, President
H.W. Bush increased the budget for the
“War on Drugs” by fifty percent (Mallea
2014).
To attract insecure Democrats and
Independent voters, Nixon and Reagan
used the “Southern Strategy,” an implicit
appeal to White racial fears, frustrations,
and resentments. These politicians used
the racially coded language of “getting
tough on crime” and “cracking down on
drugs” center pieces of their presidential
campaigns and policies, which worked
to win over swing voters. According
to Alexander (2012, 54), “The War on
Drugs, cloaked in race-neutral language, offered Whites opposed to racial
reform a unique opportunity to express
their hostility toward Blacks and Black
progress, without being exposed to the
charge against racism.” But the rhetoric
was not always subtle. In criticizing the
“War on Poverty,” Reagan referred to
poor Black single mothers as “welfare
queens,” and conservatives dismissed
Civil Rights activists as “poverty pimps”
(Williams 2003).
By the 1980s, because of its popularity,
many Democrats, both Black and White,
moved toward the rhetoric of “getting
tough on crime” and started passing
anti-crime bills. In 1994, the Clinton
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Administration passed the “Omnibus
Crime Bill,” which drastically expanded
mass incarceration into Black and Brown
communities (Alexander 2012; Williams
2003). By the Obama administration,
under both Republican and Democratic
leadership, mandatory minimum sentences for drug offenses, the crack-topowder-cocaine disparity, three-strike
laws, and an extension of the death penalty were already mandated. According
to research by King and Smith (2011,
224), the colorblind perspective of criminal justice had been almost uniformly
adopted by the following constituencies:
1. Most Republican Party officeholders and members after 1976
2. Presidents, 1981-1993, 2001-2009
3. Conservatives, neoconservatives,
and electorally vulnerable Democrats
4. Majority of Supreme Court after
1980
5. Many lower federal court judges,
state judges after 1980
6. Most prosecutors
7. Many businesses, private prison
companies
8. Law enforcement employee advocacy groups, unions
9. Conservative community prevention groups
10. Some conservative think tank/
advocacy groups (e.g.., American
Enterprise Institute)
11. Victim’s rights groups (e.g., Parents of Murdered Children)
12. Women’s groups concerned with
rape, battered women
13. Fringe White supremacist groups
(e.g., New Century Foundation).
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An Analysis of Some High-Profile
Cases of Colorblind Racism and
Fatal Police Shootings
In this analysis, we examine some
high-profile fatal police shootings to
show how law enforcement exploit the
colorblind racism frames to justify police use of deadly force. As illustrated
in Table 1, when the colorblind racism
frames are employed in police deadly
shootings, the minimization frame is
used to downplay the actions of officers
by suggesting that an officer used poor
judgement or tactics, or by suggesting that police brutality is not a pervasive problem in law enforcement. Furthermore, the actions of officers can be
minimized by stating that police work
is difficult. The cultural racism frame
is employed to justify the disproportionate killings of Blacks and Latinxs
by law enforcement by suggesting that
these communities are more crime and
violence prone, and that the individuals
who come from these communities are

either thugs or gang members. On the
one hand, the naturalization frame is
used to stereotype Blacks as super-predators or as having superhuman strength,
so it is justifiable to use greater force to
stop the ensuing threat, but, on the other
hand, naturalization can also be used to
minimize the actions of officers by suggesting that using lethal force is a necessary function of police work and therefore inevitable. Since abstract liberalism
assumes that the criminal justice system
is fair and without racial bias, it is difficult to prove that an officer’s actions
were motivated by deliberate prejudice;
and because abstract liberalism is predicated on individual responsibility, no
individual officer can be held directly
responsible for disproportionate racial
outcomes of police deadly shootings.
Based on the assumptions of abstract
liberalism, law enforcement officials
usually ask for the community to be patient and to wait for a full and thorough
investigation to be conducted before the
community anticipates conclusions.

Table 1. A Colorblind Racism Theoretical Schemata of Police Use of Deadly Force
Levels of Colorblind
Racism

Minimization

Cultural Racism

Naturalization

Abstract Liberalism

Post-Civil Rights
Colorblind Ideology

By comparing the
past to the present,
it is suggested that
race relations, racial
attitudes, and the
country has changed

The narrative that
people of color
underperform
because of their poor
choices, attitudes,
behaviors, and values

The narrative that
racial patterns and
disproportionate
outcomes are natural
occurrence

The belief that the
United States is just
and fair, so each
person has individual
choice and equal
opportunity

Colorblind
Justification in
Policing

It is argued police
work is difficult and
there are only a few
bad actors

Blacks are
stereotyped as being
more prone to crime
and violence

Blacks are
stereotyped as
super-predators who
possess super-human
strength

The narrative that it
is difficult to prove
deliberate prejudice

Colorblind
Justifications in some
High-profile Police
Shootings

Framing the actions
of officers as poor
judgement or poor
tactics

Labeling victims
as thugs and gang
members

Arguing that nonlethal force was
ineffective, so greater
force was merited

Officials ask the
community to wait for
a full and thorough
investigation to be
conducted

Note: The first row of the table is adapted from the theoretical formulation developed by Eduardo
Bonilla-Silva (2018).
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Because of their legal authority, law
enforcement has the power to construct
an “official version of the truth,” or create what Focault (1984) called a “regime
of truth.” Official versions of the truth,
or political language, according to the
classic account of George Orwell (2002)
is designed to make lies sound truthful
and to make murder look respectable.
Pierre Bourdieu (1991) referred to the
non-material twin forms of power and
violence as symbolic. In his sociological analysis of language, he argued that
symbolic power can be used to produce
and reproduce unequal power, and that
physical violence requires symbolic violence to be made legitimate. Similarly, in
her Nobel Prize lecture, Toni Morrison
(1993) explained that racially oppressive
language can be used to limit knowledge, to dehumanize and normalize violence, and to silence the oppressed.
By operationalizing the colorblind
racism frames according to some highprofile police deadly shootings, we outline six colorblind themes in Table 2
that law enforcement exploit to justify
police use of deadly force. Following
the Graham v. Connor (1989) Supreme
Court decision, for a deadly shooting to
be ruled justifiable homicide, police officers must construct a narrative of selfdefense, which often includes the assertion that an officer feared for his or her
life, the suspect reached toward his or
her waistband, or the suspect lunged or
reached for the officer’s gun.

He Showed Poor judgment, and
Police Work is Difficult
In three different cases, from 2012
to 2016, police responsibility was minimized by framing “police work as dif-
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ficult” or by stating that “the police officer showed poor judgement.” In 2012,
eighteen-year-old Ramarley Graham
was killed by a New York City Police
officer. In a 2017 departmental disciplinary hearing, an NYPD inspector and
commanding officer testified that “This
[Haste shooting] was poor tactics" (Paybarah 2017). In 2015, in Arlington, TX, the
Police Chief fired one officer for the killing of Christian Taylor. The Police Chief
criticized the rookie officer’s behavior,
citing that he had "exercised poor judgment" and expressed “serious concerns
as to the rationale articulated as to the
use of deadly force” (Mitchell 2015). In
2016, eighteen-year-old Paul O'Neal was
fatally shot by Chicago police officers
when he was suspected of driving a stolen vehicle. The Police Superintendent
stated that “police face 'split-second' decisions that are often life-threatening…
It's not easy being the police… This is a
difficult job, and most people don't understand because they never had to do
it” (Nashville Pride 2016).

The Officers Acted Heroically
Since there is a deeply held belief
that police officers are heroes, their
questionable actions can be positively
framed. In 2013, Miriam Carey, a Black
woman, drove to Washington, DC with
her infant. She made a U-turn at a White
House checkpoint and then led officers
on a short chase. U.S. Secret Service and
Capitol Police shot at Carey's car, hitting
her five times and killing her. In describing the officer’s actions, former District
of Columbia Police Chief Cathy Lanier
said federal officers acted “heroically”
and the House of Representatives offered a standing ovation (Montgomery
2014).
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Table 2. Qualitative Table of Some High-Profile Police Killings & Colorblind Justifications
Themes

Cases

Colorblind Quotes

He Showed Poor judgment; and
Police Work is Difficult

2012 – Ramarley Graham
2016 – Paul O'Neal

• "This was poor tactics"
• "Exercised poor judgment"
• “This is a difficult job”

The Officers Acted Heroically

2013 – Miriam Carey

• “heroically”

The Community Needs to
Wait for a Full and Thorough
Investigation

2014 – Jordan Baker

• "I have forwarded this
investigation to the local
office of the FBI for its review
to ensure there are no civil
rights violations."

2015 – Christian Taylor

2016 – Akiel Denkins

• “A thorough investigation takes
time, and I continue to urge the
community for its patience as
we continue"
I Made a Mistake

Blame the Victim

2009 – Oscar Grant

• "a tragic accident"

2013 – Jonathan Ferrell

• "the shooting was unlawful"

2015 – Anthony Hill, Jr.

• “a good cop who had to make
a tough decision”

2017 – Justine Ruszczyk

• “I felt horror. I knew in that
instant that I was wrong"

2018 – Botham Jean

• “She pulled that trigger in an
instant — an instant she will
regret for the rest of her life.”

2012 – Alfred Dobson, Jr

• "acting crazy”

2012 – Clay McCall

• "had no choice but to use deadly
force"

2012 – Manuel Loggins, Jr.

• “acting ‘cuckoo’ and ‘berserk’”

2014 – Tamir Rice
2014 – Michael Brown
2015 – Samuel DuBose

• “It is likely that Tamir, whose size
made him look much older and who
had been warned his pellet gun
might get him into trouble that day"
• “a five-year old holding onto Huck
Hogan…that’s how big this man
was”
• “I meant to stop the threat. I didn’t
shoot to kill him. I didn’t shoot to
wound him. I shot to stop his
actions”

They Are Thugs and Gang
Members

2011 – Jose Luis Ramirez
2013 – Tyler Woods
2016 – Carnell Snell, Jr.

• "an individual known to have gang
affiliations"
• " We're doing the best we can with
limited resources with an increased
population of people on the street
who previously would have been
in custody”
• "Video is part of the truth, but is
not the totality of the truth. It has
to be tempered with all of the
evidence”

Note: This table was compiled by the researchers using newspaper sources. A primary database consulted for this project
was the America’s Obituaries and Death Notices. See citations in the discussion below for each case.
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The Community Needs to Wait for
a Full and Thorough Investigation
Especially when there is civil unrest
after a deadly police shooting, law enforcement officials will ask the community not to rush to quick judgement but
to wait for a full and thorough investigation. In 2016, Akiel Denkins was shot
and killed by a White police officer in
North Carolina. The Wake County District Attorney stated that "The State Bureau of Investigation continues to gather
information… A thorough investigation
takes time, and I continue to urge the
community for its patience as we continue" (McDonald and Blythe 2016). In the
2014 death of Jordan Baker, Houston Police Chief stated: "I have forwarded this
investigation to the local office of the FBI
for its review to ensure there are no civil
rights violations" (George 2014).

I Made a Mistake
Unlike most cases where police officers are held unaccountable for their
actions, there are some cases where individual officers have been found guilty.
In 2009, Oscar Grant, an Oakland, California native was returning home from
a New Year’s Eve party when an altercation took place on the Bay Area Rapid
Transit (BART) system. He was fatally
shot by a BART police officer when was
positioned on the ground, facedown
and handcuffed. The officer labeled the
event a tragic accident, and his defense
argued he mistakenly used his gun instead of his taser (Leonard 2010). He was
sentenced to two years in prison.
In 2015, Anthony Hill, Jr., a twentysix-year-old Afghanistan war veteran
who was mentally ill and unarmed
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was killed by a former Georgia Dekalb
County police officer. Four years later,
the officer was found guilty of aggravated assault, making a false statement, and
two counts of violation of oath. While
he pleaded not guilty and maintained
he acted in self-defense, the Defense attorney told the court “[he was] a good
cop who had to make a tough decision”
(Simon and Sanchez 2019).
Mohamed Noor, a Black Minneapolis
police officer was found guilty of thirddegree murder and manslaughter on
April 30, 2019, after killing an unarmed
White woman from Australia. He was
sentenced to twelve-and-a-half years in
prison (Furber and Smith 2019). While
officer Noor said he felt fear, he added:
“The moment I walked around and saw
Miss Ruszczyk dying on the ground, I
felt horror. I knew in that instant that I
was wrong" (Ellis and Alonso 2019).
Amber Guyger, an off-duty Dallas,
Texas police officer was found guilty
of murder on October 1, 2019 and was
sentenced to ten years in prison. She testified that she entered the wrong apartment and killed her neighbor, an unarmed Black man in his own residence,
when she thought he was a burglar. Her
Defense Attorney concluded: "Through
these horrible series of events, she went
into his apartment by mistake…She
pulled that trigger in an instant — an
instant she will regret for the rest of her
life. ... She didn't go there seeking to kill
him" (Ortiz and Johnson 2019).
Yet the most likely scenario for an
officer to be disciplined is within the
department. Rarely will a police chief
admit wrongdoing, but in the shooting death of Jonathan Ferrell in 2013,
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Chief admitted that the video shows Ferrell was
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unarmed and that the shooting was unlawful (Ferrell and Kerrick 2015).

Blaming the Victim: Adultification,
Hyper-aggression, and Ineffective
Non-lethal Force
Through a process known as adultification, many Black youth are misperceived and described as adults. In 2014,
twelve-year-old Tamir Rice was shot and
killed by law enforcement when he was
playing with a toy gun in a public park.
Even though he was an adolescent, according to Cuyahoga County prosecutor
Tim McGinty: “Tamir… size made him
look much older…” (Fantz et al. 2015).
Black victims are also described as
being aggressive and possessing unnatural strength. In 2014, eighteen-yearold Michael Brown was fatally shot by
a Ferguson, MO police officer. Officer
Darren Wilson said that an altercation
ensued when Brown attacked him in his
police vehicle for control of his gun until
it was fired. No indictment was brought
against the officer. In an interview about
the deadly shooting, officer Wilson described the strength of Michael Brown
as “a five-year old holding onto Huck
Hogan… that’s how big this man was”
(Cave 2014).
Furthermore, officers claim that nonlethal force is ineffective, so greater force
is merited. In 2015, Samuel DuBose was
fatally shot by a University of Cincinnati police officer. Although DuBose was
unarmed, during the trial, the officer
reported, “I meant to stop the threat. I
didn’t shoot to kill him. I didn’t shoot to
wound him. I shot to stop his actions”
(Sewell 2017). In 2016, Kionte Desean
Spencer was shot and killed by Roanoke
County, VA police. The Police Chief re-
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ported that an investigation indicated
that officers repeatedly ordered Spencer
to drop the BB gun, then an officer deployed a taser twice, but it was not effective, so two officers fired three shots, two
of which killed Spencer (Stevens 2016).
Moreover, the actions of individuals
suffering from mental illness are especially vulnerable to misinterpretation.
In 2012, Alfred Dobson, Jr., a reportedly mentally ill man from Florida, was
beaten with a baton, fired at with a taser,
and then shot upon at least six times by
law enforcement who responded to a
call from a relative that described him as
acting “crazy.” When asked why lethal
force was used, the supervisor said he
overheard the 911 call in which the cousin described him as acting crazy and
manhandling officers by throwing them
around like they were nothing (Schoettler 2012). In 2012, Clay McCall was shot
and killed by law enforcement in North
Carolina. Following the shooting, the
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department stated that McCall, who had a history of mental illness and violence, was
agitated, disoriented and uncooperative
at the time of the shooting. The District
Attorney's office said officer Swenson
"had no choice but to use deadly force"
(Gordon 2014). In 2012, Marine Sergeant,
Manuel Loggins, Jr. was killed in an Orange County, California parking lot outside his daughter’s school. According to
the District Attorney’s office, no charges
were filed against the officer because he
thought Loggins was large enough to
overpower him if he used a baton, as he
described him as acting "cuckoo" and
"berserk" (Rackauckas 2012).
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They are Thugs and Gang
Members
Because minority neighborhoods are
often profiled and targeted as criminal
hotspots, these communities face increased police presence and surveillance
(Rios 2011). In 2011, eighteen-year-old
Jose Luis Ramirez was shot by a Port
Hueneme, CA police officer. The unidentified police officer is said to have
made a traffic stop on a vehicle driven
by Ramirez under suspicion that it was
stolen. The Police Chief told The Star
the officer's life had been threatened by
"an individual known to have gang affiliations" (Foxman 2011). In 2013, Tyler
Woods was wanted in connection with
a carjacking in Los Angeles, CA, and he
was named in an arrest warrant that described him as an armed and dangerous
felon. On the night he was killed, there
was no weapon found at the scene, but
the Police Chief stated, "We're doing the
best we can with limited resources with
an increased population of people on
the street who previously would have
been in custody” (Woolsey 2013). In
2016, Carnell Snell, Jr. was armed when
he was killed by Los Angeles police. In
a news conference, the Police Chief said
officers had tried to stop the vehicle in
which Snell was traveling because its license plates were covered by paper. He
explained that covered license plates are
often a calling card of people who have
committed drive-by shootings and have
attempted to conceal the ownership of a
vehicle (Rogers 2016).
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Conclusion: Colorblind Justice,
The Current Moment, and
Police Reform
The extent of police shootings expresses a provocative racial narrative
that needless killings and subsequent
lack of justice exist in America. Each
year there are about one-thousand cases
of police officers feeling threatened and
shooting and killing civilians, disproportionately targeting people of color.
Because of the #BlackLivesMatter Movement, the death of people of color by law
enforcement has risen to national notoriety, sparking conversations about the
perceived value and treatment of Black
lives. Reaching a tipping point with the
death of George Floyd, righteous anger
and protest spilled onto the streets, leading to confederate statues being taken
down, the NFL changing its policy on
players kneeling during the national anthem, NASCAR agreeing to ban the confederate flag from its sporting events,
academics and scientists striking to address racism in academia, and the NBA,
WNBA, and MLB protesting the police
shooting of Jacob Blake in Kenosha, WI
(Ankel 2020; BBC 2020). In a July 08, 2020
Monmouth University Poll, sixty-seven
percent of the surveyed population stated racial and ethnic discrimination is a
big problem in the United States.
Polls also show that fifty-three percent of Americans express opposition
to defunding police departments (Russonello 2020), and a July Gallup poll
found that sixty-seven percent of US
adults wanted the same amount of police presence in their communities (Saad
2020). Moreover, the senior-level leadership in the Republican Party denies that
systemic racism is a social problem. In a

118

House Judiciary Committee hearing on
July 28, 2020, Attorney General William
Barr testified, “I don’t agree that there is
systemic racism in police departments”
(Clark 2020). The denial of systemic racism in policing is mainly predicated on
two colorblind justice assumptions: the
notion that there are only a few bad actors, and the notion that policing is principally about crime control and public
safety. We hypothesize that not until
we understand how colorblind justifications are exploited in police use of
deadly force cases, holding individual
officers accountable will remain nearly
impossible, and reforming police practices will fall short of any substantial
change.
Yet in the past there were attempts to
reform police practices through implicit
bias training, de-escalation training,
police-worn body cameras, and diversity sensitivity training (U.S. Department
of Justice 2015). Current reform proposals range from the City Council in Minneapolis voting to dismantle the police
system, the mayors of New York City
and Los Angeles publicly committing
to defunding the police (Brewster 2020);
and other reform efforts, according
to #8CantWait, a project by Campaign
Zero, include calls to demilitarize
the police.
Following in a long tradition of resistance by Black sociologists and critical
criminologists (Greene and Gabbidon
2000), we maintain that what is needed
is an anti-racist and critical perspective
to address police use of deadly force,
which stands against oppression and
inequality both morally and politically,
and explicitly fights for human rights,
social justice, and liberation (Burawoy
2006; Feagin et al. 2015). A Black resis-
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tance framework holds that instead of
aiming for race neutrality, we should affirm the experiences and perspectives of
people of color, and work to dismantle
institutional racism in the criminal justice system and end systemic racism in
the society at large (Zuberi and BonillaSilva 2008).
__________________________________
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