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Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Dubois Debate How to Achieve Racial Equality

Booker T. Washington (1856–1915) and W.E.B. DuBois (1868–1963) were the two most influential
African-American political leaders during the Republican Era. Washington was a former slave and founder the
Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. He believed that African-Americans would best gain equality by first mastering
agriculture and low-skill jobs. By achieving economic independence, Washington believed, African-Americans
would eventually win the trust and have the resources necessary to become full citizens in the United States. This
philosophy enabled Washington to gain support from white philanthropists eager to support what they perceived as
nonthreatening black activities. His “Address at the Atlanta Exposition” was Washington’s most famous expression
of the claim that African-Americans should first seek economic equality before insisting on political, civic, or social
equality. DuBois was the first African-American to earn a PhD at Harvard University and the founding editor of
The Crisis, the journal of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). He believed
that racial equality would best be achieved by an African-American elite that enjoyed the same political and civil
rights as white elites. This African-American elite, in turn, would provide the leadership that would organize other
African-Americans into a powerful civil rights movement. DuBois articulated this vision of constitutional politics
in his influential book, The Souls of Black Folks, of which the excerpt below is a chapter.
When reading the two excerpts below, consider the following questions. . On what matters did Washington
and DuBois agree? Where did they disagree? Who promoted the most realistic strategy for achieving racial equality
under turn of the century political conditions? How did their dispute relate to the other disputes in the Republican
Era?. What are the main similarities and differences between Washington and white proponents of the free labor
ideology? What are the main similarities and differences between Dubois and the progressives who believed in elite
management of the economy?

Booker T. Washington, “The Atlanta Compromise Address”1
One-third of the population of the South is of the Negro race. No enterprise seeking the material,
civil, or moral welfare of this section can disregard this element of our population and reach the highest
success. . . .
. . . Ignorant and inexperienced, it is not strange that in the first years of our new life we began at
the top instead of at the bottom; that a seat in Congress or the state legislature was more sought than real
estate or industrial skill; that the political convention or stump speaking had more attractions than
starting a dairy farm or truck garden.
. . . To those of my race who depend on bettering their condition in a foreign land or who
underestimate the importance of cultivating friendly relations with the Southern white man, who is their
next-door neighbor, I would say: “Cast down your bucket where you are”—cast it down in making
friends in every manly way of the people of all races by whom we are surrounded.
Cast it down in agriculture, mechanics, in commerce, in domestic service, and in the professions.
And in this connection it is well to bear in mind that whatever other sins the South may be called to bear,
when it comes to business, pure and simple, it is in the South that the Negro is given a man’s chance in
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the commercial world. . . . Our greatest danger is that in the great leap from slavery to freedom we may
overlook the fact that the masses of us are to live by the productions of our hands, and fail to keep in
mind that we shall prosper in proportion as we learn to dignify and glorify common labour, and put
brains and skill into the common occupations of life. . . . No race can prosper till it learns that there is as
much dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem. It is at the bottom of life we must begin, and not at the
top. Nor should we permit our grievances to overshadow our opportunities.
To those of the white race who look to the incoming of those of foreign birth and strange tongue
and habits for the prosperity of the South, were I permitted I would repeat what I say to my own race,
”Cast down your bucket where you are.” Cast it down among the eight millions of Negroes whose habits
you know, whose fidelity and love you have tested in days when to have proved treacherous meant the
ruin of your firesides. Cast down your bucket among these people who have, without strikes and labour
wars, tilled your fields, cleared your forests, built your railroads and cities, and brought forth treasures
from the bowels of the earth, and helped make possible this magnificent representation of the progress of
the South. Casting down your bucket among my people, helping and encouraging them as you are doing
on these grounds, and to education of head, hand, and heart, you will find that they will buy your
surplus land, make blossom the waste places in your fields, and run your factories. While doing this, you
can be sure in the future, as in the past, that you and your families will be surrounded by the most
patient, faithful, law-abiding, and unresentful people that the world has seen. As we have proved our
loyalty to you in the past, in nursing your children, watching by the sick-bed of your mothers and fathers,
and often following them with tear-dimmed eyes to their graves, so in the future, in our humble way, we
shall stand by you with a devotion that no foreigner can approach, ready to lay down our lives, if need
be, in defense of yours, interlacing our industrial, commercial, civil, and religious life with yours in a way
that shall make the interests of both races one. In all things that are purely social we can be as separate as
the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.
There is no defense or security for any of us except in the highest intelligence and development of
all. If anywhere there are efforts tending to curtail the fullest growth of the Negro, let these efforts be
turned into stimulating, encouraging, and making him the most useful and intelligent citizen. Effort or
means so invested will pay a thousand per cent interest. These efforts will be twice blessed—blessing him
that gives and him that takes. There is no escape through law of man or God from the inevitable . . .
...
...
The wisest among my race understand that the agitation of questions of social equality is the
extremist folly, and that progress in the enjoyment of all the privileges that will come to us must be the
result of severe and constant struggle rather than of artificial forcing. No race that has anything to
contribute to the markets of the world is long in any degree ostracized. It is important and right that all
privileges of the law be ours, but it is vastly more important that we be prepared for the exercise of these
privileges. The opportunity to earn a dollar in a factory just now is worth infinitely more than the
opportunity to spend a dollar in an opera-house.
...

W.E.B. Du Bois, “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others”2
Easily the most striking thing in the history of the American Negro since 1876 is the ascendancy
of Mr. Booker T. Washington. . . . His program [was] of industrial education, conciliation of the South,
and submission and silence as to civil and political rights. . . .
It startled the nation to hear a Negro advocating such a program after many decades of bitter
complaint; it startled and won the applause of the South, it interested and won the admiration of the
North; and after a confused murmur of protest, it silenced if it did not convert the Negroes themselves.
...
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. . . [T]here is among educated and thoughtful colored men in all parts of the land a feeling of
deep regret, sorrow, and apprehension at the wide currency and ascendancy which some of Mr.
Washington’s theories have gained. . . .
...
. . . Mr. Washington’s program naturally takes an economic cast, becoming a gospel of Work and
Money to such an extent as apparently almost completely to overshadow the higher aims of life.
Moreover, this is an age when the more advanced races are coming in closer contact with the less
developed races, and the race-feeling is therefore intensified; and Mr. Washington’s program practically
accepts the alleged inferiority of the Negro races. . . .
. . . Mr. Washington distinctly asks that black people give up, at least for the present, three
things,—
First, political power,
Second, insistence on civil rights,
Third, higher education of Negro youth,
—and concentrate all their energies on industrial education, the accumulation of wealth, and the
conciliation of the South. . . . [W]hat has been the return? . . .
1. The disfranchisement of the Negro.
2. The legal creation of a distinct status of civil inferiority for the Negro.
3. The steady withdrawal of aid from institutions for the higher training of the Negro.
. . . The question then comes: Is it possible, and probable, that nine millions of men can make
effective progress in economic lines if they are deprived of political rights, made a servile caste, and
allowed only the most meager chance for developing their exceptional men? If history and reason give
any distinct answer to these questions, it is an emphatic No. And Mr. Washington thus faces the triple
paradox of his career:
1. He is striving nobly to make Negro artisans business men and property-owners; but it is
utterly impossible, under modern competitive methods, for workingmen and property-owners to defend
their rights and exist without the right of suffrage.
2. He insists on thrift and self-respect, but at the same time counsels a silent submission to civic
inferiority such as is bound to sap the manhood of any race in the long run.
3. He advocates common-school and industrial training, and depreciates institutions of higher
learning; but neither the Negro common-schools, nor Tuskegee itself, could remain open a day were it
not for teachers trained in Negro colleges, or trained by their graduates.
This triple paradox in Mr. Washington’s position is the object of criticism by two classes of
colored Americans. One class is spiritually descended from Toussaint the Savior, through Gabriel, Vesey,
and Turner, and they represent the attitude of revolt and revenge; they hate the white South blindly and
distrust the white race generally, and so far as they agree on definite action, think that the Negro’s only
hope lies in emigration beyond the borders of the United States. . . .
The other class of Negroes who cannot agree with Mr. Washington . . . feel in conscience bound
to ask of this nation three things.
1. The right to vote.
2. Civic equality.
3. The education of youth according to ability.
They acknowledge Mr. Washington’s invaluable service in counselling patience and courtesy in
such demands; they do not ask that ignorant black men vote when ignorant whites are debarred, or that
any reasonable restrictions in the suffrage should not be applied; they know that the low social level or
the mass of the race is responsible for much discrimination against it, but they also know, and the nation
knows, that relentless color-prejudice is more often a cause than a result of the Negro’s degradation; they
seek the abatement of this relic of barbarism, and not its systematic encouragement and pampering by all
agencies of social power from the Associated Press to the Church of Christ. They advocate, with Mr.
Washington, a broad system of Negro common schools supplemented by thorough industrial training;
but they are surprised that a man of Mr. Washington’s insight cannot see that no such educational system
ever has rested or can rest on any other basis than that of the well-equipped college and university, and
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they insist that there is a demand for a few such institutions throughout the South to train the best of the
Negro youth as teachers, professional men, and leaders.
This group of men . . . insist that the way to truth and right lies in straightforward honesty, not in
indiscriminate flattery; in praising those of the South who do well and criticising uncompromisingly
those who do ill; in taking advantage of the opportunities at hand and urging their fellows to do the
same, but at the same time in remembering that only a firm adherence to their higher ideals and
aspirations will ever keep those ideals within the realm of possibility. They do not expect that the free
right to vote, to enjoy civic rights, and to be educated, will come in a moment; they do not expect to see
the bias and prejudices of years disappear at the blast of a trumpet; but they are absolutely certain that
the way for a people to gain their reasonable rights is not by voluntarily throwing them away and
insisting that they do not want them; that the way for a people to gain respect is not by continually
belittling and ridiculing themselves; that, on the contrary, Negroes must insist continually, in season and
out of season, that voting is necessary to modern manhood, that color discrimination is barbarism, and
that black boys need education as well as white boys.
. . . The growing spirit of kindliness and reconciliation between the North and South after the
frightful difference of a generation ago ought to be a source of deep congratulation to all, and especially
to those whose mistreatment caused the war; but if that reconciliation is to be marked by the industrial
slavery and civic death of those same black men, with permanent legislation into a position of inferiority,
then those black men, if they are really men, are called upon by every consideration of patriotism and
loyalty to oppose such a course by all civilized methods, even though such opposition involves
disagreement with Mr. Booker T. Washington. We have no right to sit silently by while the inevitable
seeds are sown for a harvest of disaster to our children, black and white.
...
It would be unjust to Mr. Washington not to acknowledge that in several instances he has
opposed movements in the South which were unjust to the Negro; he sent memorials to the Louisiana
and Alabama constitutional conventions, he has spoken against lynching, and in other ways has openly
or silently set his influence against sinister schemes and unfortunate happenings. Notwithstanding this, it
is equally true to assert that on the whole the distinct impression left by Mr. Washington’s propaganda is,
first, that the South is justified in its present attitude toward the Negro because of the Negro’s
degradation; secondly, that the prime cause of the Negro’s failure to rise more quickly is his wrong
education in the past; and, thirdly, that his future rise depends primarily on his own efforts. Each of these
propositions is a dangerous half-truth. The supplementary truths must never be lost sight of: first, slavery
and race-prejudice are potent if not sufficient causes of the Negro’s position; second, industrial and
common-school training were necessarily slow in planting because they had to await the black teachers
trained by higher institutions,—it being extremely doubtful if any essentially different development was
possible, and certainly a Tuskegee was unthinkable before 1880; and, third, while it is a great truth to say
that the Negro must strive and strive mightily to help himself, it is equally true that unless his striving be
not simply seconded, but rather aroused and encouraged, by the initiative of the richer and wiser
environing group, he cannot hope for great success.
...
The black men of America have a duty to perform, a duty stern and delicate,—a forward
movement to oppose a part of the work of their greatest leader. So far as Mr. Washington preaches Thrift,
Patience, and Industrial Training for the masses, we must hold up his hands and strive with him,
rejoicing in his honors and glorying in the strength of this Joshua called of God and of man to lead the
headless host. But so far as Mr. Washington apologizes for injustice, North or South, does not rightly
value the privilege and duty of voting, belittles the emasculating effects of caste distinctions, and opposes
the higher training and ambition of our brighter minds,—so far as he, the South, or the Nation, does
this,—we must unceasingly and firmly oppose them. By every civilized and peaceful method we must
strive for the rights which the world accords to men, clinging unwaveringly to those great words which
the sons of the Fathers would fain forget: “We hold these truths to be self-evident: That all men are
created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these
are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”

Copyright OUP 2013

4

