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III 
OF MR. BOOKER T. WASHINGTON AND OTHERS 

 
Easily the most striking thing in the history of the American Negro since 1876 is the ascendancy of 

Mr. Booker T. Washington. It began at the time when war memories and ideals were rapidly passing; a 
day of astonishing commercial development was dawning; a sense of doubt and hesitation overtook the 
freedmen's sons, -- then it was that his leading began. Mr. Washington came, with a simple definite 
programme, at the psychological moment when the nation was a little ashamed of having bestowed so 
much sentiment on Negroes, and was concentrating its energies on Dollars. His programme of industrial 
education, conciliation of the South, and submission and silence as to civil and political rights, was not 
wholly original; the Free Negroes from 1830 up to war-time had striven to build industrial schools, and 
the American Missionary Association had from the first taught various trades; and Price and others had 
sought a way of honorable alliance with the best of the Southerners. But Mr. Washington first 
indissolubly linked these things; he put enthusiasm, unlimited energy, and perfect faith into his 
programme, and changed it from a by-path into a veritable Way of Life. And the tale of the methods by 
which he did this is a fascinating study of human life. 

It startled the nation to hear a Negro advocating such a programme 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. 
     To gain the sympathy and cooperation of the various elements comprising the white South was Mr. 
Washington's first task; and this, at the time Tuskegee was founded, seemed, for a black man, well-nigh 
impossible. And yet ten years later it was done in the word spoken at Atlanta: "In all things purely social 
we can be as separate as the five fingers, and yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual 
progress." This "Atlanta Compromise" is by all odds the most notable thing in Mr. Washington's career. 
The South interpreted it in different ways: the radicals received it as a complete surrender of the demand 
for civil and political equality; the conservatives, as a generously conceived working basis for mutual 
understanding. So both approved it, and to-day its author is certainly the most distinguished Southerner 
since Jefferson Davis, and the one with the largest personal following. 
     Next to this achievement comes Mr. Washington's work in gaining place and consideration in the 
North. Others less shrewd and tactful had formerly essayed to sit on these two stools and had fallen 
between them; but as Mr. Washington knew the heart of the South from birth and training, so by singular 
insight he intuitively grasped the spirit of the age which was dominating the North. And so thoroughly did 
he learn the speech and thought of triumphant commercialism, and the ideals of material prosperity, that 
the picture of a lone black boy poring over a French grammar amid the weeds and dirt of a neglected 
home soon seemed to him the acme of absurdities. One wonders what Socrates and St. Francis of Assisi 
would say to this. 
    And yet this very singleness of vision and thorough oneness with his age is a mark of the successful 
man. It is as though Nature must needs make men narrow in order to give them force. So Mr. 
Washington's cult has gained unquestioning followers, his work has wonderfully prospered, his friends 
are legion, and his enemies are confounded. To-day he stands as the one recognized spokesman of his ten 
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million fellows, and one of the most notable figures in a nation of seventy millions. One hesitates, 
therefore, to criticise a life which, beginning with so little, has done so much. And yet the time is come 
when one may speak in all sincerity and utter courtesy of the mistakes and shortcomings of Mr. 
Washington's career, as well as of his triumphs, without being thought captious or envious, and without 
forgetting that it is easier to do ill than well in the world… 

In answer to this, it has been claimed that the Negro can survive only through submission. 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, and accumulation of wealth, and the conciliation of the South. This 
policy has been courageously and insistently advocated for over fifteen years, and has been triumphant for 
perhaps ten years. As a result of this tender of the palm-branch, what has been the return? In these years 
there have occurred: 

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. 

   These movements are not, to be sure, direct results of Mr. Washington's teachings; but his propaganda 
has, without a shadow of doubt, helped their speedier accomplishment. 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 meagre 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. And yet, by the irony of fate, nothing has 
more effectually made this programme seem hopeless than the recent course of the United States toward 
weaker and darker peoples in the West Indies, Hawaii, and the Philippines, -- for where in the world may 
we go and be safe from lying and brute force? 
 
 



from The Souls of Black Folk                                                                                                                  W.E.B. Du Bois 
 

– 3 – 
  D. McEvilly, English 

     The other class of Negroes who cannot agree with Mr. Washington has hitherto said little aloud. They 
deprecate the sight of scattered counsels, of internal disagreement; and especially they dislike making 
their just criticism of a useful and earnest man an excuse for a general discharge of venom from small-
minded opponents. Nevertheless, the questions involved are so fundamental and serious that it is difficult 
to see how men like the Grimkes, Kelly Miller, J. W. E. Bowen, and other representatives of this group, 
can much longer be silent. Such men 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 of 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 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. 
 
 


