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Booker T. Washington once stated that “If you want to lift yourself up, lift up someone else” (Washington, 2015 [1901]).  This is the idea that to raise self-esteem, it is important to develop the sense of accomplishment which often comes from helping others.  This paper will reflect on the above quote in light of my own role within a team with focus on the above quote.  This refection will begin with my own thoughts on the quote and the wider context in which it was written, and then move on to my own experience of working with a team to complete an art project.  

Booker T. Washington was a spokesperson for promoting education for black and disadvantaged people.  At the time he was writing, there was a need to convince the white community of the usefulness of an education for black and disadvantaged people (Washington, 2015 [1901]).  Washington write from his own experience, where he learned that combining academic subjects with a trade gave people worth, and encouraged the white community to value these skills. This was an important message at the time, when black people did not have the same opportunities.  This is relatable today as ‘Black Lives Matter’ (BLM) protests are in full force. Today, everyone has the same entitlement to education, but BLM is about reminding people to treat everyone as equals (Black Lives Matter, 2020).  

Washington’s message was about helping others and building self-esteem.  I think this is an important message as I believe it is important to think about other people.  This is especially pertinent today during the coronavirus as we all need to look out for each other, ensure that vulnerable people have what they need and each do our bit to prevent the spread of the virus. 

My own experience of where this quote had meaning was when I was commissioned to make a crown for the poetry award for the Young Farmer’s Eisteddfod.  Within this group, my role was to contribute to the design ideas and the making of the crown.  We were asked to include representations of local industry, so we decided to include iron, coal, and copper as part of the crown. We also included cut-outs of iconic Welsh landmarks, gates to represent farming and books to represent poetry.  I thought there was too much going on with the final design but I accepted that it was a collaboration rather than my own vision.

The crown itself was made from silver, but when this was priced up, it became too expensive. To keep within the budget, we were asked to use copper as well as silver.  However, we knew that these materials are not easy to join together so we all decided as a group that we wouldn’t get paid, so we could use the money in making the crown to a higher standard.  The crown was a good way to get recognised as designers and artists, so we valued this publicity.  As collaborator, I had an entry about me placed on the Eisteddfod blog, referring to me as a silversmith, and I was broadcast on TV. This was a valuable for marketing my skills, and my contribution gave the other collaborators the same opportunity to be publicised (Alberro, 2003). Linking back to Booker T. Washington, in this sense we lifted each other up by working together and supporting each other in completing the project to the deadline. 

Wegner (2000) stated that teamwork is “not just a stated goal, but created among participants’ relations of mutual accountability that become an essential part of the practice” (p.78).  However, due to various circumstances two of the four team members were not able to participate as much as they had hoped.  This meant that myself and another member of the team had to take on most of the work. We worked together to make sure our creative idea went ahead with fewer team members, but we still gave credit to the other team members for their contribution.  

Booker T. Washington expressed the importance of learning through life rather than just from books (Washington, 2015 [1901]).  I feel as though the experience of working in a team was something that could only be learned from doing.  Reading books cannot prepare you for the diversity of group dynamics, people’s behaviours, personal circumstances and practically working as part of a team. By working together and supporting each other, we were able to lift each other up to help each other reach our combined goal.  We backed each other up at each stage of the way, deciding what worked and what did not, adapting the design as necessary and supporting each other if things went wrong. 
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