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The Negro Rural School and its Relation to the Community was
published in 1915 by Booker T. Washington and the Tuskegee
Normal and Industrial Institute, which would later become
the influential HBCU, Tuskegee University. Washington
believed the union of self-determination and education could
provide a real paradigm shift for Black Americans in the
aftermath of Reconstruction and Jim Crow oppression and
violence. The mark of a centuries’ old ethno-economic caste
system did not simply vanish with the end of the Civil War.
Washington knew he had to provide alternative means for
social mobility.

Washington is thought of as an early but controversial civil
rights figure because of his acceptance of the system of racial
segregation. Some revisionist historians have reconsidered
him a pragmatic voice during a time of rampant inequality
and corruption.* Regardless of his complicated legacy,
Washington left a lasting mark on the American landscape
through the instruction, development, and construction of
public schools for Black students living in the rural South in
the early 1900s. 

About the Text

“For Washington, the teacher’s ability to build a
schoolhouse was as essential as growing one’s own food.”

-Sarah Lerner

*Richard Warmser, “The Rise & Fall of Jim Crow: Booker T. Washington: 1856 -
1915.” Thirteen. PBS. (2002).

*Sarah Lerner, “St.Paul Baptist Church and Armstrong School National Register of
HIstoric Places Nomination Form.” (2021)



This 144-page document outlined the needed processes,
paperwork, materials, and values to build community-
rooted schools for advancing Black education and
upward mobility in a country determined to solely uplift
its white counterparts. 

During a time of immense racial and economic tension, this
publication provided Black educators and community
members with the necessary blueprints to build and
develop schoolhouses, central schools, and training centers
in regions with little to no current education
infrastructure. It is an early example of a now ubiquitous
design model, the toolkit, offering to its reader supply lists,
seasonal charts and how-to construction guides for the
novice community developer. 

Washington’s instruction did not stop at the physical
school building, gardens, or homestead; the text explains
the significance of the school’s process of existence and
maintenance in creating systems of care and self-sufficiency
around the educational system. Washington encouraged
nurturing the school as a source of pride and inspiration
for the surrounding community. 



What’s the deal with the antiquated term ‘negro’?

Today, ‘negro’ is considered an offensive word,
with its casual usage beginning to decline in the
1960s. However, both Black and White Americans
used the term for much of the 19th and early 20th
centuries as a politically correct appellative.
Literally meaning ‘black’, negro predates the
founding of the United States, originating during
Portuguese and Spanish colonialism.

Scholars cite a major moment in the switch to
‘Black’ with Stokely Carmichael’s use of the phrase
‘Black Power’ at a rally in 1966. Carmichael would
go on to demonstrate in his writing how ‘negro’
has been used to imply Black inferiority and
submissiveness. By the early 1970s, most Black
Americans preferred the term ‘Black.” *

Words matter: reflecting on the
text’s original title

*Jim Crow Museum: “When Did the Word Negro Become Socially Unacceptable?”  
(October 2010)



“...The Black body not as the spectacle
 but as the mundane.”
-Walter Hood 

“Could I design a landscape that was inspired by
African American daily life?”
-Walter Hood

*Black Landscapes Matter, “Ritual and Displacement in New Orleans”
(Walter Hood & Grace Mitchell Tada, 2020)

What does it mean to make tangible the
celebration of the everyday?



“...It was important to create one’s own culture -
a culture of belonging rooted in the earth.”

-bell hooks

*bell hooks. Belonging: A Culture of Place. Routledge. 2009. 



Historical Context

Booker T. Washington and Julius Rosenwald (part owner of
Sears & Roebuck Department store) toured the South together
after meeting and realizing they shared common goals for equal
education and social opportunity. The Tuskegee-Rosenwald
Community School Fund was established in 1917 to formally
implement and help build Black schools across the rural
Southeast. Approximately 5,000 schools were constructed
between 1917 and 1932.* 

The Negro Rural School and Its Relation to the Community is
published two years prior to this moment in history and is
somewhat overshadowed by a prominent white philanthropist’s
support with the involvement of Rosenwald.

Moreover, there were schools constructed even earlier than this
text and the Rosenwald schools. An example is the Armstrong
School, which is the oldest one-room school house remaining in
Macon County, AL connected to the Tuskegee Institute
initiative. It was completed in 1901 with support from
Washington and architect Robert Taylor. Its continued
existence in the landscape signifies the lesser-told narratives
around grassroots organizing in the rural South. The building
faces several conservation challenges, which are being addressed
by community partners and researchers to sustain its rightful
place in the telling of Black civil rights history. 

*National Park Service, “The Rosenwald Schools: Progressive Era Philanthropy in the
Segregated South,” Teaching with Historic Sites Program.

The Armstrong School, completed in 1901 and
pictured above in 2024, was an early prototype
of the self-sustaining Black community school.
 
In the photo below, Dr. Kwesi Daniels of
Tuskegee University speaks to students about
the history and preservation needs of the
historic structure in 2021. 

The Armstrong School
Macon County, AL











Our environment is
part of us, we
cannot divide who
we are from our
surrounding spaces. 
As film director
Agnes Varda states,
“If we opened
people up, we’d
find landscapes.”



HOW DOES MEDIA CARVE OUT NEW

DIMENSIONS FOR MEMORY WORK?

I believe by supporting analog forms of communication,
zines provide a different means of connection in a
globalized, digitized age. Preservationists need
humanity. Sure, we are attentive and in tune with the
built environment, but it’s really about the people
behind the building because it is their presence that we
are drawn to - the spirit of place. When we place
humanity first, our work can become more meaningful,
inclusive, and even revolutionary!

“

A ZINE IS A THIRD PLACE!

“Today, people who stick to print do so because 
of its warm, human feel...” -Joel Biel 

*Joel Biel & Bill Brent, How to Make a Zine: Start Your Own Underground
Publishing Revolution. (Microcosm Publishing, 2017).



*Melissa Mursch-Rodriguez, “Standing on My Soapbox Lovingly Lecturing About
Zines,” Syllabus Project. (2023)

Preserving  Historical texts
through zine-making

“One of zines’ greatest functions is connection.”
                         -Melissa Mursch-Rodriguez 

In creating this zine, I wanted to understand how
alternative mediations with place can recover, reflect, and
conserve cultural narratives. A zine of a historical text can
be a primer for the audience and writer; it allows us to
distill dense information, and contextualize it within our
modern times. 

Historic preservation is a wide term used to define the
conservation, interpretation, and engagement of public
history. Despite this all-encompassing definition, the field
often finds itself in a niche hole it has dug for itself,
holding too tightly to traditional pathways of preserving
historic spaces. The reality is that the magic of public
history exists in the in-between, often in the places,
ephemera, and memories lost to time and neglect. 



The images, illustrations, and select screenshots in this
zine are made available through the public domain, which
allows any text 100 years or older to become freely
accessible and usable without copyright infringement
concerns. Of course, cite your sources like no tomorrow!
But the affordance of the zine format is we get to play
around with the remnants of mystery and beauty that
exist in this 1915 text.

To explore an entire press collective dedicated to this
creative process of media interplay and applying radical
approaches to remembering and uplifting
underrepresented narratives, check out Sojourners for
Justice Press, founded by Mariame Kaba in 2020.

*A special thanks to HathiTrust Digital Library for
digitizing and sharing The Negro Rural School and Its
Relation to the Community with the internet community. 

The Public domain 
& zines

https://sojourners4justice.press/
https://sojourners4justice.press/
http://mariamekaba.com/




Who are we in the creation of zines?

We may attempt to place our experiences and perspectives
aside to remain anonymous and objective  - but we never
truly are. 

I am a 30-year-old white cis-woman from Upstate New
York living in Philadelphia, PA. I studied history and
cultural heritage management and currently work in
historic preservation. I came across the following text
through work-related research. And feel very fortunate to
share it with you.

I’ll never know what it’s like to have to fund the building
of my own school and face subsequent violence and
corruption at every turn. But I know what it feels like to
find and nurture community and I wish to uplift a
document which recognized this power. 

As my colleague Kelvin Vu states, The Rural Negro School
and Its Relation to the Community, “Brings together
architecture, landscape, public institutions, and
construction knowledge as complementary vehicles for
community self-determination." An early interdisciplinary
model of what is possible.

Thanks for reading :)


