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Future of Black America

Booker T. Washington
Atlanta Compromise Speech, 1895

...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. | but convey to you,
Mr. President and Directors, the sentiment of the masses of my race when | say that
in no way have the value and manhood of the American Negro been more fittingly
and generously recognized than by the managers of this magnificent Exposition at
every stage of its progress. It is a recognition that will do more to cement the
friendship of the two races than any occurrence since the dawn of our freedom.

Not only this, but the opportunity here afforded will awaken among us a
new era of industrial progress. Ignorant and inexperienced, it is not strange that in
the first five years of your 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 has 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 the commercial
world, and in nothing is this Exposition more eloquent than in emphasizing this
chance. 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 common occupations of life;
shall prosper in proportion as we learn to draw the line between superficial and the
substantial, the ornamental gewgaws of life and the useful. 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.
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W.E.B. Du Bois
Souls of Black Folk, 1903

Mr. Washington represents the Negro through the old attitude of adjustment
and submission, but adjustment at such a peculiar time as to make his programme
unique. This is an age of unusual economic development, and Mr. Washington’s
programme 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 programme practically accepts the alleged
inferiority of the Negro races. Again, in our own land, the reaction from the
sentiment of war time has given impetus to race-prejudice against Negroes, and Mr.
Washington withdraws many of the high demands of Negroes as men and American
citizens. In other periods of intensified prejudice all the Negro’s tendency to self-
assertion has been called forth; at this period a policy of submission is advocated. In
the history of nearly all other races and peoples the doctrine preached at such crises
has been that manly self-respect is worth more than lands and houses, and that a
people who voluntarily surrender such respect, or cease striving for it, are not worth
civilizing.

In answer to this, it has been claimed 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, the 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.
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Discussion Questions:

1. What does Booker T. Washington think is the role of the African American?

2. How did W.E.B. Du Bois rebut Washington’s address?

Open-Ended Question
3. Do you think both men have solid arguments, or is one argument more solid than the other?
Explain your answer.
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