Why Washington History Matters:
Lessons from U Street
by Blair A. Ruble

0

looking at local history is that it is too "small"
to permit exploring such large questions. I
want to use these remarks to argue against this
position. I believe that a writing project is only
small if the questions being asked are small
ones. The thematic focus and the empirical research of a work can be extraordinarily tightly
drawn, and that effort nonetheless can be expansive if the questions being asked are large.
In writing Washington's U Street: A Biography, my first goal was to tell the story of an
especially vibrant, rich, and textured community over the past century-and-a-half. My
second was to use that story to address several
larger questions which, to my mind, demand
attention. Please permit me to review the various reasons why I wrote this book as a way of
framing an answer to the more general question of how and why Washington history is
important.
Three of the larger points that I try to make
in the book relate quite directly to the purpose
Blair A. Ruble is most recently the author of of this gathering and to the work that all of you
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ver the course of my career I have
written about a diverse group of cities: St. Petersburg, Moscow, Yaroslavl, and Yekaterinburg in Russia; Kyiv in
Ukraine; Montreal in Canada; New York,
New Orleans, Chicago, and now Washington,
in the United States. On the face of it, this is a
rather random collection of cities. There is logic. My research and writing has been animated by the deep belief that one of the primary
challenges for humankind in the twenty-first
century is to avoid the slaughter of the twentieth. As most humans now live in cities, I am
convinced that we need to figure out how people who can barely stand one another can live
on top of one another in cities and in urban
neighborhoods without killing one another.
My writing on each of these cities helps me in
some way to try to think creatively about this
larger question of human existence.
One criticism that is often levied against
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The third is that perhaps the greatest of all human achievements is the ability to add beauty
to the world in the face of injustice, horrors,
and stupidity.
In other words, there need be nothing
"small" about a project that tells the history of
just one street-or just one school, or just one
group, or just one activity-when the questions being asked address the larger city, questions of urban theory generally, and even the
meaning of human existence on this planet.
The ambition of scholarship is found in the
questions asked not in the object of study being examined to answer those questions. While
we simultaneously need to remain mindful of
our own shortcomings as researchers and always be modest and self-reflective, I firmly believe that we all should have such grand ambition in our work. Failure in research is to
be found in not believing in your own ability
to try, rather than in not achieving that goal
in the eyes of others. With these thoughts in
mind, let me turn to the three levels of analysis at which I want to argue one can approach
Washington's history.
I will begin by speaking about the importance of Washington, D.C., as a venue for
the study of urban history. Let me posit what
should not be a radical proposition at all:
namely that Washington is a "real" city with
a "real" history that is worthy of study. I don't
have to remind this audience about the disrespect that the notion that Washington, D.C.,
has a history receives from far too many people
who should know better. I am sure that many
of you remember the horrid spate of articles in
the City Paper when the City Museum opened
a few years back. A number of readers wrote
letters to the editor excoriating the idea that
Washington had a history at all, or at least one
worth paying any attention to.
Washington unquestionably is a city that
has a rich, textured, complex history that is
rich in insights about the urban condition. So
how could the conventional wisdom be so far
off base?

As with so much in Washington, there is an
undeniable dimension of racism in the argument that the city does not have a history. I do
not wish to imply that everyone who embraces
a sense ofWashington's exceptionalism is a racist. The problem is far more insidious. Notions
dismissing Washington as a true city-that it
has no "genuine" urban life, has no "real" history, and is not a "city" like other American
urban communities-emerged almost from
the city's founding. Suspending local political
rights makes sense if, in fact, this is not a city
in any conventional sense.
In reality, the denial that the District of
Columbia is a living, breathing community
inhabited by tens of thousands of citizens of
the United States was used to justify the suspension of local political control in this, the
first large American city with a majority Mrican American population. We live in and
study a city that is proof of the observation
by the Nobel Prize-winning economist Amartya Sen that "the asymmetry of power between the ruler and the ruled, which generates
a heightened sense ofidentity contrast, can be
combined with cultural prejudice in explaining away failures of governance and public
policy." Sen continues on to note a "general
tradition of finding explanations of disasters
not in bad administration, but in the culture
of subjects."
This is a city that has nurtured urban communities that have produced more than their
fair share of local stories, including accomplishments and misdeeds that have altered the
nation. "Real" communities exist in DC, with
"authentic" American tales to tell. But more
often than not they have been ignored or
denigrated by authorities, both local and national and more often than not white-who
have simultaneously dismissed the stories of
complex and diverse white communities that
have formed in DC, as well as those of Mrican
American Washingtonians such as that of the
U Street community.
Beyond questions of politics and race, an-

Why Washington History Matters
other among the many and complex reasons
why Washington is seen as having no history
is that it is seen as having no historiography.
This too is untrue, although it is the case that
there are few works on Washington history
that have caught national attention. In reality,
I discovered a rich treasure trove of works on
Washington, some of which were written by
many of you here today. The corpus of scholarship on the city's history, like that history
itself, is richer and more varied than conventional wisdom might allow. Much scholarship
on the city remains captured in master's theses and doctoral dissertations, obscure reports,
and local publications.
·
When you think about it, this is how the
largest, richest, and most impressive body of
history about an American city took shape.
The enormous body of literature on Chicago,
which no one thinks of as a "small" history,
emerged because various academic advisors at
the University of Chicago, and later at other
schools in the city and region, began sending their students out into the street to conduct research. Some of those students wrote
what have become classics of American social
science, and the field of Chicago history was
born. This is a model we see beginning to develop thanks to faculty and students at GW,
Howard, and the University of Maryland and
other area universities. We all need to encourage this trend to continue.
One of my wishes for my book is that I
might call attention to this work and prompt
readers to follow the footnotes back. The historiography on Washington needs to become
much less timid about presenting itself as a
body of literature in which there are disputes
and debates. This is done best if we engage the
work of our colleagues to build up a recognizable field of study. This society, Matt Gilmore's
H-DC website, and the Washington History
journal all help in that goal. Among my more
fervent wishes for my book is that it will have
a modicum of success so that more scholars
and readers will agree that DC history possess-
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es the heft to permit wrestling with large intellectual issues.
Once we agree that Washington is a "real"
city with a "real" history, we need to study that
history with an eye for how that history adds
knowledge to discussions of larger theoretical
debates in the urban field. One of the central
arguments in my book, for example, is that the
U Street area has fostered creativity by bringing a variety of people who often could barely
tolerate one another crashing together while
coming and going to their homes, apartments,
places of worship, doctors' offices, funeral parlors, restaurants, cafes, bars, theaters, stores,
stadiums, and schools. The neighborhood always remained more interracial in reality than
its image might suggest.
The. general U Street area has constantly
been an unwelcome wne of contact "unprotected" from racial propinquity by formal legal constraints. It has been, to borrow from
Robert Alter, a "compelling arena of incoherence." Whites were present-in the metaphysical sense that whites set the rules of Jim Crow
and enforced them through a rigged judicial
and enforcement system; in the physical sense
that whites owned businesses large and small,
including some of the area's most famous theaters; were patrons of the Stadium and of
many of the clubs and theaters, and lived in
the area more often than is now assumed; and
often passed through the area as they moved
around the city. For this reason, U Street became a space that has long brought together
those with purpose and those without, thereby
defining a city's meaning for its residents. As
U Street demonstrates, promoting seemingly
aimless wandering may be one of the most creative functions of any street.
Contemporary social scientists "problematize" such places of intense group interaction
as "zones of contact," a notion, first pursued
by Mary Louise Pratt in the early 1990s, that
nicely fits the story ofU Street. For Pratt, such
zones are the spaces where "cultures meet,
clash, and grapple with each other, often in
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contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of
power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their
aftermaths." She observes that although they
are "commonly regarded as chaotic, barbarous,
lacking in structure," such zones are often full
ofimprovised relationships and a "co-presence"
that mark the coming into contact of peoples
"geographically and historically separated....
usually involving conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict."
The notion of contact zones is particularly important in relation to African American
neighborhoods. Kevin J. Mumford argues, for
example, that interracial vice districts, or what
he calls "interzones," have frequently been located in the black neighborhoods of American
cities.
Stephanie Barbara Frank goes further, observing that U Street historically has stood at
the center of an interracial vice district that has
featured heterosexual as well as homosexual
sites of interaction and, therefore, represents
precisely the sort of neighborhood described
by Mumford.
Whether described as a "compelling arena
of incoherence," "zone of contact," or "interzone," U Street has proven itself to be one of
the most inventive plots of American soil. This
is precisely because it has been one qf Washington's most important jagged urban edges.
"Zones of contact" such as U Street-and
thousands of similar jagged edges-are the
necessary proving grounds where the diverse
becomes transformed into an intercultural resource. They are where accomplished cities become successful.
Like wetlands in the natural environment,
such mixing bowls of urban diversity often appear to outsiders to be little more than wastelands. They are the first places to be rebuilt, redesigned, reconceived, and reconstituted when
"reformers" think about "improving" a city.
Yet this is a terrible mistake. Like wetlands,
zones of contact are among the most productive corners of the urban environment. Like
wetlands, such communities must be revital-

ized from time to time for them to continue
to enrich the city at large.
For me, the real danger of the gentrification
we see going on around U Street at present is
to be found in approaching the neighborhood
and the city through the lens provided by urban theory. Perspectives such as those raised
in the literature on zones of contact prompt
us to ask whether or not the urban wetland of
U Street will be drained of its vitality in order
to be "improved." If so, the U Street community will lose what I believe has been its most
potent internal resource of all: its capacity to
create beauty.
The creation of beauty leads me to another
level of analysis at which a focus on DC history can be helpful, namely large questions
about the human condition. In the book, I
argue that perhaps the greatest of all human
achievements is the ability to add beauty to
the world in the face of injustice, horrors, and
stupidity. This observation leads me to the
book's epigraph, which is taken from the work
of Washington novelist Olga Grushin. In her
haunting debut novel 7he Dream Life ofSukhanov, Grushin wrote these words just as I was
trying to figure out how I would tell the story
of U Street. Toward the end of the novel, 7he
Dream Life ofSukhanov, Olga writes: "In spite
of all the injustices, and horrors, and stupidity,
beauty always survives, and there will never be
a higher mission than making the world richer
and purer by adding more beauty to it." This is
the U Street story, isn't it?
We don't think that anything is peculiar
when a fiction writer writes small-Olga's second novel, which focuses on the transcendent
capacity of beauty to offer hope, is set in the
line at a single kiosk in an unidentified Communist country. But when we think about
writing history, we tend to think that we have
to be grand in our subject matter to be grand
in our intellectual ambition.
We need to think more expansively about
our ambitions. A topic in Washington history
might not only be important for what it has to
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say about DC, or even what it has to say about
the urban condition, but for what it has to say
about the human condition. The study of this
city's rich and vibrant past can be advanced by
raising large questions as well as small.
I would like to begin to move in the direction of a tentative conclusion. My goal in this
lecture, as in my book, is to demonstrate that
we need more historiography and general social science research and writing on Washington. As peculiar and "exceptional" as DC isand all of us knows, for instance, that the absence of home rule for over a century necessarily makes this an exceptional American cityWashington remains a "real" urban community with achievements and failures that pose
central questions about what it means to live
in a city, to live in the United States, and to live
on the planet. There is no reason why studying and writing about Washington has to remain a "small" subject. It can be as large as our
intellectual curiosity and imagination. This is
why we all need to do what we can to promote
more scholarly writing about Washington.
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Fortunately, the present is a moment when
a number of important books about DC are
already out, or are well on their way to completion. Kathy Smith's new edition of Washington
at Home came out earlier this year, as did Kate
Mazur's new book on Reconstruction in DC,
while Clarence Lusane's 7he Black History ojthe
White House will be out later this month. And
this is only but a handful of new books that
are out this year. I am aware of several major
projects that have been undertaken by Maurice
Jackson, Marya McQuirter, Carol Lancaster,
and Derek Hyra, that will produce important
books, to name but a few. This is an exciting
time for all of us who care about Washington
history and the academic writing about that
history. A field is beginning to emerge, one in
which we all have the good fortune to participate in, and contribute to. If we are successful,
our city will finally begin to get the respect it
deserves; including the full citizenship rights of
every other "real" American community.

