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ABSTRACT 

THE PURSUIT OF HIGHER THINGS: BOOKER T. WASHINGTON CONTRASTED 

WITH W.E.B. DU BOIS 

Nicholas J. Wilson, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2025 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Daniel B. Klein 

 

Booker Taliaferro Washington (1856-1915) and William Edward Burghardt Du 

Bois (1868–1963) were two influential leaders who were both seeking higher things for 

the black community. This dissertation is primarily an appreciation of Washington’s 

spirit and vision, using Du Bois as a foil, to develop that appreciation. 

Their contrasting views of what constitutes “higher” values, education, and 

progress led to differences in strategies and a shift within black communities whose 

legacy still impacts communities today. Washington emphasized vocational education, 

economic self-reliance, and gradual integration, while only insisting on equal treatment 

under the law. Du Bois advocated for immediate integration, civil rights, and higher 

education for a "Talented Tenth" of black leaders. Their approaches reflected their 

personal backgrounds, views, and the challenges of post-Reconstruction America. 
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Washington believed black people could gain respect through hard work and 

entrepreneurial success as seen in his founding of the Tuskegee Institute and the National 

Negro Business League (NNBL); one important expression of his views is his 1895 

Atlanta Exposition Address. Du Bois criticized Washington’s gradualism, arguing for 

political activism and leadership by an educated elite and co-founding the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) to push for civil rights.  

This dissertation suggests that Washington’s bottom-up approach promoted 

broad-based job-focused education, property ownership, entrepreneurship, and 

sustainable black advancement, whereas Du Bois’ influence led to greater reliance on 

government and the politicization of race relations. After Washington’s death and with 

the rising influence of Du Bois, the focus of black advancement shifted toward political 

advocacy and collegiate education. The two men set forth rival views of black 

advancement, views that persist today. 
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INTRODUCTION: TWO VISIONS OF “HIGHER”  

Booker T. Washington was born in 1856, into slavery. His autobiography, published 

1901, is Up from Slavery. The word ‘up’ implies rising from lower to higher. In Up from 

Slavery, Washington frequently uses higher. Here are passages with boldface applied to 

higher: 

 

Years ago I resolved that because I had no ancestry myself I would leave a record 

of which my children would be proud, and which might encourage them to still 

higher effort (Washington 1901, 53). 

 

The history of the world fails to show a higher, purer, and more unselfish class of 

men and women than those who found their way into those Negro schools (B. T. 

Washington 2009 [1901], 74). 

 

I now felt that I had the opportunity to help the people of my home town to a 

higher life. (Ib., 92) 

 

[If the Negro] succeeded in this line of industry, he could lay the foundations 

upon which his children and grand-children could grow to higher and more 

important things in life. (Ib., 218) 
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[F]ar above and beyond material benefits will be that higher good, that, let us 

pray God, will come, in a blotting out of sectional differences and racial 

animosities and suspicions… (Ib., 239) 

 

It is an inspiring sight when one stands on the platform [in the chapel at 

Tuskegee] and sees before him eleven or twelve hundred earnest young men and 

women; and one cannot but feel that it is a privilege to help to guide them to a 

higher and more useful life. (Ib., 286) 

 

Washington’s notion of ‘higher’ was personal, social, and theological all at once. 

The dialectic between man, society, and God is natural to Washington’s Christianity: God 

loves his creatures and approves of the individual when he or she makes the scene of 

whole human existence more beautiful. Thus, if one wishes to be higher in God’s eyes 

one must contribute to making society higher in the beauty of the grand spectacle that 

only God sees in full. Since the individual is most effective in improving things that are 

close to home, he or she is authorized to focus on local affairs—improving one’s self, 

family, community, and so on. Washington captures the dialectic between personal and 

social in a passage from Building Character. 

 

Books, tools, and industries are but the means to fit you for something that is 

higher and better. All these are not ends within themselves; they are simply 

means. The end of all education, whether of head or hand or heart, is to make an 
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individual good, to make him useful, to make him powerful; is to give him 

goodness, usefulness and power in order that he may exert a helpful influence 

upon his fellows (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 141-142).  

 

In this dissertation, I address Washington’s moral leadership, conceiving of the 

individual’s moral world in terms of lower and higher things. To do so, I will use another 

prominent black leader, W.E.B. Du Bois (1868–1963) to draw a contrast. Du Bois and 

Washington may have shared a common view of the higher good, but Du Bois certainly 

differed with Washington’s approach to achieving it. Du Bois famously emphasized “the 

talented tenth” —the best and the brightest blacks—, seeking to advance them in elite 

institutions and positions of influence and power.  

The following table compares Washington and Du Bois’ views on what 

constitutes "higher" values, education, and progress. 

 
 
 

Table 1: Washington vs. Du Bois: Their visions of “higher” things  

Aspect Booker T. Washington’s  

View of "Higher" 

W.E.B. Du Bois’  

View of "Higher" 

Higher Morals 
Strong emphasis on Christian ethics, 

personal integrity and responsibility 

More secular, focused on 

philosophical and political ideals 

Higher 

Enlightenment 

Positive, humble, disciplined, industrious, 

charitable, living as an example to others 
Intellectualism, critical thinking, 

and embracing of cultural identity 

Higher Vision 
Self-reliant black communities with 

economic independence 

Black political power and systemic 

change through activism 
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Aspect Booker T. Washington’s  

View of "Higher" 

W.E.B. Du Bois’  

View of "Higher" 

Higher Progress 

Economic self-sufficiency, voluntary 

social integration and interracial 

cooperation 

Immediate civil rights and political 

activism 

Higher Race 

Relations  

Cooperation with whites and 

economic interdependence 

Direct confrontation against any 

perceived racial injustice 

Higher Education 

Training everyone in practical skills, 

personal responsibility and helping 

others 

Exposing the best people to liberal 

arts, languages and philosophy 

Higher Leadership 
Setting the example; broad community 

involvement, helping each other 

Elite "Talented Tenth" guiding the 

race 

Higher 

Government 

Minimal intervention; focused on 

equal treatment, liberty, and justice 

Strong role in civil rights and 

education; focused on outcomes 

Higher 

Achievement  

Entrepreneurship, property 

ownership, and skilled labor 

Professional careers, academia, 

and political influence 

 

 
 
 
The table demonstrates how Washington’s view of higher things prioritized self-

help and a bottom-up view of society, seeing higher achievement in economic 

independence. Du Bois took a less religious view of morals, promoting philosophical 

enlightenment and a more top-down approach to black society, emphasizing collegiate 

education and political activism (“the Talented Tenth”). 

In a signal passage, Du Bois levels four criticisms of Washington. He also uses 

the word ‘“higher.” The passage speaks perhaps with a touch of jealousy toward 
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Washington as a rival in leading and influencing the vast “headless host” of black people. 

It speaks of the strength of “this Joshua called” forth by God and by man: 

 

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 [1] apologizes for injustice, North or 

South, [2] does not rightly value the privilege and duty of voting, [3] belittles the 

emasculating effects of caste distinctions, and [4] 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 (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 44, 

bracketed numbers inserted). 

 

Thus, Du Bois proposes to “unceasingly and firmly oppose” those who extol Washington, 

insofar as Washington: 

1. apologizes for injustice, North or South; 

2. does not rightly value the privilege and duty of voting; 

3. belittles the emasculating effects of caste distinctions; 

4. opposes the higher training and ambition of our brighter minds. 

 

Was Washington guilty with respect to any of the four charges? Du Bois 

insinuated that Washington was guilty. In the dissertation, I will consider Du Bois’ four 
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charges in expositing Washington’s moral teachings. Overall, I regard the four charges to 

be unfounded. It can be said that Washington did not focus on injustices, voting rights, 

emasculating effects, and the so-called talented tenth, but it would be another thing to say 

that he “apologizes,” “belittles,” or “opposes,” as Du Bois has it. Du Bois was only 12 

years junior to Washington, but, his illustrious life lasted to 1963, whereas Washington 

died in 1915. During Du Bois’ life, the current of academic and elite culture celebrated 

him and elevated his views, while Washington’s views and spirit were generally 

neglected or even rejected.  

Du Bois rose to prominence as a leader of the Niagara Movement, an early black 

civil rights organization founded in 1905. In 1969, historian John P. Flynn wrote in The 

Journal of Negro History, “[T]he greatest split with Washington’s approach came from 

the predominantly Northern black Niagara Movement, which…emphasized rights rather 

than duties, Negro grievances rather than faults, and difficulties rather than opportunities” 

(Flynn 1969, 263–264). This was in sharp contrast to Washington’s times, when “the 

intellectual Negro élite espoused political and civil rights and liberal education, the 

masses of freedmen were primarily interested first in land ownership, then education, and 

lastly in politics” (Flynn 1969, 269). 

This dissertation uses a distinction between two approaches to improvement. One 

is a political or government-policy approach; the other is a personal and bottom-up 

community approach. The bottom-up approach proposes to foster improvement not by 

politicking over policy reforms, but by encouraging individuals to work within the 

current legal rules and make better lives for themselves. To do this, they would need to 
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make for themselves better personal habits, better minds, better careers, better families, 

better homes, better organizations, better communities, better churches, and so on. With 

this approach, the pursuits of betterment enhance the meaningfulness of life. The pursuits 

take on a sacredness for the individual and thus constitute the higher things of the 

person’s life.  

I will point out that Washington’s bottom-up approach to black betterment was 

largely consistent with a classical liberal political perspective. Where he addressed issues 

of government policy, his judgments generally fit a classical liberal outlook on policy. 

But, unlike famed classical liberal thinkers such as Adam Smith, Frédéric Bastiat, or 

William Graham Sumner, Washington did not engage extensively in the advocacy of 

policy reform or of the superiority of classical-liberal policy attitudes. He was not an 

active exponent of classical liberalism or any other sort of political view. He lived it. 

Advocacy over policy may be thought of as speaking to lower things: some of the 

basic legal rules, with their rights and duties, upon which people make their lives. 

Washington did not labor on the struggle for better legal rules; rather, he labored to lead 

blacks to better pursuits of the higher things within the legal environment in which they 

found themselves. 

After expounding this interpretation of Washington, a contrast will be drawn with 

Du Bois. The contrast will highlight that Washington is both more aligned with a 

classical-liberal political view and more oriented toward guiding blacks toward 

betterment in their “little platoons” and hence in their pursuit of the higher things. 

 



xix 

 

CHAPTER OUTLINES: 

 

Chapter 1 exposits Washington's leadership, guidance, and organizing for blacks 

to build little platoons in their lives and communities. It will review his efforts to advance 

practical education through vocational training, the promotion of personal responsibility, 

and the initiative of local communities. It will examine how these principles aimed not 

only at economic advancement but also at fostering a sense of self-reliance, dignity, and 

mutual respect with white communities. Washington did not simply want independence 

or equality for black communities; he wanted to uplift the individuals and cultivate tools 

to pursue the higher things in life.  

Chapter 2 contextualizes Washington's ideas within the socio-political landscape 

of post-Reconstruction America. Although the dissertation will argue that the main thrust 

of Washington’s work was not political—not about policy assessment and advocacy—the 

dissertation will suggest that Washington’s experiences with and sensibilities to politics 

did shape the main thrust of his goals. That main thrust is improvement through personal 

responsibility, good moral character, and initiative. Washington emphasized individual 

autonomy, economic freedom, and voluntary cooperation. Washington’s leadership 

makes sense only if one thinks that personal improvement for most blacks—the pursuit of 

a meaningful life—is achieved neither by that person’s involvement in political action 

nor by a life that is led and directed by government or political figures. In Washington’s 

vision to assist black communities in their struggles, encouraging education and hard 

work, Washington embraced personal responsibility, entrepreneurship, tolerance, and 
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diversity of thought. Thus, Washington’s attitudes toward economic policy, government, 

education, and social welfare tend to be in the classical liberal tradition.  

  

Chapter 3 clarifies Washington’s approach by drawing a comparison between 

Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois. Several major differences emerge. First, Du Bois’ 

political sensibilities are much more oriented toward the governmentalization of social 

affairs and have been described as socialistic. The difference in political outlook relates 

to another major difference: Du Bois does not counsel blacks at large on building their 

little platoons. Little platoon is a concept derived from Edmund Burke (1790) where 

society's strength comes from strong ties with those around us, spiraling outward; rather 

than from the top down.  

Rather, Du Bois looks to government action to improve black lives, sometimes by 

making government a larger force in their lives. Du Bois also emphasizes promoting “the 

talented tenth” in circles of power and influence, notably cultural and political power. 

Washington’s approach generally pointed in the opposite direction and did not focus on 

cultivating an elite “talented tenth,” but instead to educate everyone so they could realize 

their potential, be self-reliant, and contribute to the community. Du Bois’ vision for the 

pursuit of the higher things is quite different from Washington’s. Du Bois envisions black 

spiritual life led by an educated elite “talented tenth, rather than the exemplars one finds 

and knows through friendships and in genuine local communities. Du Bois seems to favor 

having the higher things led or directed by politics or government, whereas Washington 
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seems to favor having the higher things grounded in little platoons such as family, 

church, school, workplace, and voluntary associations.  



1 

 

CHAPTER 1: THE PURSUIT OF HIGHER THINGS  

The core of Washington's philosophy is that we can only truly help ourselves by 

helping others. He believed that education should encourage individuals to assist others. 

This document organizes Washington's lessons for achieving higher things into six 

categories. Each one facilitates the next, building upon the previous ones.  

Washington emphasized the importance of cultivating good habits and 

eliminating bad ones to promote a healthy and productive lifestyle. He also recognized 

that the long-term prosperity of black people depended on their acceptance and 

integration into American society as equals. In his view, that could not be achieved 

through government mandate because friendship and respect can only be achieved 

through merit.  

“The wisest among my race understand that the agitation of questions of social 

equality is the extremest 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” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 238). He believed that black people 

needed to address the problems within their own communities to change the perceptions 

of others. Washington encouraged black people to be frugal, industrious, skilled, and 

honest in order to gain a good reputation. He also advocated for blacks to form their own 
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communities, as they would create opportunities for internal accountability, upward 

mobility, and wealth accumulation. “A race, like an individual, lifts itself Up by lifting 

others up” (B. T. Washington 1899, 150). 

 

THE PURSUIT OF HIGHER THINGS 

 

Books, tools, and industries are but the means to fit you for something that is 

higher and better. All these are not ends within themselves; they are simply 

means. The end of all education, whether of head or hand or heart, is to make an 

individual good, to make him useful, to make him powerful; is to give him 

goodness, usefulness and power in order that he may exert a helpful influence 

upon his fellows. (B. T. Washington 1902, 141-142) 

 

Washington’s writings are infused with ideas on self-improvement, the 

importance of community, and lessons in moral values. Character Building (1902) and 

Putting the Most into Life (1906) are collections of speeches by Washington. His 1911 

book, My Larger Education, focuses more on education and politics rather than personal 

development and moral values. 

While Washington regularly promotes theories of self-betterment and the 

importance of pushing to reach one’s potential, he never presents a treatise or theoretical 

exposition. His ideas are strewn across his books, repeated in different ways with 

different illustrations, but always consistent with respect to values. Washington’s writings 
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tend to shift from topic to topic, with lessons, values, and ideas presented by way of 

anecdotes and stories. Washington will tell stories to make various points, often with 

little or no exposition. He often creates long setups before leading readers to the 

conclusion. His drawn-out form of writing often makes short quotes difficult. 

Washington was known more for his orations than his writing. He was considered one of 

the greatest orators of his time. His writing style echoes the orator’s way of luring in 

crowds and drawing concrete illustrations. Many sections of his books are transcripts 

from his speeches.  

Washington’s use of stories may have been influenced by the Bible. He rarely 

quotes the Bible, but religious overtones are often seen and, more specifically, in several 

of his books he talks about the importance of Christianity and attending church. 

Washington spent a year at Wayland Seminary in Washington D.C., established by the 

American Baptist Home Mission Society (ABHMS), and his values—cleanliness, hard 

work, forgiveness, service to others—are consistent with Christianity and similar to the 

values of many historical Christian scholars. Washington is an adamant supporter of the 

practices of Christianity. He required his students to attend church and other religious-

based activities. His most ardent writing on religion is found in Putting the Most into 

Life, Chapter V: “Making Religion a Vital Part of Living.” In this he heavily emphasizes 

reading the Bible and attending church regularly, and he reproves those who claim to be 

Christian but do not practice the faith (B. T. Washington 1906b, 23-29). 

Similar to Jesus, Washington was writing in a time when he could come under 

harsh criticism or possibly even be killed, as a black man criticizing the system in the 
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Deep South, especially in his formative years just after the end of slavery. Stories can be 

used to obscure criticism and separate the speaker from the message. In the Bible (Luke 

8:10) Jesus says, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of God, 

but for others they are in parables, so that ‘seeing they may not see, and hearing they may 

not understand.’” So, too, Washington’s stories remove him from direct criticism and 

potentially dangerous results. 

 

WASHINGTON’S THEORY OF HAPPINESS AND HIGHER THINGS 

Booker T. Washington’s philosophy at its core is that everything is better for 

everyone when all people learn to focus on the pursuit of higher things. “I am trying to 

get you to see, as students, the best things in life…. Do not be satisfied until you have put 

yourselves into that atmosphere where you can seize and hold on to the very highest and 

most beautiful things that can be got out of life” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 10).  

To the classic philosophical question, what is the meaning of life? Washington’s 

answer is unambiguous, “that only in helping others can we really help ourselves” (B. T. 

Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 1, 139). Helping others is what gives life meaning, and 

“education in the broadest and truest sense is designed to influence individuals to help 

others” (B. T. Washington 1905, 28). Washington is clear, helping others is the best and 

truest way to find and achieve satisfaction with life. Washington also believes that people 

should learn to appreciate the beauty of nature, its intricacy, and complexity along with 

the enjoyment and wonder that comes from discovering such things. “A person is never 

educated until he is able to go into the swamps and woods and see something that is 
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beautiful… elevating and inspiring in everything that God has created” (B. T. 

Washington 2012 [1902], 116-117). 

Washington is talking about not only helping one’s own community, that is, black 

people helping black people. Rather, “Education in the broadest and truest sense will 

make an individual seek to help all people, regardless of race, regardless of color, 

regardless of condition” (B. T. Washington 1905, 29). 

I organize Washington’s lessons for achieving the higher things in life into six 

headings:  

1. focus on the positive;  

2. find joy in knowledge and beauty;  

3. take care of one’s self;  

4. set a good example;  

5. help others;  

6. be a steward of the community.  

 

To achieve higher things, one must start internally. I have ordered the headings 

such that one facilitates the next. The headings would be hollow if they did not embody 

the preceding enumerated headings. As Washington put it, “We learn by doing and rise 

on stepping stones of our dead selves to higher things” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1900], 

193). 

Washington also felt it was important for people to actively foster good habits and 

eliminate bad habits. From Character Building, “get into the habit” on pages 
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5/8/23/32/84/169; “form a habit,” 7; “Grow into the habit,” 8; “cultivates the habit,” 10; 

“try to form the habit,” 31; “with the habit,” 47; “overcoming habits,” 48; “unfortunate 

habit,” 60; “find the habit,” 63; “habit of disappointing people,” 136; “the habit of 

reading,” 143; “the habit of being kind and polite,” 143; “the habit of planning every day 

for the comfort and welfare of others,” 168; “the habit of so thinking about your work,” 

169; and the word is used an additional 26 times in pages 170-291. Clearly Washington 

felt it is important to foster positive habits that are conducive to a healthy and productive 

lifestyle, and avoid reinforcing negative habits like wasting time or overindulging. He 

understood people are creatures of habit, but habits are controllable; whether good or bad, 

they are formed through consistency and repetition. 

 

Focus on the Positive 

The first lecture that appears in Washington’s 1902 Character Building is “Two 

Sides of Life,” where Washington talks about the “the bright side of life and the dark 

side” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 3). The bright side is positive thinking and a 

positive outlook, while the dark side represents pessimism. Being on the bright side “[i]n 

thought, in talk, in action” is a prerequisite to happiness and is a great asset in life. No 

one can reach the higher things until they learn to focus on positivity; those who do are 

“consciously or unconsciously, constantly training themselves to look upon the bright 

side of life” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 3). Everyone wants to be happy and 

fulfilled. The attitude starts by accepting the way things are rather than dwelling on the 

way things should be. “You will grow up to be an individual whom people will like to see 
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coming near them—an individual to whom people will go for encouragement when the 

hours are dark, and when everything seems to be discouraging” (B. T. Washington 2012 

[1902], 5). That is not to say we should not be striving to make things better, quite the 

opposite. By focusing on positive, not stressing about things that are outside of our own 

control, and improving those things within our own purview, we make the world a better 

place for ourselves, those around us, and by extension the world as a whole. “I want you 

to go out from this institution so trained and so developed that you will be constantly 

looking for the bright, encouraging and beautiful things in life. It is the weak individual, 

as a rule, who is constantly calling attention to the other side—to the dark and 

discouraging things of life” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 7). “Being continually 

moody and discouraged…. they make the whole atmosphere around them unpleasant for 

themselves and for everybody with whom they come in contact. Such persons are surely 

undesirable” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 8).  

 A conscious and practiced effort to identify and focus on the positive things lifts 

up one’s own spirit as well as making the people one interacts with feel better. “To do the 

most that lies in you, you must go with a heart and head full of hope and faith in the 

world, believing that there is work for you to do, believing that you are the person to 

accomplish that work, and the one who is going to accomplish it.” “In nine cases out of 

ten, the person who cultivates the habit of looking on the dark side of life is the little 

person, the miserable person, the one who is weak in mind, heart and purpose. On the 

other hand, the person who cultivates the habit of looking on the bright side of life, and 

who calls attention to the beautiful and encouraging things in life, in nine cases out of ten, 
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is the strong individual, the one to whom the world goes for intelligent advice and 

support” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 10). This is the first way to help others and 

requires nothing but a shift in one’s own mindset, and it is a necessary step in achieving 

fulfillment in one’s own life.  

 

Find Joy in Knowledge and Beauty 

In a similar vein to Washington’s teachings on positivity is Washington’s 

philosophy on knowledge and aesthetics. “Education is meant to make us appreciate the 

things that are beautiful in nature” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 116). For Washington 

beauty is not simply about admiring the superficial; it can be in bringing order out of 

chaos, and can be seen throughout nature and in many ordinary settings. When one learns 

to comprehend and appreciate complexity. The “revelations … in their remarkable 

complexity and variety,” whether they found in nature, chemistry, craftsmanship, or 

technology they can find happiness in nature and inspiration in life (B. T. Washington 

2005 [1909], 48). 

“No race can prosper till it learns that there is as much dignity in tilling a field as 

in writing a poem” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 235). People who are superficial or 

focused on class-based ideas of status may take such things for granted, but learning to 

appreciate hard work and explore such things drives curiosity, spurs the imagination, and 

unleashes creativity. “After the first ideas of character building have been presented, the 

next step is to awaken the power of the observation, to quicken the imagination” (B. T. 

Washington 1904, 88). To appreciate rarity, intricacy, and complexity one must first have 
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some context and understanding of the universe and how things work achieved through 

curiosity and a love for learning. “A person is never educated until he is able to go into 

the swamps and woods and see something that is beautiful in the trees and shrubs there, is 

able to see something beautiful in the grass and flowers that surround him, is, in short, 

able to see something beautiful, elevating and inspiring in everything that God has 

created” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 117). Learning to appreciate such things will 

improve one’s life; helping to foster and create such beauty will improve the lives of 

others. “Any individual who has learned to love good books, to love the best newspapers, 

the best magazines, and has learned to spend some portion of the day in communication 

with them, is a happy individual” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 143). Washington 

recommends that people read every day and take every opportunity to learn something 

new.  

 

Take Care of and Improve One’s Self  

The third thing, Washington says, is to learn to take care of one’s self by being 

responsible and productive so as not to be a burden on others. To truly help others one 

must give at least as much as one receives. In order to do this one must not be a burden 

on others. One must learn to be productive, resourceful, and efficient in work and in life. 

One must be physically clean, “regular and systematic bathing… keeping the body 

clean… keeping the body in good condition” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 174). One 

must have “learned the habit of caring for the teeth, hair and nails systematically” (B. T. 

Washington 2012 [1902], 176). Clean and proper attire: there is “little excuse for persons 



10 

 

wearing filthy clothes” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 245). Do not “yield to the 

temptation of indulging in strong drink” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 31). “See to it 

that you regulate your life properly; that you regulate your hours of sleep” (B. T. 

Washington 2012 [1902], 30) 

In addition to the general social and health benefits such as “combating of 

disease… greater chance for recovery” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 174), 

Washington also says that one needs to take care of oneself to become a more reliable 

employee (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 31). He recognizes that there are so many 

good reasons one should take care of themselves mentally and physically; this not only 

benefits the individual but the people around them and society as a whole. 

Washington asks, have you done everything you can to make yourself better? 

“There have been precious minutes, there have been precious hours, that you have 

completely thrown away, hours for which you cannot show a single return” (B. T. 

Washington 2012 [1902], 44). He goes on to say, “Have you done your level best in 

making your surroundings what the school requires, what your school life should be, in 

learning how to take care of your bodies, in learning how to keep your bodies clean and 

pure” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 46). “If there are some of you who have been 

unfortunate enough to allow little mean habits, mean dispositions, mean acts, mean 

thoughts, mean words, to get the uppermost of you—in a word, if your life thus far has 

been a little, dried-up, narrow life, get rid of that life. Throw open your heart. Say now, ‘I 

am not going to be conquered by little, mean thoughts, words and acts any longer. 

Hereafter all my thoughts, all my words, all my acts, shall be large, generous, high, 
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pure’” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 48). He finishes with, “Any person who is not 

honest, who is not trying to do his very best … no matter where he may be, will find out 

that it does not pay in the long run. You may think it best for a little while, but 

permanently it does not pay any man or woman to be anything but really, downright 

honest, and to do his or her level best” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 49). 

Washington says that you must “Make up your minds that you are not going to 

allow anything to discourage you” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 56). He talks about 

many reasons people become discouraged: “their industrial work”; things “are difficult”; 

they “are misunderstood”; “are not properly appreciated”; “are without friends”; “because 

of poverty”; “your parents disappoint you”; “not supply you with proper clothing … even 

the bare necessities … a tooth brush, and other necessary things” (B. T. Washington 2012 

[1902], 51-54). He explicitly addresses the issue of race saying, “There are not a few of 

you who get discouraged because you feel that you belong to a despised race; that for a 

long time you have been trampled upon because of your color, and because of certain 

peculiar characteristics; that you have been neglected or oppressed, and that there is no 

reason why you should make an effort to go forward; that you belong to a race that is 

doomed to disappointment, to stay under, and to not succeed” (B. T. Washington 2012 

[1902], 52). 

Everyone feels discouraged at times, “You are discouraged at this point and at 

that point, and you feel that nobody’s lot is as hard as your own. You become 

discouraged, you become dissatisfied, and you feel like giving up” (B. T. Washington 

2012 [1902], 54). The thing that would otherwise discourage you are the things that make 
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you better and give you strength to succeed. “Now I want to suggest to you tonight that 

this very thing of discouragement, as an element in life, is for a purpose” (B. T. 

Washington 2012 [1902], 54). “Now it is not a curse … every effort you make to 

overcome these difficulties you are growing in strength and confidence” (B. T. 

Washington 2012 [1902], 55). It is all about mindset, “Make up your mind that in spite of 

race and color, in spite of the obstacles that surround you, in spite of everything, you are 

going to succeed in your school life” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 55). 

Washington claims it is better for one to overcome struggle than not to have 

struggled at all. “I would ten times rather see you having a hard struggle … having a hard 

time … without money and without clothes, than to see you here having too much 

money, and having everything that you want come to you without any effort on your 

part” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 54-55).  

He states that people who have everything provided to them almost always 

become bad people. “The man or woman who has money, without having had to work for 

it, who has all the comforts of life, without effort, and who saves his own soul and 

perhaps the soul of somebody else, such an individual is rare, very rare indeed” (B. T. 

Washington 2012 [1902], 55). He elaborates, saying, “every person who has grown to 

distinction, almost without exception has been a person who has risen by overcoming 

obstacles, by removing difficulties, by resolving that when he met discouragements he 

would not give up” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 55). This line of thinking is 

consistent with Christian teachings, though it is possible Washington came to this 

conclusion from personal experience and observation. 
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Set a Good Example 

Taking care of one’s self is not only important for you but to set a good example 

for those around you, the ones that look up to you, and to show pride in one’s self and 

community. As Washington states, “all of you must bear in mind the fact that you are not 

only to keep yourselves clean, and pure, and sober, and true, in every respect, but you 

owe a constant responsibility to yourself to see that you exert a helpful influence on 

others also” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 29).  

Thus, our fourth life lesson from Washington in achieving the higher things is to 

set a good example in all aspects of your life and take responsibility for everything you 

do. “I want you … to go out with the idea that you must set a high example for everyone 

in your community” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 32). “The teacher who would 

preach … must see to it that he is himself without fault in these respects” (B. T. 

Washington 1906b, 12). Wherever one goes he or she should “teach by example the 

necessary lesson of thrift, economy, and property-getting, and friendship between the 

races” (B. T. Washington 1899, 126). One should let his or her success inspire others, 

“The fact that some Negroes have succeeded … opens the door of opportunity to all 

Negroes who aspire” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1900], Ch.20 National Negro Business 

League Origin and Work). 

“Every colored man owes it to himself and to his children as well, to secure a 

home just as soon as possible” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 57). It is more important 

to oneself and more impressive to others to have a nice, well-maintained home, than to 
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have a larger or fancier place that is messy or in disrepair. “No matter if the house is paid 

for, the greatest care should be exercised to see that it is kept in first-class repair” (B. T. 

Washington 2012 [1902], 58). Those who want to be leaders in the community need to 

lead by example. “Every minister and every teacher should make his home, his yard, and 

his garden, models for the people whom he attempts to teach and lead” (B. T. 

Washington 2012 [1902], 60). Everyone should also strive to set a good example at 

home, in the community, and across every aspect of life. 

 

Help Others 

The fifth lesson we learn from Washington is to help others. In several of his 

books he states, “The highest test of the civilization of any race is in its willingness to 

extend a helping hand to the less fortunate” (B. T. Washington 1899, 150) (B. T. 

Washington 1900a, 257/352) (B. T. Washington 1907, 314). To be generous and 

charitable not only with your money but with time and labors. Addressing students at 

Tuskegee, Washington declared, “This institution does not exist for your education alone 

… it exists that we may give you intelligence, skill of hand, and strength of mind and 

heart; and we help you in these ways that you, in turn, may help others.” (B. T. 

Washington 2012 [1902], 11). Washington is quite clear that the purpose of education is 

to teach people to be willing and able to help others. “We are here for the purpose of 

educating you, that you may become strong, intelligent and helpful … Now no individual 

can help another individual unless he himself is strong” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 

12-13). It is interesting how he talks about strength and the necessity for strength in order 
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to help others. “I want you to go out into the world, not to have an easy time, but to make 

sacrifices, and to help somebody else” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 16). Here he 

demonstrates a very Christian view of hardship and sacrifice to help others. 

Even though Washington praises helping others he laments those whom he 

describes as all heart and no head. “If there is one person more than another who is to be 

pitied, it is the individual who is all heart and no head.” These are the type who throw 

themselves into any movement that claims to care [about others, the climate, the 

animals…], without understanding the issue or the harm that could come from the ideas 

of those they are supporting. “You will see numbers of persons going through the world 

whose hearts are full of good things—running over with the wish to do something to 

make somebody better, or the desire to make somebody happier—but they have made the 

sad mistake of being absolutely without development of mind to go with this willingness 

of heart” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 112). This seems to be a clever slight at all 

those who throw in with every cause célèbre, often manipulated by special interests, 

doing more harm than good. 

Washington also makes clear that this is not a racial thing, and that people should 

help and desire to help anyone regardless of race or other prejudice. “Education in the 

broadest and truest sense will make an individual seek to help all people, regardless of 

race, regardless of color, regardless of condition” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 114). 

By this standard, any school that teaches or allows the idea that one group should receive 

help over another is not providing an education. “Education is meant to make us give 

satisfaction, and to get satisfaction out of giving it” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 115). 



16 

 

This is where we get to the heart of Washington’s theory. He tied together education and 

helping others; now he ties happiness to helping others. “It is meant to make us get 

happiness out of service for our fellows. And until we get to the point where we can get 

happiness and supreme satisfaction out of helping our fellows, we are not truly educated” 

(B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 115). He does not say that helping others is the only way 

to achieve happiness, but he makes it clear that if helping others is not a source of 

happiness for you, your education is incomplete at best. 

In a separate section of Building Character, he uses stronger, more direct 

language. “We want you to help somebody else. We want you not to think of yourselves 

alone. The more you do to make somebody else happy, the more happiness will you 

receive in turn” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 17). Here he says that being content with 

life comes from helping others. “If you want to be happy, if you want to live a contented 

life, if you want to live a life of genuine pleasure, do something for somebody else” (B. 

T. Washington 2012 [1902], 17). If you are unhappy in life you need to start helping 

other people; this is the secret of life. “When you feel unhappy, disagreeable and 

miserable, go to someone else who is miserable and do that person an act of kindness, 

and you will find that you will be made happy. The miserable persons in this world are 

the ones whose hearts are narrow and hard; the happy ones are those who have great big 

hearts. Such persons are always happy” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 17). 
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Be a Steward of the Community 

The sixth takeaway for achieving higher things is to be a steward of the 

community. Being a good steward of the community is the culmination of all these 

lessons. We not only maintain a positive attitude for ourselves but foster good cheer in 

others. We learn to love knowledge and beauty so that we may understand, innovate, be 

productive, and make our surroundings more beautiful for the benefit of all. We take care 

of ourselves so that we are not a burden on others. We set a good example to inspire 

others. We help others to uplift those around us in our communities. 

Washington himself does not use the term steward in this manner, but I use the 

word for a reason. In medieval Europe, the term steward was a title give to someone 

appointed by a lord to tend to the needs of the people. In the 1800s it was a common title 

in business, especially transportation and logging, for a person who was responsible for 

logistics and management of attendants to ensuring that everyone’s needs could be met. 

For Washington the best steward of the community is the businessman and entrepreneur. 

They ensure everyone has access to the things they need, while providing jobs and 

resources to grow the community. “I advocate that a considerable number of our young 

men should enter business, I am rendering our professional men I believe the most direct 

service in my power” (B. T. Washington 1907, 19). People who are successful in 

business are the best leaders, stand out as good examples to others, and are in a position 

to truly help a community.  

 “More and more thoughtful students of the race problem are beginning to see that 

business and industry constitute what we may call the strategic points in its solution…. It 
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is in business and industry that I see the brightest and most hopeful phases of the race 

situation to-day” (B. T. Washington 1907, 20).  

“Economic independence is today as much needed for the further advancement of 

the Negro race as was emancipation from slavery for the advance which the present 

generation has witnessed” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1900], Ch.20). “Aim to be your own 

employers as speedily as possible. If you are farmers, do not rest until you control the 

land from which you gain your living” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1900], Ch. 20). 

Washington would encourage a person in any occupation to seek to master the 

skills of the occupation, then innovate to exceed the status quo. “Now, if we wish to bring 

the race to a point where it should be, where it will be strong, and grow and prosper, we 

have got to, in every way possible, encourage it” (B. T. Washington, The Future of the 

American Negro 1899). Washington believed in the power of and necessity for 

entrepreneurship, encouraging every successful person to start a business and expand the 

industry he or she worked in. This benefits the community by creating more jobs, 

creating more opportunities for advancement, increasing options for consumers, and 

keeping prices down. When a business has reached a measure of success and stability it 

should reach out to new businesses in the community and help them succeed.  

Business leaders should work together to open banks to support their own 

communities providing loans for new businesses and homeownership. Those who 

succeed should work together to ensure the success and self-sufficiency of their 

communities, to ensure that the well-being of the people is not reliant on external support 

or subject to external factors beyond the communities’ control. Washington established 
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the Negro Business League and many other organizations and events to strengthen 

communities across the country. Once one has ensured success within one’s own 

community, that person should help adjacent communities in a continuous cycle of 

expansion until there is no one left in need of assistance.  

 

WASHINGTON’S PLAN FOR IMPLEMENTATION 

 Washington's plan is not just to improve the lives of the individuals he 

educates, but to educate people to improve their communities, and in turn make a positive 

difference in society. 

 

Little Platoons 

To be attached to the subdivision, to love the little platoon we belong to in 

society, is the first principle (the germ as it were) of public affections. It is the 

first link in the series by which we proceed towards a love to our country and to 

mankind.  

— Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France (p. 68 of the 

LF edition) (Burke 1999 [1790], 136)  

 

In Edmund Burke’s quote from Reflections on the Revolution in France, he uses 

the term "little platoon" specifically referring to one’s social group. By this term, Burke 

means the organizations, associations, or communities that form the foundation of 

society, such as families, peer groups, coworkers and local organizations. These little 
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platoons are essential because they cultivate personal connections, fostering a sense of 

belonging and loyalty, while opening the spirit to ever larger social wholes. (Burke 1999 

[1790], 136). 

Burke argues that if people are not loyal to those closest to them, then how can 

they ever be loyal to anything else? This is because these smaller attachments are the 

starting point for developing larger social and national loyalties. By nurturing love and 

affection for our immediate communities, we build the capacity to care for our country 

and for humanity as a whole. Essentially, he suggests that strong, local bonds are crucial 

for a stable and cohesive society. This view emphasizes the importance of loyalty, 

community, and culture. You should focus on helping those closest to yourself and work 

your way out to build the foundations of a strong society.  

According to Washington, “There must be a certain amount of unity about a race, 

there must be a great amount of pride about a race, there must be a great deal of faith on 

the part of a race in itself. …enough pride to make him aspire to the highest and best 

things in life” (B. T. Washington 1899, 104). 

Washington has immense faith in the ability of the black community. He wants to 

unite the black community by praising and promoting those who have been successful. 

He wants to hold these people out for all to take pride in and to give people faith in their 

own ability to succeed through hard work. Washington often talks about and gives 

specific examples in his speeches and books of everyday people becoming successful 

entrepreneurs through hard work, knowledge, and a desire to be the best in their business. 
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In one example he talks about brick-masons, milliners, and dressmakers (B. T. 

Washington 1899, 95-98). 

The plight of the black community was very different from those in the purview 

of Burke. While Burke is focused primarily on loyalty to the community, Washington’s 

focus is on improving the community to facilitate the advancement, integration, and 

acceptance of black people into the larger American society.  

 

Reputation, Integration and Community Values  

Washington understood that the long-run prosperity of black people will depend 

on acceptance and integration into American society as equals and that to be perceived as 

truly equal can only be done through merit. “A race, like an individual, has got to have a 

[good] reputation” (B. T. Washington 1899, 100). Black people must root out the 

problems in their own communities before there can be a change in the perception of 

others. “…when we have succeeded in getting such a reputation, we shall find that a great 

many of the discouraging features of our life will melt away” (B. T. Washington 1899, 

100). 

Washington says, “When a race gets a reputation along certain lines, a great many 

things which now seem complex, difficult to attain, and are most discouraging, will 

disappear” (B. T. Washington 1899, 100). So what is this reputation Washington wants to 

promote? According to him, “We want to give the race a reputation for being frugal…. 

for being industrious…. for being skilled…. for being honest” (B. T. Washington 1899, 

101-102).  
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Washington is confident that this reputation is achievable. “A few individuals 

here and there have it, a few communities have it; but the race as a mass must get it” (B. 

T. Washington 1899, 102). Washington gives examples of how it can be accomplished by 

“being so skilful, so industrious, that you will not leave a job until it is as nearly perfect 

as anyone can make it” (B. T. Washington 1899, 102). Washington not only wanted black 

people to be more conscientious in labor, but socially as well, saying, “And then we want 

to make a reputation for the race for being honest, —honest at all times and under all 

circumstances” (B. T. Washington 1899, 102).  

He believed that black people would be accepted if black communities and 

individuals focused on being thrifty, principled, and industrious. “I have always said that 

the best means which the Negro has for destroying race prejudice is to make himself a 

useful and, if possible, an indispensable member of the community in which he lives” (B. 

T. Washington 2013 [1911], 230). These values would also lead to economic success, 

and nothing earns more respect in America than being successful. 

Washington believed this because he had seen it not only with respect to himself, 

but many other successful black people across the South and in America at large. 

Washington’s book Tuskegee & Its People: Their Ideals and Achievements highlights 

many successes of Tuskegee graduates, including more than a dozen who started their 

own schools similar to Tuskegee (B. T. Washington 1905).  

Washington’s biography of Frederick Douglass also talks about many other 

important and successful black people who fought for civil rights and an end to slavery 

(B. T. Washington 1906). In his book A New Negro for a New Century he discusses black 
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American war heros and the successes of many scholars, to include an honorable mention 

of W.E.B. Du Bois (B. T. Washington 1900b). The Negro in Business tells the story of 

numerous successful black entrepreneurs, for whom Washington exclaims, “The space 

allotted to me has permitted me to make mention of only a few, who will serve as 

examples of what hundreds of others are accomplishing” (B. T. Washington 1907). 

Indeed, most of Washington’s other works also include numerous stories of successful 

black people in their ability to be held in esteem by the white communities in which they 

associate. 

But it is not just the famous people. Washington often tells stories of regular 

people who achieved a modicum of success and earned the respect of the white people in 

their community. One such example is the story of Tobe Jones (B. T. Washington 1899, 

84-85). In the story two white men are disparaging the black work ethic, and a third white 

man objects, saying that was not his experience with Tobe Jones. Saying he has a good 

well-furnished house, with fifty acres and some splendid horses and cattle, he goes on to 

say, “Tobe Jones is a gentleman.” Washington exclaims, “what we want to do is to 

multiply and place in every community these Tobe Joneses; and, just in so far as we can 

place them throughout the South this race question will disappear” (B. T. Washington 

1899, 85). 

“[M]y people in the South,—how fearfully they lack the primary training for good 

living and good citizenship, how much they stand in need of a solid foundation on which 

to build their future success” (B. T. Washington 1899, 34). 
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Black Communities 

Washington promotes the idea of black communities. “In all the experiments 

which the Negro people have tried for the betterment of their condition as a people none 

have brought them more substantial returns in moral and material improvement than 

those which have taken them back to the soil to found towns and build up communities of 

their own” (B. T. Washington 1907, 68). Even though Washington is against mandatory 

segregation, he is not opposed to voluntary self-segregation. In fact he feels that, 

“Economic independence is today as much needed for the further advancement of the 

Negro race as was emancipation from slavery for the advance which the present 

generation has witnessed” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1900], Ch.20).  

Washington may have opposed government-mandated desegregation due to a 

belief in the concepts of freedom and self-determination, but there could also be an 

economic component. Washington states that “there is a positive advantage in having 

their own [black] communities” (B. T. Washington 1907, 68). Segregated black 

communities create more opportunities for upward mobility and wealth accumulation. 

“There is always a large amount of wealth created wherever people come together with 

the determination of living in an orderly way for the solid interests of life. This wealth, 

which is the source of pretty near all that we call capital, is often spoken of as ‘unearned 

increment’ [profits]” (B. T. Washington 1907, 68). The more established companies in an 

area tend to have a competitive advantage. “The unearned increment usually goes to the 

man who gets on the ground first or to the man who knows best how to manage and 

direct his affairs” (B. T. Washington 1907, 68). When black people integrate into 
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established communities, they work for white employers, who keep all the profit. “Under 

ordinary circumstances it goes to the white man. But in the towns established and 

conducted by the Negroes it goes to the Negroes. I believe, under the existing 

circumstances, it is exceedingly important that we should increase the amount of capital 

owned by our race” (B. T. Washington 1907, 68). In black communities the profits stay 

in the community and then are reinvested as capital into the community. “A Negro can 

borrow money at the bank with equal security as readily as a white man can” (B. T. 

Washington 1899, 225). Black towns with black-owned banks can also make it easier to 

invest and get access to capital. This is a stark contrast to the accusations in the 1950s and 

1960s that banks were “redlining” and discriminating against blacks.  

Investment in one’s own community creates pride as well as business and job 

opportunities in the community. “In the Negro town, under normal circumstances, 

Negroes are made to feel the responsibilities of citizenship in ways they cannot be made 

to feel them elsewhere. If they make mistakes they, at least, have an opportunity to profit 

by them. In such a town, individuals who have executive ability and initiative have an 

opportunity to discover themselves and find out what they can do” (B. T. Washington 

1907, 69).  

People who criticize Washington’s tolerance for—even promotion of—self-

segregation often claim that to do so is capitulating to white racism at the expense of 

black people. Yet they rarely address Washington’s argument as to the possible benefits 

to black businesses and entrepreneurs.  
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Race and Community 

Washington’s stand on race relations is complicated and nuanced. Washington 

opposes segregation laws, supports desegregation in general, often calling for white and 

black neighbors to be friends, "interlacing our industrial, commercial, civil, and religious 

life" (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 236). While he does not promote black self-

segregation, he does speak of the benefits of having self-segregated black communities. 

Washington’s books are filled with examples of exceptional figures in black history. He 

believes this is very important: “The race that would grow strong and powerful must have 

the element of hero-worship in it that will, in the largest degree, make it honour its great 

men, the men who have succeeded in that race” (B. T. Washington 1899, 180). At the 

same time Washington is not racist, nor a black nationalist: “[T]here is nothing so hurtful 

to an individual or to a race as to get into the habit of feeling that there is no good except 

in its own race, but … I wish that it may have reasonable pride in all that is honourable in 

its history” (B. T. Washington 1899, 180-181). Despite the racism of the South, 

Washington claimed, “it is in the South that the Negro is given a man's chance in the 

commercial world” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 235). 

Washington was adamant that black and white people will always be neighbors 

and therefore must become true friends. “The man is unwise who does not cultivate in 

every manly way the friendship and good will of his next-door neighbour, whether he be 

black or white” (B. T. Washington 1899, 65). He felt that the racism and discrimination 

were inevitably going to end. “Say or think what we will, it is the tangible or visible 

element that is going to tell largely during the next twenty years in the solution of the 
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race problem” (B. T. Washington 1899, 66). He may have been overly optimistic, but the 

idea is based on commonly accepted social and economic principles. “The history of the 

world proves that trade, commerce, is the forerunner of peace and civilisation as between 

races and nations” (B. T. Washington 1899, 65). Washington’s plan was dependent on 

certain social variables such as education, hard work, entrepreneurship, and Christian 

values that were ultimately not embraced by other black leaders. His idea of job-focused 

education was grounded in the teaching of values. “Each race must be educated to see 

matters in a broad, high, generous, Christian spirit: we must bring the two races together, 

not estrange them” (B. T. Washington 1899, 65).  

 

CHAPTER CONCLUSION 

Booker T. Washington's philosophy emphasizes the importance of pursuing 

"higher things" to improve both individual lives and society as a whole. His teachings 

highlight self-improvement, community involvement, and moral values as key 

components of this pursuit, with the idea that helping others is the truest way to help 

ourselves. 

Furthermore, Washington stressed the significance of cultivating positive habits 

and eliminating negative ones to facilitate a healthy and productive life. He believed that 

by focusing on these values black people could achieve economic success, earn respect, 

and ultimately integrate into American society as equals. Washington also advocated for 

the formation of black communities to foster upward mobility and wealth accumulation. 
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He encourages all his listeners and readers to embrace generosity and purity in their 

thoughts, words, and actions. 

“Throw open your heart. Say now, ‘I am not going to be conquered by little, mean 

thoughts, words and acts any longer. Hereafter all my thoughts, all my words, all my acts, 

shall be large, generous, high, pure" (B. T. Washington 1902, 48). 
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CHAPTER 2: WASHINGTON’S MORAL AND POLITICAL OUTLOOK 

IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

This chapter will explore Washington's moral and political outlook within its 

historical context. It will examine how Washington’s experiences, and the experiences of 

blacks and whites in the period he lived in, affected his views and his actions. The aim is 

to provide a comprehensive understanding of Washington's philosophies and their 

relevance to the challenges faced by black Americans in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries. 

Booker T. Washington advocated for vocational education and economic self-

sufficiency for black Americans, urging them to focus on gaining skills and improving 

their economic status rather than seeking access to government programs and political 

power. For Washington, civil rights progress was measured by black people’s 

achievements in meeting equal standards, treatment, and opportunities as well as 

improving economic, social, and moral conditions of the black communities. This was in 

contrast to the establishment of anti-discrimination laws, demographically proportional 

representation, or government-enforced outcomes. Most of all, he wanted black 

Americans to take responsibility for bettering their lives.  

Washington founded the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute (now Tuskegee 

University) on the 4th of July, 1881. Between 1881 and 1895 he became well known for 

his public speaking, most of it as he traveled the country to promote his school. 

Washington also submitted articles that were commonly printed in various newspapers; 
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most notably his annual submission to celebrate Emancipation Day, printed in papers that 

include the New York Times and Los Angeles Times. Although he was already famous, he 

became a household name and was known across the world after his public address at the 

Atlanta Exposition on September 18, 1895. The address counseled blacks to take a 

conciliatory attitude and make the most of life, in their own places of origin, rather than 

migrating to and fro. The address was reprinted by newspapers around the world. From 

1895 until his death in 1915 Washington was the most popular and most prominent leader 

in the black community.  

While Washington's contributions to education and economic development are 

recognized as significant, the debate over his legacy reflects deeper tensions within the 

black community regarding the best strategies for achieving equality and justice, both in 

his day and ours. His critics, then and now, believe that Washington's emphasis on 

patience and gradual progress undermined the struggle for civil rights and equality. They 

argue that this approach was too conciliatory, since he would allow racial segregation and 

voting restrictions based on property ownership and literacy—as long as they were 

applied equally and fairly (without discretionary judgments or grandfathering of white 

voters). As we shall see, Washington’s perspective contrasts sharply with the more 

confrontational tactics advocated by contemporaries like W.E.B. Du Bois, who called for 

immediate legal action, civil rights, and political power. 

Washington was clear that he believed that white people had a responsibility to 

help the black population, but the black population also had a responsibility to help 

themselves. In his view, white people should guide and set a proper example by treating 
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everyone fairly and equally, giving the same opportunities to black people as to any 

other. But even if they did not do that, black people had a responsibility to hold 

themselves and their communities to the highest standards, taking advantage of the 

opportunities they had in order to earn a seat at the table as true equals. 

To a modern reader, Washington’s upbeat attitude is hard to believe, given 

today’s views about the harshness of slavery and the hardening of white attitudes toward 

blacks in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In some respects, today’s 

image of slavery is excessively harsh, as indicated later. However, it is difficult to deny 

that some of Washington’s writing and lecturing was unrelentingly optimistic in the face 

of tragic circumstances. A sympathetic biographer states it this way:  

His determination to emphasize the progress of African Americans to blacks and 

whites alike led him to extol the positive features of American life at the expense 

of open engagement with its many negative aspects. (Norrell 2009, 374) 

 

Nevertheless, his humanity was remarkable, as his lectures and writings reveal. 

Washington was both a product of his time and a commentator on it. Born into slavery in 

Virginia, he spent his teen years attending Hampton Institute, a school for blacks, as a 

teenager, and he matured into adulthood during the turbulent post-Reconstruction period 

in the South.  

Booker T. Washington’s Books 

The best way to learn about what Washington believed and taught is to go directly 

to his firsthand writings—specifically, his books. He published approximately one per 

year, each year, from his first book published in 1899, eighteen years after he founded 

Tuskegee and four years after his world-famous Atlanta Exposition speech. His last book 
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was published in 1913, two years before his death in 1915. He worked closely with his 

collaborator and editor, Robert Park. 

During Washington’s time as an author from 1899–1913 he continued his duties 

at Tuskegee. He traveled the country to raise support for the school. He also traveled 

twice to explore Europe, and he sent teachers from Tuskegee to aid in establishing 

schools in Liberia, although he never went to Africa himself. He also founded the 

National Negro Business League (NNBL) in 1900, which was similar to a black chamber 

of commerce, but in addition to chapter events it held multiple annual conventions for 

different industries and topics, providing training and networking opportunities to black 

communities. 

Washington chronicled slavery in extensive detail and he never avoids, apologizes 

for, or covers up the problems and history of slavery, although he rarely dwelt on the 

negatives. The first chapter of Washington’s first book, The Future of the American 

Negro (1899), gives a brief history of slavery in America, although the primary issue is to 

lay out a vision of improving the lives of black people in America.  

This book was followed by A New Negro for a New Century (1900), which 

primarily chronicles inspirational stories about successful black people in America. The 

book devoted several chapters to black military leaders in the Spanish-American War, but 

it also included several chapters on slavery. Washington’s next endeavors were about his 

own experiences while enslaved and his life since then in his two autobiographies, The 

Story of My Life and Work (1900) and Up from Slavery (1901); these books also give 

anecdotal stories of other peoples’ experiences with slavery. He also wrote a 
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comprehensive biography of Frederick Douglass’s life and experience as a slave and as 

an abolitionist, titled Frederick Douglass: A Biography (1906), which included many 

aspects of the struggle to end slavery in America. Additionally, he wrote three books 

covering the history of slavery in America: The Negro in the South (1907), The Story of 

the Negro (1909), and The Story of Slavery (1913) detailing the history and realities of 

slavery.  

Washington did not write just about slavery. He documented many aspects of life 

and American history. He documented and promoted the achievements of successful 

black people in America. Most importantly, he wanted to inspire black people to be 

prosperous, successful, and happy with their lives, as shown in the previous chapter. 

If you were to read only one book by Washington it should be Up from Slavery 

(1901). This is more than just an autobiography, as it provides a broad understanding of 

Washington, the time he lived in, and it gives a general idea of his character and 

philosophies. 

But the best book to understand his vision for black people, philosophy for life, 

and guidance in achieving the higher things would be Character Building (1902), which 

was discussed above in Chapter 1. The book contains thirty-seven lectures that 

Washington gave during his weekly address to the students and faculty of Tuskegee to 

provide advice as to how to live life and conduct one’s self in society.  

His book Putting the Most into Life (1906) is basically a continuation of 

Character Building, containing seven additional lectures from his weekly addresses. 

Another great book that explores Washington’s philosophies is My Larger Education 
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(1911), where he explains the most important lessons he has learned in his life and 

travels. This book is more focused on topics like education and leadership, where 

Character Building and Putting the Most into Life focused more on personal growth.  

Washington’s book Successful Training of the Negro (1903) talks about the 

successes and strategies implemented in the operation of Tuskegee. It was followed by 

Working with the Hands (1904), in which he discusses the honor, dignity, and fulfilment 

that come from manual labor, hard work, and mastery of one’s profession. He justifies 

the rationale behind industrial education and explains his pedagogy, which had made 

Tuskegee such a success. In a similar vein, the book Tuskegee & Its People (1905) is 

about the success of Tuskegee. It includes an introduction by Washington and twenty-two 

chapters edited by Washington, each written by a different Tuskegee graduate telling his 

or her story of success and providing advice to others. The book is meant to be inspiring 

and educational and to demonstrate the results of Washington’s approach to education. 

Washington’s book The Negro in Business (1907), like some of his other books, is 

filled with stories of successful black people and is meant to be inspiring as well as 

educational. This one is specifically about black people who were extremely successful in 

business, telling stories about overcoming hardships and achieving great heights.  

One of Washington’s last books was The Man Farthest Down: A Record of 

Observation and Study in Europe (1912). It is one of my favorites, as it provides a unique 

look at the governments, economies, cultures, and people of Europe as they worked and 

lived near the turn of the twentieth century. In Washington’s last trip to Europe in 1910 

he traveled to almost every country in Europe to identify and document the man farthest 
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down in society’s ranks. In America the Negro was the bottom tier of society, having to 

take the most difficult and least glamourous jobs because no one else wanted them and 

could eschew them. Washington wanted to know who held the equivalent status in life 

and labor in each of the countries of Europe. His observations were interesting and 

unexpected. “I saw much that was primitive and much that was positively evil in the 

conditions in Europe…. And I found almost no part of the country [colloquial for 

geographic region; here referring to Europe] in which substantial progress had not been 

made; no place, in short, where the masses of the people were without hope.” 

Nevertheless, he reported many grim conditions that people in the lowest tier experienced 

(B. T. Washington 1912, 388). 

 

Washington as an Uncle Tom 

In modern writing, a term that often comes up with respect to Booker T. 

Washington is Uncle Tom, as in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s famous novel, Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin. For example, Blair L. M. Kelley sets up a defense of Washington with the 

statement, “Most people who discuss Washington today are quick to dismiss him as at 

best, passive or, at worst, an Uncle Tom.” (Kelley 2012). While he was alive. The 

criticism was along similar lines, although even more virulent. William Monroe Trotter, 

editor of the Boston Guardian, called Washington “the Benedict Arnold of the Negro 

race,” and a “miserable toady” (Norrell 2009, 264). 

Those critics see Washington’s lack of outrage against white people as 

capitulation. Some see his allowance for social segregation as a compromise that 
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accommodates racism. As for the charge of Washington being an Uncle Tom, in my view 

that is an accurate title that Washington might have been proud to bear. Washington 

speaks highly of Harriet Beecher Stowe in three of his books. In A New Negro for a New 

Century, he tells the story of Stowe’s experience and how she became an abolitionist 

after traveling to the South and seeing the horrors of slavery firsthand (B. T. Washington 

1900b). Then she wrote the book Uncle Tom’s Cabin to draw attention to the evils of 

slavery. In the books The Story of My Life and Work (B. T. Washington 1900a) and 

Frederick Douglass: A Biography (B. T. Washington 1906) Washington talks about the 

relationship between Harriet Beecher Stowe and Frederick Douglass and their work as 

leaders of the abolitionist movement while also helping free black people in the North 

improve their situation. 

As for the book itself, Washington says, “The value of Uncle Tom's Cabin to the 

cause of Abolition can never be justly estimated” (B. T. Washington 1906, 175). He later 

says, “The immediate incentive to the writing of Uncle Tom's Cabin was the desire to 

arouse the national conscience and bring the people to a sense of their responsibility” (B. 

T. Washington 1906, 176). He then talks about the distribution, success, and impact of 

the book. “This remarkable story first appeared in an anti-slavery newspaper, and proved 

so popular that it was soon issued in book form. The rapidity with which one edition after 

another was published and consumed at home and abroad, was without precedent. The 

Abolitionists were quick to recognize the story as the most powerful engine that had yet 

been employed against slavery” (B. T. Washington 1906, 176). 
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In modern times “Uncle Tom” is an epithet often used to describe black people 

who are accused of selling out to whites. The reality and irony are that Uncle Tom, a 

fictional character from the book Uncle Tom's Cabin, is the hero of the story. Uncle Tom 

is portrayed as the most noble of people. He never sells out his friends or his faith, even 

in the face of abuse, torture, and execution. His final owner abused him to get him to stop 

preaching his Christian faith to the other slaves, but he never stops. He is eventually 

tortured to death because he refuses to tell the location of some escaped slaves. As he 

dies, Uncle Tom tells the men who beat him that he forgives them. Feeling ashamed, the 

men later turn to Christianity for redemption (Stowe 2009 [1853]). 

Uncle Tom was not a sell-out; he was a principled and pious man who never gave 

into temptation, envy, or wrath; he was willing to sacrifice himself for others; and forgive 

those who wronged him. Uncle Tom is a Christ-like figure, who through his suffering 

brings salvation to those around him, even to those who would kill him. In the end his 

sacrifice and his cabin become a symbol of purity, unity, and hope. 

Adena Spingarn examined the historical usage of the term “Uncle Tom” in a 2010 

article for The Root titled “When 'Uncle Tom' Became an Insult” (Spingarn 2010). 

According to the article, the first known use of the term as a pejorative came from white 

people in the North who described black people who adopted southern culture as “Uncle 

Toms.” They were referring to a 1910 article in the Chicago Defender (a black-managed 

newspaper) calling black people in Chicago who wanted segregated schools Uncle Toms. 

“When we are in touch with Mrs. Johnson, we will show her the back door to Chicago 

and have her beat it back to her dear old southern home, where all the Uncle Toms and 
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Topsys should be.” (Mrs. Johnson was a black woman from Georgia who had petitioned 

for segregated schools in Chicago.) 

According to Spingarn, the first known use as a black-on-black pejorative was by 

“Rev. George Alexander McGuire, a supporter of the radical black nationalist Marcus 

Garvey.” Addressing the first convention of the Universal Negro Improvement 

Association, McGuire stated, “[T]he Uncle Tom n***r has got to go, and his place must 

be taken by the new leader of the Negro race … not a black man with a white heart, but a 

black man with a black heart." According to the article, at “the event's opening parade, 

marchers held protest signs” proclaiming "Uncle Tom's dead and buried” (Spingarn 

2010).  

Spingarn’s article indicates that the shift in the use of the term Uncle Tom was not 

driven from a misunderstanding of who Uncle Tom was in the Stowe’s book, but a shift 

from Christian and individualist liberal values to collectivist nationalism focused on the 

strength of one’s identity group. This type of militant ethno-nationalism was being 

popularized at the time by Friedrich Nietzsche, who wrote of Christianity as a “slave-

morality,” saying, “Whatever springs from weakness” is evil (Nietzsche 2015, [1895] 

The Antichrist) (Nietzsche 2015, [1887] The Genealogy of Morals).  

For Washington, forgiveness is not only a Christian value and a liberal ideal but a 

practical necessity, because he does not want people to dwell on the past, but instead to 

focus on the opportunities available. Washington wanted to protect black people. During 

Reconstruction Washington saw how antagonism and condemnation of others only leads 

to resentment, confrontation, and exclusion; he desired integration and cooperation. 
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Washington truly believed in the potential of black people and believed that black people 

were just as capable if not more capable of success than white people. However, their 

culture had to be modified to incorporate the necessary values—which both he and Du 

Bois saw as often missing. Both blame the lack of proper role models stemming from 

slavery, where children were raised communally rather than by the parents. Du Bois says, 

“stable marriage state is for the mass of the colored people of the country and for a large 

per cent of those of Philadelphia, a new social institution…. the slave family was 

dependent in morals as well as work upon the master” (Du Bois 1969 [1899], 71-72).  

Washington also wrote many articles published in newspapers over the years 

about slavery, Abraham Lincoln, and the Emancipation. Washington did not want to 

forgive and forget slavery. “I say, not to justify slavery—on the other hand, I condemn it 

as an institution, as we all know that in America it was established for selfish and 

financial reasons, and not from a missionary motive” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 

34).  

As indicated above, Washington wrote three books covering the history of slavery 

in America and many of his other works include information and stories about slavery. 

He did not want people to be held back by their resentment of enslavement but, rather, 

encouraged by their ancestors’ ability to persevere. “Then, when we rid ourselves of 

prejudice, or racial feeling, and look facts in the face, we must acknowledge that, 

notwithstanding the cruelty and moral wrong of slavery, the ten million Negroes 

inhabiting this country, who themselves or whose ancestors went through the school of 

American slavery, are in a stronger and more hopeful condition, materially, intellectually, 
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morally, and religiously, than is true of an equal number of black people in any other 

portion of the globe” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 34).  

Washington wanted black people to remember the sacrifice that their ancestors 

made to survive slavery—sacrifices that allowed for the opportunities that black people 

then had. “We have a very bright and striking example in the history of the Jews in this 

and other countries” (B. T. Washington 1899, 182). Just as the Jewish people still 

commemorate their Biblical history of slavery, hardship, and deliverance without 

animosity toward the past or hatred for all the wrongs put upon their ancestors, “[t]hey 

have had a certain amount of unity, pride, and love of race; and, as the years go on, they 

will be more and more influential in this country” (B. T. Washington 1899, 183). 

Washington wants the black community to find a similar strength. “It is largely because 

the Jewish race has had faith in itself. Unless the Negro learns more and more to imitate 

the Jew in these matters, to have faith in himself, he cannot expect to have any high 

degree of success” (B. T. Washington 1899, 183). 

Washington’s life encompassed several key periods of great importance for black 

Americans. Washington was enslaved as a child from his birth on or about April 5, 1856. 

He was freed as a result of the Civil War and then lived through Reconstruction in the 

South as a young man. In 1872 at the age of 16, he managed to reach Hampton Institute, 

a school for black youth in Hampton, Virginia. This entailed enormous effort because 

Hampton was 500 miles away from his home and he had to work as he traveled in order 

to pay for food and transportation. He had to sleep under the sidewalk in Richmond.  
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His move to Hampton took place during Reconstruction. During this period, the 

Northern Union Army occupied the South, a period from the end of the Civil War in 

1865 to the stand-down of the Union Army in 1877 (although the end of Reconstruction 

varied in different states). The U.S. Freedmen’s Bureau, backed by Union soldiers, 

implemented civil rights laws and racial integration in the South. The Union enforced the 

policy of allowing all adult males to vote, leading to many black politicians winning 

elections across the South.  

Within black communities, Reconstruction was a time of both hope and 

confusion. Politics became extremely polarizing and hostile. Political intimidation, 

threats, violence, and terrorism became commonplace. The southern Democrats accused 

the Republican party, backed by the power of the federal government controlled by the 

Northern Union Army, of rigging elections, strong-arming, and intimidation using 

Northern troops. The Republicans said the Union troops were necessary to ensure fair 

elections in light of the southern Democrats’ abuse of the law and use of violence, 

threats, and intimidation. This conflict led to legislative and other efforts on all sides, 

often circumventing constitutional protections and conferring political advantages, 

sometimes to go after political rivals in one way or another. During this time many 

incidents escalated to violence, riots, and mass killing. The period includes the formation 

of the infamous Ku Klux Klan (Oakes 1990) (Oakes 2020) (Ayers 2007 [1992]). 

Within the black communities the greatest issue was lack of cultural knowledge as 

to self-sufficiency combined with misconceptions about what it meant to be free—ideas 

expressed by both Washington and Du Bois. Both men said that one of the worst legacies 
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of slavery is that the formerly enslaved were never taught how to be independent or self-

sufficient; without this knowledge how are parents expected to raise children who are 

self-sufficient and productive members of society? 

 

Washington’s View of Slavery  

To understand Reconstruction and the post-Reconstruction eras that affected 

Washington’s life, we must first understand the institution of slavery as Washington 

understood it in the American South. In modern times many people have a singular image 

of slavery, leading to many misconceptions about slavery in early America. Modern 

media like Alex Haley’s Roots, Django Unchained, and The 1619 Project focus on a 

gritty and brutal image of slavery. However, based on Washington’s descriptions and 

those of former slaves interviewed for the American Folklife Center, that is not 

representative of the experiences of most slaves in America.  

Washington does discuss the evil of slavery. One chapter, “Slavery Unmasked,” 

from A New Negro for a New Century begins:  

We would gladly pass by this chapter in silence, for it must be painful alike to 

writer and reader. 

 

But as the surgeon must harden his heart while he probes the wound, that he may 

apply a healing lotion; so the historian must record the facts however heart-

rending, that he may perchance suggest a remedy. (B. T. Washington 1900b, 164) 

 

Indeed, the stories that follow are heart-rending, particularly about the callous 

separation of parents and children. Washington describes slavery as “evil and a wrong” in 

this book (B. T. Washington 1900b, 317) and quotes stories from others, saying “their 
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miserable condition will be second only to the wretched creatures in hell” (B. T. 

Washington 1900b, 166)—with some plantations “half starving and overworking the 

poor slaves, stimulated as they were by the overseer's lash” (B. T. Washington 1900b, 

336). 

Washington describes growing up as a slave on a Virginia farm. Of this he says, 

“My life had its beginning in the midst of the most miserable, desolate, and discouraging 

surroundings” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 20). He lived in a small hut with his 

mother and siblings. He, his brother, and his sister “slept in and on a bundle of filthy rags 

laid on the dirt floor” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 24). His mother was the cook for a 

family of farmers that had more than a dozen slaves. Washington says that his master 

treated the slaves well, and that the slaves, while held in bondage, still respected the 

master and even thought of them as family.  

He didn’t sleep on a bed until after Emancipation. It was not until he was 16 years 

old, at Hampton Institute, that he had the experiences of “having meals at regular hours, 

of eating on a tablecloth, using a napkin, the use of the bathtub and of the toothbrush, as 

well as the use of sheets upon the bed” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 74).  

Yet he said that he bore no resentment, even to his unknown father, believed to be 

a white man who lived on a nearby plantation. “But I do not find especial fault with him. 

He was simply another unfortunate victim of the institution which the Nation unhappily 

had engrafted upon it at that time” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 21). 

Another way to look at slavery is the way Washington’s intellectual antagonist, 

W.E.B. Du Bois, described it. He called plantation slavery a “communistic paternalism” 
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in his 1899 book The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study (Du Bois 1969 [1899], 71). In 

many ways he was correct that the plantation South was a perfect example of 

decentralized communism. The slave holders are the representatives of the state, with 

government-like power, and the slaves are the workers in a system that provides 

everything each person needs from birth to death, with no use for money, making the 

people “dependent in morals as well as work upon the master” (Du Bois 1969 [1899], 

72). Each person is given free food, clothing, housing, education, and tools needed to 

perform their tasks, all paid for through redistribution of the fruits of all people’s labor.  

This American experiment with communism did not produce prosperity; instead, 

it left the South undeveloped and impoverished compared to the states that did not have 

slavery. Like all forms of socialism, it disincentivized production, and any innovation 

benefited only those in charge of distributing the goods. Du Bois’ primary concern with 

this “communistic paternalism” was that without the need to manage one’s own affairs, 

people are put into in a state of dependence on “the Big House which was the real centre 

of the family life” (Du Bois 1969 [1899], 71). This situation does not nurture morals, 

responsibility, or good decision-making skills; this was the root of many of the problems 

in black communities after the emancipation. “The great weakness of the Negro family is 

still lack of respect for the marriage bond… bad household economy and family 

government…. Such are the fruits of sudden social revolution.” (Du Bois 1969 [1899], 

72).  

Washington said that no matter how well a slave was treated, “I have never seen 

one who did not want to be free, or one who would return to slavery” (B. T. Washington 
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2009 [1901], 33). This is a common theme in Booker T. Washington’s writings; a theme 

that can also be observed in interviews with former slaves found in the American Folklife 

Center collection of the Library of Congress (American Folklife Center, Library of 

Congress 2024).  

Washington stressed that the personal relationship between slaveholders and 

enslaved was often positive. For example, during the Civil War when the white males 

went to war, wrote Washington, “In order to defend and protect the women and children 

who were left on the plantations… the slaves would have laid down their lives” (B. T. 

Washington 2009 [1901], 31) Washington recalls the “feeling of sorrow which existed 

among the slaves when they heard of the death of ‘Mars' Billy,’” one of the master’s 

sons. According to Washington, the feelings were sincere. The slaves loved Billy; they 

had played with him and cared for him as a child. When the two young masters came 

home wounded, “They were just as anxious to assist in the nursing as the family relatives 

of the wounded” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 31).  

Washington presented this story in his autobiography Up From Slavery primarily 

to illustrate the character and loyalty of black people. He wanted to demonstrate that, 

while “slavery was a great curse to both races” (B. T. Washington 1899, 221), some of 

the people, black and white, involved in it retained their “humanity” (B. T. Washington 

1900b, 96). Washington makes the claim that black people are particularly honest and 

loyal when they give their word on something. As he puts it, “there are few instances, 

either in slavery or freedom, in which a member of my race has been known to betray a 

specific trust” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 31). 
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There are many misconceptions about slavery in America. Slaves were often 

allowed to work outside the direct purview of the slave holder. These individuals could 

make and save their own money and even travel for outside employment. To illustrate 

this as well as the integrity of some black people and the relationship between slave and 

slave holder, I offer Washington’s story of an ex-slave from Virginia whom he met in 

Ohio.  

The man had made a contract with his master a few years before the 

Emancipation Proclamation. The contract “permitted [him] to labour where and for 

whom he pleased,” and he would buy his freedom “by paying so much per year for his 

body.” To fulfill the contract, he moved to Ohio where “he could secure better wages.” 

At the end of the war “he was still in debt to his master some three hundred dollars.”  

Even though “the Emancipation Proclamation freed him from any obligation to 

his master, this black man walked the greater portion of the distance back to where his 

old master lived in Virginia, and placed the last dollar, with interest, in his hands.” This is 

significant because “he knew that he did not have to pay the debt, but that he had given 

his word” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 33). Such stories are important as they 

challenge so many peoples’ concepts of slavery, while confirming Washington’s point on 

integrity and humanity.  

At the end of the war, many slaves chose to stay and work for the master. When 

Washington's family was notified of their freedom, Washington’s mother was already 

married to a black man in West Virginia, so she moved the family to live with her 

husband in West Virginia (B. T. Washington 1900a).  
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Many might think that Washington’s accounts are not representative of the 

experiences of other former slaves. However, the testimony of other former slaves is 

consistent with the themes and stories presented by Washington, indicating that the 

modern view of slavery may be an outlier rather than the norm. For example, a leading 

source regarding the realities of slavery in the American South is the Library of Congress 

collection “Voices Remembering Slavery: Freed People Tell Their Stories.” It contains 

more than 2300 interviews conducted between 1870 and the 1930s and is accompanied 

by documents, photos, and audio recordings of some of the interviews. In these 

interviews the former slaves describe everyday life, the things they witnessed, and their 

relationships with the slaveholders. The people interviewed in this collection are a 

relevant sample, as they would be either Washington’s generation or one generation older 

than Washington.  

To illustrate: Isom Moseley of Gee's Bend, Alabama described how all their needs 

were taken care of on the plantation, finishing off with, “…they had a man there to make 

shoes for all us…. that shoemaker make shoes for we children. And the old folks too. We 

had mighty good white folks, my memory, far as I can remember, you know, mighty 

good, mighty good” (American Folklife Center, Library of Congress 2024). 

Fountain Hughes, from Baltimore, Maryland, was enslaved near Charlottesville, 

Virginia. Fountain Hughes says he was treated well, but “…if you was bad and mean and 

they didn't want to beat you and knock you around, they'd sell you.” He talks about how 

boys and girls both wore dresses and did not get shoes or pants until they were about 

thirteen years old. He said they were allowed to leave the plantation; “they'd give me a 
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note so there wouldn't nobody interfere with me, and tell who I belong to.” Back then, 

“boys wasn't as mean as they are now either. Boys lived to, they had a good time. The 

masters di, didn't treat them bad. And they was always satisfied.” When slavery ended, 

“We was just turned out like a lot of cattle.” As he put it, “Why then we'd just go and stay 

anywheres we could. Lay out a night in underwear. We had no home, you know” 

(American Folklife Center, Library of Congress 2024). 

 

Classical Liberal Values versus the Values of Collectivist Ideologies 

The real issue with the Uncle Tom label and most criticism of Washington comes 

down to classical liberal values versus the values of collectivist ideologies. To understand 

Washington’s values, we need to understand what liberalism is—and what classical 

liberalism is, as this paper argues that Washington was a classical liberal. Cambridge 

University political scientist Duncan Bell’s paper What Is Liberalism? discusses the 

difficulties of defining liberalism and describes the evolution and nuance of its usage, as 

well as the hybrid variations. He states that the “most common variation on this theme is 

to distinguish ‘classical’ and ‘social’ liberalisms” (Bell 2014). This is the easiest 

distinction that can be made. Most ideologies tend to align more with one or the other of 

these two beliefs: individualism or collectivism.  

Even though both kinds of liberalism value liberty, equality, and justice, the 

implications change depending on whether these values are applied to the individual or to 

groups. Social liberalism has much in common with other collectivist ideologies like 
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fascism, communism, and Marxism, although these ideologies are not typically aligned 

with the values of social liberalism.  

Collectivist ideologies are built on group identity and putting the good of the 

group over the rights of the individual. Collectivists organize around an in-group based 

on some characteristic(s) that distinguish the in-group from the outsider/other, which 

could be any competing groups. These ideologies get their appeal by characterizing the 

motivations of all outsiders as negative and self-serving, while excusing even the worst 

behavior of one’s own group. This is done in an effort to gain power by rallying the 

masses of one’s own group against the “evil” outsiders. To gain credibility and power, 

the leaders of these ideologies condemn competing groups by characterizing any negative 

actions of individuals as indicative of that group. 

The idea of liberalism in the modern sense of the word can be said to originate 

with Adam Smith and his “liberal plan” (Klein 2024). In An Inquiry Into the Nature and 

Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith states, “The industry and commerce of a 

great country he [Louis XIV's Minister Colbert] endeavoured to regulate upon the same 

model as the departments of a public office; and instead of allowing every man to pursue 

his own interest his own way, upon the liberal plan of equality, liberty and justice, he 

bestowed upon certain branches of industry extraordinary privileges, while he laid others 

under as extraordinary restraints” (Smith 1981 [1776], Vol. 2, Chap. IX; 

http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/119). Here Smith states that “the liberal plan” is for 

“equality, liberty and justice,” and not government regulation, privileges for some, or 

restraint of others.  
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The term liberalism comes from its core value of individual liberty, with the 

simplest classical liberal definition of liberty being freedom from coercion. But at the 

root of liberalism is the question of how to solve the problems that arise from different 

groups of people living in a multicultural society, often with long-standing grudges and 

conflicting ideals but living under one rule of law. Classical liberal writers such as Adam 

Smith were well aware of oppression in a multicultural empire; especially when it comes 

to religious practices. The need for a set of values evolved out of Western European 

countries where kingdoms were growing and engulfing groups with different ethnicities, 

languages, cultures, and religions. Many Enlightenment writers were from Scotland, an 

area under English occupation at the time, and following hundreds of years of religious 

oppression and conflict (Ackroyd 2014). 

To be free of coercion, cultural association must be voluntary and cultures must 

be free to enforce their own moral values, but no moral value can be enforced across 

cultural groups. Therefore, the role of a liberal government must be to minimize coercion, 

not enforce any moral values. For example, laws against harming the person or property 

of others minimizes coercion irrespective of any moral judgment; when enforced 

consistently, this increases trust, stability, and cooperation in a multicultural society. 

Liberal values such as fairness, justice, and charity rely on the underlying concept 

of individualism—one should judge each person by his or her own actions rather than the 

actions of their ancestors or the actions of others that they have no control over. As 

Martin Luther King Jr. put it, they should “not be judged by the color of their skin but by 

the content of their character” (King 1963). Historic grudges lead to endless war and 
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retaliation against the innocent for the past, making them unjust victims who will seek 

vindication. As we will see, Washington’s values were consonant with classical 

liberalism. 

 

Booker T. Washington as a Classical Liberal 

Booker T. Washington innately understood justice and human nature. He 

understood that harboring resentment over past wrongs is not only detrimental to society 

but to the individuals who hold such a grudge. The negative disposition that comes from 

resentment holds back those who hold such negative attitudes. “Degrade the Negro, hold 

him in peonage, ignorance, or any other form of slavery and the great mass of the people 

in the community will be held down with him. It is not possible for one man to hold 

another man down in the ditch without staying down there with him” (B. T. Washington 

2005 [1909], Vol. 1, 124). This is why, even though he viewed slavery and 

discrimination against black people as wrong, he knew holding a grudge would only hold 

back black Americans. “If it is true, as I have so often said, that one man cannot hold 

another down in the ditch without staying down in the ditch with him, it is just as true 

that, in helping the man who is down to rise, the man who is up is freeing himself from a 

burden that would else drag him down” (B. T. Washington 1912, Chap. 20, 386). 

Classic literature is filled with examples of the self-destructiveness of holding a 

grudge. Captain Ahab could not forgive Moby-Dick for the loss of his leg and the 

obsession destroyed his life. Similarly, in Les Misérables, Inspector Javert could never 
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forgive Jean Valjean for stealing a loaf of bread, spending decades of his life obsessing 

over Jean Valjean. To focus on the negative is harmful and self-destructive.  

In the days of his greatest fame (and approval), around 1900, Washington 

recognized that slavery had been a forced and unjust hardship that he and his ancestors 

had endured. However, he believed that the sacrifice he and his forebears made had 

allowed the American descendants of slaves to live a better life with more opportunity 

and wealth than black people in any other country on earth. As previously mentioned he 

wrote in his autobiography Up from Slavery, “…when we rid ourselves of prejudice, or 

racial feeling, and look facts in the face, we must acknowledge that…the ten million 

Negroes inhabiting this country…whose ancestors went through the school of American 

slavery, are in a stronger and more hopeful condition, materially, intellectually, morally, 

and religiously, than is true of an equal number of black people in any other portion of 

the globe” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 34). 

One economic fact about slavery was that slaves were extremely expensive; this 

undoubtedly mitigated abuse because weak or injured slaves were less valuable. This 

may be why, for example, in an interview with George Johnson, a former slave of 

Jefferson Davis, states that any slave wronged by a white man would report it to Davis, 

who, after a hearing, would fire the white man (American Folklife Center, Library of 

Congress 2024).  

Washington points out that during the time of slavery, damaging another’s slave 

could carry severe punishment; there were laws against abusing or killing one’s own 
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slave, but the protections were not equivalent to that of a free person, and the courts were 

not unbiased in the pursuit of such crimes (B. T. Washington 1900b).  

He reports on one of the most notorious cases in American history, Mann vs State 

in North Carolina in 1829. A man had seriously injured a “rented” slave; he thought her 

impertinent and whipped her; she tried to run away and he shot her. The state’s Supreme 

Court decided in favor of the slaveholder. Washington explained: “The grounds upon 

which this judgment was based were that in the whole history of slavery there had been 

no such prosecution of a master for punishing a slave, and, in the words of the decision, 

‘against this general opinion in the community the court could not hold.’” Washington 

quotes from the decision: “The power of the master must be absolute to render the 

submission of the slave perfect.” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. I., 147). As 

Washington added, “The history of slavery, if it proves anything, proves… that evil 

breeds evil, just as disease breeds disease, and that a wrong committed upon one portion 

of a community will, in the long run, surely react upon the other portion of that 

community” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 1, 149).  

Washington often makes similar claims that any group who condones or excuses 

harm to another in turn erodes its own values, harming themselves. On multiple 

occasions he uses variations of the statement that “It is not possible for one man to hold 

another man down in the ditch without staying down there with him.” (B. T. Washington 

2005 [1909], Vol. 1, 124) ; see also (B. T. Washington 1912, 379).  
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Trust and Reliance on Slaves  

Washington emphasizes that there was a significant reliance on slaves in the 

South. During slavery the black people “tilled your fields, cleared your forests, builded 

your railroads and cities, and brought forth treasures from the bowels of the earth” (B. T. 

Washington 2009 [1901], 236). This reliance was not only as unskilled labor, but in 

positions of trust and on a personal level. Slaves were relied upon for all types of skilled 

labor and positions of trust. Even the president of the Confederacy educated and 

employed slaves in skilled and sensitive positions as engineers and bookkeepers (see the 

George Johnson information in Appendix: Audio Interviews with Former Slaves). Slaves 

were commonly employed as nurses and caregivers, looking after people’s most precious 

possession, their babies and children. In Washington’s Atlanta Exposition address he said 

to the white people of the South that “we have proved our loyalty to you in the past, 

nursing your children, watching by the sick-bed of your mothers and fathers, and often 

following them with teardimmed eyes to their graves” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 

236).  

According to Washington, “But the Negro to the last was faithful to the trust that 

had been thrust upon him, and during the four years of war in which the male members of 

the family were absent from their homes there is not a single instance recorded where he 

in any way attempted to outrage the family of the master or in any way to injure his 

property” (B. T. Washington 1899, 9). The act of leaving another man in your house to 

look after the safety and security of the women and children while one leaves for years to 

fight in a war is likely the strongest signal of trust one could send. 
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It is clear that slaves in the South were not simply limited to menial positions. In 

The Story of the Negro Washington describes Confederate ships with all-black crews led 

by white officers. In a specific instance he talks about the all-black crew of the CSS 

Planter stealing the ship with its cargo of weapons to pick up their families and flee north, 

after the white officers “went ashore and slept in the city” (B. T. Washington 2005 

[1909]). Similar to ships, Washington says, “Many of the railroads in the South had their 

entire train crews, except conductors, but including engineers and firemen, made up of 

slaves” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909]). These are just a few examples of how many 

slaves were provided with various levels of education and technical expertise while still 

remaining slaves. 

The high level of trust given to black slaves runs counter to the idea that black 

people were not considered competent by southern slave holders. Slaves were allowed to 

manage other slaves and even engage in entrepreneurial endeavors, renting out their own 

services for money. For example, Washington told a story about a slave from Virginia 

whose master gave him a contract that “permitted [him] to labour where and for whom he 

pleased”; he would just have to send a certain amount of money back “by paying so much 

per year for his body,” to eventually pay for his freedom (B. T. Washington 2009 

[1901]). We also see accounts of slaves selling crafts they made or selling their services 

in their off-time for things like laundry and other chores to make extra cash for 

themselves or save up to buy their freedom. Washington states, “As the slave grew in the 

direction of skilled labor, he was given an increased amount of freedom. This was 

practiced by some owners to such an extent that the skilled mechanic was permitted to 
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‘hire’ his own time, working where and for whom he pleased, and for what wage, on 

condition that he pay his owner so much per month or year” (Washington and Du Bois 

1907, 22). (Note: This book, The Negro in the South, was not a collaboration of Du Bois 

with Washington, as each wrote two independent halves of the book for the publisher in 

1907.) 

Although slaves typically had little say in the jobs they were to perform, the types 

of work they could and did spans the spectrum from unskilled to highly skilled positions 

of trust and entrepreneurship (as freelancers on the side or sending back a remittance to 

the slaveholder). “Where are those wonderful cooks we hear about, where those 

exquisitely trained house servants, those cabinet makers, and the jacks-of-all-trades that 

were the pride of the South” (B. T. Washington 1899, 53)? Washington points out that at 

the end of slavery, the newly freed slaves had a monopoly on skilled labor in the southern 

states, but this failed to be passed down to the next generation. Several times in his 

writing he laments the fact that few people were willing to take advantage of this 

monopoly. “What their children needed was education. So they went out into the world, 

the ambitious ones, and got education, and forgot the necessity of the ordinary training to 

live” (B. T. Washington 1899, 53). 

The “whole machinery of slavery was so constructed as to cause labor, as a rule, 

to be looked upon as a badge of degradation, of inferiority, ” leading both races to try to 

avoid it (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 35). “When the Negro first became free, his idea 

of education was that it was something that would soon put him in the same position as 

regards work that his recent master had occupied” (B. T. Washington 1899, 89). The 
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problem is not the pursuit of education. It is ceding the head start and comparative 

advantage black people held in skilled labor to pursue white-color positions where they 

were often at a disadvantage in a saturated market. 

Washington believed that many black people shunned the idea of labor because of 

their past degradation as workers. He pointed out that this led to the loss of a great 

economic opportunity. Even those who prospered by employing the skill of their trade 

rarely passed on the skills to the next generation, opting instead to encourage their 

children to become “educated” and avoid physical labor. “The idea, however, was too 

prevalent that, as soon as one secured a little education, in some unexplainable way he 

would be free from most of the hardships of the world, and, at any rate, could live 

without manual labour” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 98). Washington believed that 

entrepreneurship in the technical and manual labor fields could generate the necessary 

wealth not only to lift black people out of poverty but to make black individuals and 

communities wealthy and influential.  

 

The Lessons of Reconstruction 

In 1867, two years after the Civil War, the Union divided the South into five 

military districts and established new state governments for each state; this is the period 

called Radical Reconstruction. (For about two years after the war, the South was not 

controlled by the military, although there was a union presence; that is called Presidential 

Reconstruction, reflecting the period of Andrew Johnson’s administration). The new state 
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and local governments were staffed with Northerners (often called carpetbaggers), 

freedmen, and Southerners who supported the North (often called scalawags).  

The southern states were forced to write new constitutions, and open elections 

were held under Union supervision, allowing all men to vote. Black men won elections 

all across the South at the state and local level, as well as twenty seats in the U.S. House 

of Representatives, and two in the U.S. Senate (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol 2, 

p25). Washington found Reconstruction ultimately harmful in that political success was 

achieved through coercion and suppression of white southerners, which led to retaliation 

once the states became part of the Union and northern forces, military and political, left 

whites to their own devices. “The Negro gained just as little from the temporary power 

which he held during the Reconstruction time as he did from the successful and 

unsuccessful insurrections by which he sought to gain his freedom before the war” 

(Washington 2005 [1909], 185).  

This perception of coercion is based on the federal government’s interference in 

local politics. The federal government passed several series of bills during the war and 

Reconstruction era that stripped away many rights and constitutional protections from the 

white people of the South, targeting those who supported the Confederacy during the war 

and those who opposed the federal government after the war. The most significant of 

these were the Confiscation Acts, Reconstruction Acts, the Enforcement Acts, and the Ku 

Klux Klan Act.1 

                                                 

1 The Confiscation Acts (August 6, 1861, Pub. L. 37–60, 12 Stat. 319; July 17, 1862, Pub. L. 37–
195, 12 Stat. 589) allowed federal government to seize the property of those who supported the South in 
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While some of these acts were beneficial or even necessary to ensure civil 

rights—and even save lives—the broad scope of the jurisdiction and sweeping authority 

of these laws made them easily abused. These laws gave the regional military 

administrators the ability to institute martial law and suspend civil rights as they deemed 

necessary to maintain order. These laws go so far as to justify the federal government 

getting involved in anything political and taking enforcement actions as its officials saw 

fit, including asserting authority to suspend habeas corpus and imprison citizens 

indefinitely without charge or right to trial. Most of these laws were repealed or struck 

down by the courts as unconstitutional in the years that followed.2  

With these laws, many white Southerners viewed the federal government as 

biased and tyrannical, which diminished the moral high ground and legitimacy of the 

United States government as it violated its own values of freedom and due process (later 

confirmed to be violations of the U.S. Constitution by the U.S. Supreme Court). 

Perceiving that the system was being politically rigged against them, southern white 

                                                 

the War. Reconstruction Acts (March 2, 1867, 14 Stat. 428-430, c.153; March 23, 1867, 15 Stat. 2-5, c.6; 
July 19, 1867, 15 Stat. 14-16, c.30; and March 11, 1868, 15 Stat. 41, c.25) divided the South into military 
districts, making Union generals the ultimate political authority over southern states and giving Union 
troops policing power over the South. The Enforcement Acts and Ku Klux Klan Act (41st Congress, Sess. 2, 
Ch. 114, 16 Stat. 140-146, enacted May 31, 1870; 41st Congress, Sess. 3, February 28, 1871, H.R. 2634, 16 
Stat. 433–440; April 20, 1871, Public law 42−22, Statute Ch. 22, 17 Stat. 13, 42 U.S.C. § 1983; March 1, 
1875, 18 Stat. 335-337) were intended to prevent rebellion and terrorism by giving the federal 
government the authority to interdict in local political matters to ensure civil rights were not violated and 
to prevent political violence or corruption. 

2 See United States v. Allen Crosby (1871, 0025.f.cas.0701.2), United States v. Robert Hayes 

Mitchell (1871, 0026.f.cas.1283), United States v. Reese (1876), United States v. Cruikshank (1876), 

United States v. Harris, 106 U.S. 629 (1883), Civil Rights Cases, 109 U.S. 3 (1883), and Bogan v. Scott-

Harris, 523 U.S. 44 (1997). 
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Democrats easily weaponized these laws to justify antigovernment sentiment and 

political violence. This led to increased polarization and increased support for the 

Democratic Party and laws that stifled the Republican vote by disqualifying much of the 

party’s black voter base. Political violence peaked at this time, with many people being 

killed in several massacres killing hundreds of people, most of them black. 

The end of Reconstruction was marked by the stand-down of Union troops, and 

the passing of the Posse Comitatus Act of 1878. The Posse Comitatus Act prevented the 

use of the military to act in a law enforcement role except under the direct supervision of 

civilian law enforcement. The fact that the military could no longer be used to keep the 

peace, enforce civil rights, or ensure that local governments adhere to federal law 

signaled that the federal government was no longer willing or able to intervene on a 

regular basis to protect the black population or their civil rights. This emboldened states 

to pass laws disenfranchising most black voters despite recently passed civil rights 

legislation. Both black and white Republican representatives at the state and federal level 

were soon replaced by Democrats across the South. As the Democratic Party established 

a southern monopoly, political violence waned. At this time, it also became clear to 

Washington that the black population was not going to gain equality through force, 

political maneuvering, or the ballot box.  

 

Washington’s Post-Reconstruction South 

The post-Reconstruction South, encompassing the period roughly from 1877 to 

the early 20th century, represents a transformative era in American history characterized 
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by significant socio-political and economic shifts. This period was marked by the 

consolidation of Democratic Party control and the entrenchment of black codes and Jim 

Crow laws, which systematically disenfranchised black Americans through mechanisms 

such as literacy tests, poll taxes, and outright intimidation, and reinforced racial 

segregation. 

Economically, the post-Reconstruction South was primarily agrarian. Due to large 

influxes of people and population growth among southerners, the “number of villages in 

the South doubled between 1870 and 1880, then doubled again by 1900,” writes historian 

Edward L. Ayers (Ayers 2007 [1992], 20). Much of this was driven by black people 

leaving the farms where they had been slaves to form their own communities. This 

growth occurred despite a substantial emigration to northern or midwestern states. 

During this time black and white populations started to self-segregate into their 

own communities. “Whatever one may be disposed to think of this segregation of the 

white and black races which one sees going on, to a greater or lesser extent, in every 

section of the country, it is certain that there is a temporary advantage to the Negro race 

in the building up of these race towns” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], 252). Washington 

says this self-segregation enabled “the masses of the people to find a freer expression to 

their native energies and ambitions than they are able to find elsewhere, and, at the same 

time, give them an opportunity to gain that experience in cooperation, self-direction, and 

self-control, which it is hard for them to get in the same degree elsewhere” (B. T. 

Washington 2005 [1909], 252). 
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While the North was in a full industrial revolution and replete with manufacturing 

centers, the South was struggling to catch up, building road and rail infrastructure that 

had been long neglected. Many in the South resented the changes as “Northernizing” of 

the South, with the influx of “idealistic, militaristic, and occasionally opportunistic 

northerners” (Farbman 2017, 440). “Northern manufacturers and commission houses sent 

agents to… make profits from the rapidly spreading cotton economy” (Ayers 2007 

[1992], 14).  

New roads and rail helped the South export “cheap iron, cheap cloth, cheap coal, 

cheap lumber, turpentine, sugar, and tobacco products” but “the South turned out the few 

products” while “the North and abroad flooded the South, undermining small firms who 

had produced for the local markets” (Ayers 2007 [1992], 22). Most southern cities 

became collection hubs for raw materials to be exported rather than manufacturing 

centers that produced finished goods (Ayers 2007 [1992], 4-7). This informed people like 

Washington that more people needed to be trained as engineers in places like Tuskegee to 

improve manufacturing and production in the South. 

The region struggled with the legacy of the Civil War and Reconstruction, both of 

which disrupted traditional labor systems. Sharecropping emerged as a prevalent system, 

wherein formerly enslaved people and poor white farmers worked land owned by others 

in exchange for a share of the crop. This system is often viewed as trapping African 

American farmers in a cycle of debt and poverty, perpetuating economic dependency and 

limiting social mobility (Higgs 1977).  
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Socially, the post-Reconstruction South saw a reaffirmation of racial hierarchies 

and social norms rooted in white supremacy. During Reconstruction the Democratic 

Party had encouraged and supported the rise of organizations like the Ku Klux Klan and 

the use of political violence to intimidate and sometimes kill their political opponents. In 

the post-Reconstruction period political violence waned, but corruption, demagoguery, 

and disenfranchisement became the political norm (Ayers 2007 [1992]). 

The plight of the South is like that of the colonialism and exploitation of the 

poorer countries of the world by those with more wealth. Outsiders’ desire to extract 

natural resources creates opportunities for the local people and governments to make 

money, but the money does little for the community if it is not reinvested there. 

Ironically, segregation itself also creates opportunities for entrepreneurs and black 

communities, even while restricting their freedom. Black communities have the demand 

for all the same types of businesses as white communities. If white businesses are not 

providing the same services for quality of service to black consumers, black 

entrepreneurs can meet the demand by copying successful white business models while 

targeting a black consumer base. We see this with Washington’s National Negro 

Business League (NNBL), which Washington founded in 1900 and with the rise of black-

owned banks. The NNBL was founded by Booker T. Washington in 1900. It was 

"composed of negro men and women who have achieved success along business lines" in 

order to promote the commercial and financial development of black communities, wrote 

The Independent in 1914 (The Independent 1914). By 1915 it had more than 600 chapters 

in 34 states.  
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While the post-Reconstruction South was marked by a period of retrenchment in 

civil rights, the economic explosion of the South created an opportunity for economic 

empowerment of blacks in the South, an opportunity to define black culture in a positive 

way, and an opportunity to build communities designed to lift each other up rather than 

tear each other down. This was Washington’s dream—that black people would take 

advantage of these opportunities. As the whites fought over political power in the region 

and grappled with the legacies of the Civil War and Reconstruction, black communities 

had an opportunity to make the best out of a bad situation by coalescing as a community 

and taking advantage of the rapid technological and economic changes that were 

occurring. He knew that this era would set the stage for the future of black people and 

communities in America and shape the socio-political landscape of the United States well 

into the future. Washington’s vision and strategy formed from witnessing the problems of 

reconstruction and the post-reconstruction backlash. He realized that for black people to 

truly achieve equality there would need to be a change in strategy that focused on 

empowering the individuals and community rather than using government to force social 

change. 

 

Reliance on Government 

Washington learned early on that waiting for the government to act discouraged 

progress and self-reliance. In Washington’s 1909 book The Story of the Negro, there is a 

section called “The Negro Disfranchisement and The Negro in Business” in which 

Washington tells a story that illustrates reliance on government versus reliance on self. It 
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takes place when he arrives at Tuskegee in 1881. “[T]he coloured people of Alabama had 

just been deprived—in a way that is now familiar—of many of their political rights,” he 

wrote. Few blacks held office in the state, and the people were dejected at the loss of their 

right to vote (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol 2, Ch 8). 

 Hearing about the inauguration of a new president, James A. Garfield, a “little 

community of coloured people not very far from Tuskegee” convinced themselves the 

federal government could and would solve their problems. In spite of their poverty “they 

raised enough money to pay the expenses of one of their number to Washington, in order 

that he might get direct information and return and report to them what the outlook 

was…. I am sure he never got inside the door of the White House. He returned to his 

people, at any rate, with a very gloomy report . . .” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol 

2, Ch 8).  

Although the people tried to keep up their spirits, “deep down in their hearts they 

had begun to feel that there was no hope for them,” wrote Washington. Many even left 

the county. But over time, Washington wrote, “They began to see that harvests were just 

as good and just as bad as they had been before the changes which deprived them of their 

political privileges. They began to see, in short, that there was still hope for them in 

economic, if not in political, directions.” Washington continued by saying that the 

representative sent by the community was still alive, and thriving. “He has learned that he 

can do for himself what the authorities at Washington could not do for him, and that is, 

make his life a success” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol 2, Ch 8). 



66 

 

The lesson here is that hope and prosperity come from hard work and a belief in 

oneself, nurtured by the community and supported by those whom one chooses to 

associate with. Beyond the issues of corruption and favoritism, government has too many 

competing interests making demands on its resources. When there is a problem the worst 

thing one can do is wait for help from the government and the most demoralizing thing 

one can do is convince oneself of the need for the government’s help. 

 

Segregation, Civil Rights, and Black Codes 

 In the post-war South, segregation—that is, a clear separation of the races 

that is intended to minimize contact between the groups—was the broadest and most 

visible form of discrimination. It shocked outsiders. Today we most commonly refer to 

segregation laws as “Jim Crow” laws and this broader period of the South as the “Jim 

Crow Era,” although the term Jim Crow did not enter the vernacular until the early 1900s. 

 Washington opposed many of the tightening laws. “Unjust laws and 

customs which exist in many places injure the white man and inconvenience the Negro, 

he wrote” (B. T. Washington 1899, 196). The injury to white people, he said, was this: 

“No race can wrong another race, simply because it has the power to do so, without being 

permanently injured in its own morals” (B. T. Washington 1899, 196). Washington 

believed that desegregation was inevitable in America as, “There is no power that can 

separate our destiny” (B. T. Washington 1899, 196).  

Discussing his address at Tuskegee’s Jubilee Thanksgiving dinner in 1898, 

Washington states that, “In my addresses I very seldom refer to the question of prejudice, 
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because I realize that it is something to be lived down, not talked down, but at that great 

meeting which marked, in a large measure, the end of all sectional feeling, I thought it an 

opportune time to ask for the blotting out of racial prejudice as far as possible in business 

and civil relations” (B. T. Washington 1900a, 275). 

The Chicago Times Herald responded to his address by writing, “Booker T. 

Washington's address at the Jubilee Thanksgiving services at the Auditorium contained 

one of the most eloquent tributes ever paid to the loyalty and valor of the colored race, 

and at the same time, was one of the most powerful appeals for justice to a race which 

has always chosen the better part” (B. T. Washington 1900a, 268). The Times Herald 

praised Washington’s efforts to end discrimination, likening “the effect of race 

discrimination, especially in the Southern states, to a cancer gnawing at the heart of the 

republic, as dangerous as an attack from an army within or without” (B. T. Washington 

1900a, 269). The newspaper continued, “When Americans conquer race prejudice, the 

speaker [Booker T. Washington] declared, they will have won a victory greater than can 

be obtained through the achievements of arms” (B. T. Washington 1900a, 269)  

Washington did not favor using the force of law to conquer prejudice. As he put 

it, “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” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 238). 

The reality is that initially in the post-Reconstruction era, segregation was a 

cultural custom and not statutory law. Washington commented on this near the end of his 
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book The Story of the Negro. He discusses how difficult it is for Negroes to negotiate the 

many limitations on their freedom. “The Negro must, at all hazard and in all times and 

places, avoid crossing the colour line” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 392). For 

example, he recalls a city that had a single room with several businesses. There, a black 

man could have “his hat cleaned, his boots blacked, or buy a cigar in this place, but he 

cannot take a seat in the barber’s chair” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 393).  

“Jim Crow laws were relatively rare before 1895,” writes Elizabeth Guffey. 

Indeed, it would be decades later before they became prevalent (Guffey 2012). We see 

some of the earliest laws requiring racial segregation enacted between 1887 and 1891 

when nine states mandated the segregation of train passengers. In these early days of 

segregation, the rules were often not posted. This caused significant confusion for people 

traveling from outside the South, leading to highly publicized incidents. Labeling things 

like sitting areas, bathrooms, and drinking fountains as “white only” or “colored” likely 

came later as a necessity for enforceability, based on court action.  

Racialized signage became more prevalent and blatant, starting in the 1930s as a 

constant reminder to black people to know their place, reinforcing stereotypes and beliefs 

that black people were not only different but inferior (Guffey 2012). But signs and 

segregation laws did not become prevalent in the South until the 1930s, well after the 

time of Booker T. Washington. During Washington’s time segregation was primarily a 

cultural rather than a legal issue. 

Gradually, discriminatory laws grew and became known as “black codes.” Peter 

Wallenstein argues that segregation was intentionally designed to prevent opportunities 
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for sexual interactions or the formation of romantic relationships between white and 

black people, (Wallenstein 2004). Mixed race relations were referred to as amalgamation 

and laws explicitly against this were called miscegenation laws. Wallenstein’s arguments 

are supported by the research done by Edward L. Ayers, who looked into the ways, 

manner, and places that segregation was practiced in the South. “Even if the general 

boundaries of race relations had been drawn early on, though, many decisions had yet to 

be made by the 1880s. The notion of a completely circumscribed world of white and 

black had not yet become entrenched… racial separation did not begin until the early 

twentieth century” (Ayers 2007 [1992], 136). 

Most states did have explicit anti-miscegenation laws that criminalized interracial 

marriage and sometimes even cohabitation or sexual relations. These laws were found to 

be unconstitutional by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1967. 

“Some things about the relations between the races had been established quickly 

after emancipation. Schools, poor houses, orphanages, and hospitals, founded to help 

people who had once been slaves, were usually separated by race at their inception” 

(Ayers 2007 [1992], 136). Government facilities were commonly segregated. “Cities 

segregated cemeteries and parks; counties segregated court houses” (Ayers 2007 [1992], 

136). Most black communities had their own churches, while many white churches had a 

section in the back where nonwhites were required to sit. However, there was no 

segregation in most work environments such as offices, factories, farms, or retail stores 

(Ayers 2007 [1992]). Segregation was primarily centered around social activities and 

situations were males and females might interact. According to Edward Ayers, places that 
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catered primarily to men, “male preserves,” were often not segregated such as “bars, race 

tracks, and boxing rings … some houses of prostitution” (Ayers 2007 [1992], 140). 

In recent decades Booker T. Washington has been most commonly criticized for 

what he said about segregation in his 1895 Atlanta address. It is viewed as capitulation to 

the norms of the time. In the Atlanta Exposition Address he stated that black people and 

white people, “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” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 236).  

If analyzed from a classical liberal perspective, however, Washington’s 

perspective aligns with the tenets of allowing individual freedom as long as it does not 

directly harm others or their property, giving everyone freedom of association without 

government interference. Politically, one should have freedom of association. 

Government dictating who one must associate with seems like a violation of people’s 

liberty. From a social perspective, “most persons of color feel out of place when they are 

by force compelled to mingle with white persons, especially strangers,” according to 

Washington (B. T. Washington 1900b, 59). Washington called the use of government to 

force integration folly and extremist (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 238).  

Thus, Washington was opposed to desegregation laws or government mandates. 

The “progress … that will come to us must be the result of severe and constant struggle 

rather than of artificial forcing” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 238). A theme of his 

books is that coercive behavior leads to backlash. That was the case with the slave holder 
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vs. the slave. And Washington implies that the use of government force undermines trust, 

creating animosity, resentment, and opposition.  

Washington felt that as black and white people worked together for mutual benefit 

across many aspects of life, friendships would be formed and trust would increase 

naturally, eroding these social barriers. As he states in The Negro in Business, “by mutual 

understanding and sympathetic co-operation each of these two races of the South can 

help forward the interests of the other, and thus cement a friendship between them that 

shall be an object lesson for all the world” (B. T. Washington 1907, 312).  

The restrictions on voting were a response by whites to the government under 

Reconstruction, said Washington. “[T]he number of Negro voters has been very greatly 

curtailed in some states, and particularly in those which suffered most from the vices and 

mismanagement of the Reconstruction governments” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], 

Vol. 2, 356). Whether or not it is completely accurate, this view formed his position on 

the subject: The use of legal force inhibits natural social evolution as business colleagues 

and counterparts form friendships. Progress is hastened by improved relations between 

individuals, not government force.  

In particular, commercial relationships between races would develop harmony. 

“Nothing else so soon brings about right relations between the two races in the South as 

the commercial progress of the Negro,” Washington wrote (B. T. Washington 1899, 86). 

“Friction between the races will pass away as the black man, by reason of his skill, 

intelligence, and character, can produce something that the white man wants or respects 

in the commercial world” (B. T. Washington 1899, 87). 
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The self-segregation of black people eventually formed what can be referred to as 

“race-towns.” These are towns and communities throughout the south with almost 

entirely black populations. “Whatever one may be disposed to think of this segregation… 

it is certain that there is a temporary advantage to the Negro race in the building up of 

these ‘race towns.’” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol 2, 252). As stated before the 

exclusively black communities “enable the masses of the people to find a freer expression 

to their native energies and ambitions than they are able to find elsewhere, and, at the 

same time, give them an opportunity to gain that experience in cooperation, self-

direction, and self-control, which it is hard for them to get in the same degree elsewhere” 

(B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol 2, 252). 

 

Education 

As founder of the Tuskegee Institute, Washington focused on education more than 

anything else. During slavery many southern states had outlawed the formal education of 

slaves. Yet slaves were often educated in trades through forms of apprenticeships. 

According to Washington, “every large slave plantation in the South was, in a limited 

sense, an industrial school” (B. T. Washington 1899, 54). “[T]he industrial training 

received on these plantations, put the Negro at the close of the war into possession of all 

the common and skilled labour in the South” (B. T. Washington 1899, 55). As 

Washington put it, “If he [the Southern white man] wanted a suit of clothes or a pair of 

shoes made, it was to the Negro tailor or shoemaker that he talked” (B. T. Washington 

1899, 54).  
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Nor was this training limited to common skilled labor. Washington describes 

slaves performing the work of architects and engineers that we associate with higher 

learning. “If a Southern white man wanted a house or a bridge built, he consulted a Negro 

mechanic about the plan and about the actual building of the house or bridge” (B. T. 

Washington 1899, 54). Large slave plantation in the South all had some form of industrial 

school and apprenticeship training for many different skills. “On these plantations there 

were scores of young coloured men and women who were constantly being trained, not 

alone as common farmers, but as carpenters, blacksmiths, wheelwrights, plasterers, brick 

masons, engineers, bridge-builders, cooks, dressmakers, housekeepers, etc.” (B. T. 

Washington 1899, 54).  

Washington laments that by the end of the century most of these skilled jobs were 

going to white people. As the generation that received their skills during slavery and had 

“had been the leading contractor and builder in the Southern town” died off, “No young 

colored carpenter capable of filling his place could be found” (B. T. Washington 1899, 

77). As a result, their “place was filled by a white mechanic from the North, or from 

Europe” (B. T. Washington 1899, 77). Washington says, “this case is true, in a degree, in 

every skilled occupation; and it is becoming true of common labor” (B. T. Washington 

1899, 77). This caused Washington’s disappointment in black people’s ability to pass 

down their skills and concern that white foreigners were being brought in as cheap labor 

to replace black labor, as expressed in his Atlanta Exposition Address. 

Although most slaves were illiterate, many managed to learn to read either from 

their owner, on their own, or from another slave who could read. In The Story of the 
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Negro, Washington discusses literacy, saying that there were many ways slaves learned 

to read “…those who were taught by their owners in spite of law; those who had white 

fathers; those who, in some way or other, obtained their freedom; those who literally stole 

their education….” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], 124). Just as in the case of Frederick 

Douglass (B. T. Washington 1906) Washington said that often “the master or mistress, or 

some other member of the family, took sufficient interest in some individual slave to 

teach him to read. Sometimes this was done out of mere curiosity, just to see if the Negro 

could learn” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], 124-125). According to Washington, “I 

have met dozens of former slaves who told me their owners taught them to read….” (B. 

T. Washington 2005 [1909], 124-125).  

The fact that there was a taboo around reading education for slaves made the idea 

of learning to read all the more alluring to many black people. With the introduction of 

Christianity, the desire to read only grew. “The desire to read the Bible was a plea that 

usually touched the heart of the more kindly disposed master…” (B. T. Washington 2005 

[1909], 124-125). No matter the reason, the desire to learn was there. Washington said 

this desire to learn to read is infectious: “No matter how the slaves obtained their 

knowledge of reading and writing, in every case it was like bringing the germs of an 

infectious disease into the household; it spread…” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], 124-

125). In the 1820s, when states started to crack down on teaching slaves to read, “the 

learning that the older people had obtained previous to 1822 was handed down from 

generation to generation until the War brought freedom to the slave and the free Negro 

alike” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], 124-125). 
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As stated above, we see an example of this in the account of the life of Frederick 

Douglass. According to Frederick Douglass, the mistress read him stories from the Bible 

as a child. Douglass was interested in reading and was attempting to learn from any place 

he could; “the boy's interest in religion had increased his desire to read, in order to 

become thoroughly acquainted with the Bible” (B. T. Washington 1906). When the 

mistress found out, she started teaching him to read using the Bible. The mistress was 

amazed at his progress and excited about his ability to read, but when she informed her 

husband, he became upset and demanded that she stop teaching Frederick Douglass to 

read (Douglass 1845). 

During Reconstruction many northern teachers and church people came into the 

South to educate the newly freed slaves, although many smaller communities did not 

receive such help. Many black communities pooled together money to hire teachers, and 

teachers in poor communities often accepted food and services as part of a person’s 

tuition. “Negro parents will still make all kinds of sacrifices, frequently depriving 

themselves not merely of the comforts, but many times of the necessities of life, in order 

that they may have the satisfaction of seeing their children able to read and write” (B. T. 

Washington 2005 [1909], Vol.2, 141).  

According to historian Ayers, in the 1880s, “nearly a third of all whites over ten 

years old in North Carolina were illiterate, as were about a quarter of the whites in 

Tennessee, Kentucky, Alabama, South Carolina, and Georgia. The black rate of illiteracy 

in 1880 ranged from 70 percent in Kentucky to 82 percent in Mississippi.” However, the 

rate of [black] illiteracy fell by 30 or more percentage points, he says, “in the two decades 



76 

 

after 1880” (Ayers 2007 [1992], 418). This higher literacy rate did not directly translate 

to success. Being able to read is not the same as being educated. In the words of 

Washington, “You should remain in school until you get to the point where you feel that 

you do not know anything, where you feel that you are willing to learn from anyone who 

can teach you” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 63). 

 

Jobs (Employment) 

In the period around 1900 about half of white farmers in the South owned their 

land, while one-quarter of black farmers owned the land they worked, reports economist 

Robert Higgs (Higgs 1977, Table 4.5, 77-80). The rest of the Southern farmers were 

tenant farmers. There were two types of tenant farmers; those that paid fixed rent and 

those that paid a share of the revenue as rent. The latter were also known as 

sharecroppers.  

Many accounts of the Southern economy liken tenant farming and, more 

specifically, sharecropping to a new form of slavery (Higgs 1977, 77-80). The claim is 

that sharecropping creates a recurring cycle of debt that never ends for the tenant farmer. 

In sharecropping the farmer borrows land and material from the property owner, who 

collects a share of the revenue each year, eliminating the debt in any obligation to the 

landowner. In theory, this allows the renter to start with zero debt each year and is free to 

move on to a different job or different landowner to obtain better circumstances. 

However, if the sharecropper owes too much money to the landowner, he starts the next 

year in debt. Many people think sharecropping in the post-Reconstruction South was 
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unfair. An uneducated sharecropper could be cheated and when profit was large, most of 

it was retained by the landowner. On the other hand, the landowner also assumed all the 

risk, taking all the loss when a crop failed (Higgs 1977, 63-80). 

Furthermore, Higgs notes that in the case of sharecroppers, “The lands are not 

leased for continuous years, but usually they are rented from year to year” (Higgs 1977, 

73). At the end of the year either party can end the agreement, “if the landlord becomes 

dissatisfied at the end of the year he need not retain the tenant… [and if] the tenant is 

dissatisfied for any cause, he has a perfect right to go whenever he wants to” (Higgs 

1977, 73). If the tenant is unable to pay and leaves, there is little the landlord can do. 

“The landlord has no lien and no claim upon the property of the tenant whatever except 

for rent and advances, and those only apply to the present crop” (Higgs 1977, 73). This 

makes the risk to the landlord high. If a tenant defaults on his debt he would not be 

considered a “first-class tenant,” but even with bad credit “he always gets a place … 

people always take him up” (Higgs 1977, 74). 

The alternative fixed-rent model puts all the risk on the tenant farmer, who must 

pay a fixed annual fee to the landowner no matter the crop yield. The tenant is liable for 

the entire sum, no matter the revenue from the crop. On the positive side, this method 

encourages tenants to maximize their crop yield, as all surplus revenue is direct profit to 

the tenant farmer (Higgs 1977). The reality is that each method has its own risks and 

benefits, and farmers must decide what type of contracts to enter.  

Farming like all businesses entails risk. The risks with farming are often higher 

than other entrepreneurial endeavors, as many of the factors that may cause crop failure 
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or low yields are beyond the control of the farmer; such as rain, fungus, birds, and insect 

invasions. Farmers have both good years and bad years. They must plan accordingly, 

saving in the good years to compensate themselves in the bad years. Budgeting, planning 

ahead, and saving are essential for success of any business, but especially for one as 

volatile as farming.  

In addressing this issue, Washington did not condemn the landowners; he 

encouraged the farmers to save their money and become landowners. In Washington’s 

view, the problem was not the landowner; it was blacks’ lack of land ownership. Most 

black people did not understand the importance and long-term benefits of saving money 

and owning land, he thought.  

According to Washington there is high risk on both sides. “If cotton fails, or if the 

tenant abandons the crop before it is matured, the money-lender is bound to lose. Both 

with the farmer and the money-lender it has been like the old story of the man hugging 

the bear, each desperately anxious to find a way to get free” (B. T. Washington 1904, 37). 

In Washington’s 1904 book Working with the Hands, chapter 3, “A Battle Against 

Prejudice,” Washington explains how the problems in farming are extremely complicated 

and cannot be dismissed as discrimination and exploitation. He talks about the “heart-

breaking effort as ‘making a living,’” but “I want to teach them how to make more than a 

living” (B. T. Washington 1904, 32). In his view, while there may have been prejudice, 

the situation was the same for white and black farmers, and the risks were high for all 

involved. Education in modern farming innovations, planning and budgeting, along with 

greater property ownership would decrease the volatility and risk involved in farming. (B. 
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T. Washington 1904, Chapter 3). “As soon as the colored farmer acquires a sufficiently 

large amount of land he becomes of necessity a business man” (B. T. Washington 1907, 

22). 

Many black farmers were offered tenant agreements by the former owners, then 

stayed working on the farm, sometimes because it was convenient and they were 

comfortable with the situation. Many black people, however, likely stayed because of the 

“friendly relations between the Freedmen and their former masters,” Washington writes 

(B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 32). Washington even says, “I could relate 

hundreds of instances which have come to my knowledge in which former slaves have 

shown their fidelity to their former masters and have assisted them in their poverty, and 

sympathised with them in their troubles, long after slavery had been abolished” (B. T. 

Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 33).  

Other black people continued to rent out of complacency and lack of ambition, 

and Washington pointed out that for people to achieve a better quality of life they must be 

willing to work for it. Some black people “could not be induced to work more than three 

or four days out of six,” no matter how much they were paid, Washington wrote 

(Washington and Du Bois 1907, Ch.2). “Their wants could be satisfied by working a few 

days out of each week, and when they had satisfied their wants they could not understand 

why it was necessary to work any longer…” (Washington and Du Bois 1907, Ch.2). 

Washington says that a man must be “so trained that he will become ambitious” 

(Washington and Du Bois 1907, Ch.2). 
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This complacency undermined Booker T. Washington’s vision for the rise of the 

black culture and future prosperity of black communities. “I believe the permanent cure 

for our present evils will come through a property and educational test for voting that 

shall apply honestly and fairly to both races” (B. T. Washington 1899, 153). “This 

[voting restriction] will cut off the large mass of ignorant voters of both races…. rather 

than one who yields to the temptation to live merely by politics or other parasitical 

employments” (B. T. Washington 1899, 153). That is why Washington and some other 

black leaders in the South believed that requiring land ownership for voting would be 

beneficial to black people to stop renting from white landowners and invest in their own 

property. “It [requiring property ownership to vote] will make him soon become a 

property-holder; and, when a citizen becomes a holder of property, he becomes a 

conservative and thoughtful voter. He will more carefully consider the measures and 

individuals to be voted for” (B. T. Washington 1899, 153-154).  

Similarly, during Washington’s tenure and through his National Negro Business 

League, Washington encouraged black business leaders to pool their money and form 

their own banks. According to Washington, “When the National Negro Business League 

met in Boston, 1900, there were but two Negro banks” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], 

204) but “in 1908, no less than fifty-five Negro banks” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], 

211). These banks provided home, farm, and business loans to black individuals as well 

as ensuring that black people had a safe place to save and invest their money. 
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Blacks’ Overall Economic Situation 

Even during the worst periods, there was some progress. Robert Higgs states that 

“economic progress did occur during the first 15 years after the war: the development of 

tenancy meant both higher incomes and greater independence from white supervision 

than were obtained by blacks under the wage system; land ownership conferred even 

greater benefits; and some found greater opportunities in nonagricultural employments” 

(Higgs 1977, 61). 

There is little doubt that there was discrimination against blacks in business, and 

that discrimination was bolstered by tactics outside the business sphere. As Gary Becker 

wrote in The Economics of Discrimination (Becker 1971 [1957]) both the business and 

the consumer pay a premium when discrimination exists in a market. By discriminating 

against black consumers, companies increase the cost of goods to the consumer (because 

of a smaller market) and thus decrease profits. By discriminating against black labor, 

companies pay a premium for white labor and must raise their prices accordingly. A 

business willing to use black labor can undercut their prices.  

In “the post bellum South . . . discrimination outside the market sector had an 

important influence in determining the opportunities open to blacks inside the market 

sector” (Higgs 1977, 9). Black-owned businesses and businesses employing black people 

could face strong-arm tactics if they were outcompeting whites, and the authorities would 

look the other way. In Washington’s view, this type of violence against black people 

peaked around 1870.  
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Higgs shows the primary issue facing blacks in business was “fraud and 

intimidation at the hands of landlords and merchants”; this is due to “ignorance and legal 

impotence” (Higgs 1977, 93). Washington through his books, school, and business league 

was directly addressing the issue of ignorance—there was little he could do to give blacks 

legal power. The business league and Washington’s mass education conventions also 

assisted in legal education and coordination for legal support.  

However, one of the best ways to counter biased courts and enforcement of laws 

was to move. By “voting with their feet,” black labor and particularly farmers could 

devastate a local economy if the discrimination continued. And hundreds of thousands 

left the South entirely (Higgs 1977, 27 Table 2.5). Higgs states that “high mobility was a 

prevailing characteristic of rural blacks as a group, and landlords or merchants normally 

could not prevent their movement” (Higgs 1977, 93). 

Discrimination then took shape as wage controls though unionization. This 

subsidized discrimination and blocked black labor from the market. Even so, “blacks in 

skilled jobs expanded faster than the black labor force, at least after 1890, but trade union 

policies made apprenticeship difficult or impossible in many trades and blocked a more 

rapid acquisition of skills” (Higgs 1977, 94). Unions were able to create labor 

monopolies, keeping wages artificially high for whites by blocking black labor from 

skilled jobs and blocking black businesses from the market.  

In economic terms, discrimination is a luxury good most people are not willing to 

pay for, especially when times are difficult. Therefore, to enable such discrimination in 

opposition to the forces of free markets, whites had to resort to the use of unions to 
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eliminate the comparative advantages of black businesses. Washington noted this concept 

in his early book The Future of the American Negro (1899). Du Bois observed similar 

uses of unions to push out black labor in the North who regularly underbid white workers 

for jobs (Du Bois 1969 [1899], 330-333). Black businesses that were less likely to 

discriminate in general were known to provide better service at a lower price, bringing 

increased prosperity to black communities (B. T. Washington 1899, 203-204). 

“Growing legal segregation, disfranchisement, and racial violence led some 

blacks to urge the creation of a ‘group economy’ where blacks could lead their lives in 

prosperous isolation from the hostile white world,” writes Higgs (Higgs 1977, 94). 

Clearly, Washington was sympathetic with that idea. Many black laborers and business 

owners saw segregation as a way to escape discrimination and create a parallel economy 

controlled by black people for black people. Whether intentionally or not, the National 

Negro Business League and “Black Wall-Street” organizers were building a parallel 

economy both within and across black communities. 

 

Voting & Disenfranchisement 

Washington wanted black people to be able to vote. He thought that laws that 

required property and testing to vote were in theory right, had they been fairly enforced 

for black and white. But for the most part throughout the South blacks were 

disenfranchised. To some extent, he blamed the Reconstruction. 

“[T]he reconstruction policy, forced upon the country…. seemed to be intensified 

rather than tempered by time,” he wrote in 1900. “The white people of the Southern 
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States resented the entire policy forced upon them as the result of the war” (B. T. 

Washington 1900b, 23). The response was violence, and “many innocent persons were 

made to suffer. During this period not a few coloured people lost their lives” (B. T. 

Washington 2009 [1901], 95). He is referring primarily to the period soon after 

Reconstruction. Washington says, “the acts of these lawless bands made a great 

impression upon me....” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 95). “I saw one open battle… 

between some of the coloured and white people…. a hundred persons engaged on each 

side; many on both sides were seriously injured” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 95).  

I believe that incidents like this are a significant factor in Washington’s 

opposition to the use of government force, why he was promoting cooperation, and 

always trying to promote non-confrontational social and economic means to uplift black 

people and bring everyone together. He finishes this section by saying, “I have referred to 

this… simply for the purpose of calling attention to the great change that has taken place 

since the days of the Ku Klux” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 96). According to 

Washington, “To-day there are no such organizations in the South, and the fact that such 

ever existed is almost forgotten by both races. There are few places in the South now 

where public sentiment would permit such organizations to exist” (B. T. Washington 

2009 [1901], 96). 

While political power can be used to impede the social and economic progress of 

groups and individuals, lack of political representation or participation does not have to 

mean social or economic failure. Throughout the world and throughout history many 

minority groups with no political representation or participation became extremely 
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successful in the economic sense and have often been able to use their economic success 

to achieve influence, social standing, and even political power.  

Washington was well aware of Jewish communities that became economically 

successful despite having no political representation, or not being able to muster 

significant votes, and often being heavily discriminated against, “The Jew, who was once 

in about the same position that the Negro is to-day, has now recognition, because he has 

entwined himself about America in a business and industrial sense,” he wrote in The 

Future of the American Negro (B. T. Washington 1899, 65). Discussing the Jews, he 

writes: “There is, perhaps, no race that has suffered so much, not so much in America as 

in some of the countries in Europe. But these people have clung together” (B. T. 

Washington 1899, 182). It is worth restating and expanding on these remarks. “They have 

had a certain amount of unity, pride, and love of race; and, as the years go on, they will 

be more and more influential in this country, — a country where they were once 

despised, and looked upon with scorn and derision” (B. T. Washington 1899, 182-183). 

He concludes that “It is largely because the Jewish race has had faith in itself. Unless the 

Negro learns more and more to imitate the Jew in these matters, to have faith in himself, 

he cannot expect to have any high degree of success” (Washington 1899, 183).  

While Washington does not specifically acknowledge that this is the source of his 

outline for creating a prosperous and thriving black society, it seems to be highly 

correlated to the factors that he acknowledges have made Jewish communities so 

successful. It is clear that Washington was not only aware of the success of the Jewish 

population but was actively contrasting it with the situation of the black population in 
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1899 (B. T. Washington 1899). Therefore it is likely that he started with a Jewish 

template for success, then attempted to tailor it to black communities, arriving at the 

model for black society and individual development that we see in his 1902 book 

Character Building (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902]).  

Jews and other minority groups such as Chinese and Indian communities abroad 

did not become accepted through government regulations and force. These groups 

became accepted into broader America, and discrimination decreased as they assimilated 

into the larger culture and distanced themselves from stereotypes of being illiterate, lazy, 

belligerent, and violent. Even though people can distinguish between these groups based 

on names and physical characteristics, once the negative stereotypes are countered, other 

people stop focusing on the cultural differences of the group and distinguishing 

characteristics become irrelevant. For blacks, this shift took place after the time of 

Booker T. Washington, but it does show that cultural shifts away from negative 

stereotypes can decrease or even negate negative prejudice. This is why Washington 

promoted the idea that black people should be the most honest and hardworking people, 

never accepting or excusing crime or laziness in the black community, as that perpetuates 

the negative stereotypes that lead to prejudice and discrimination.  

Interestingly, economist Robert Higgs appears to disagree when he writes, “the 

exclusion of blacks from effective participation in politics and from the equal protection 

of the law had both direct and indirect effects that retarded their economic progress” 

(Higgs 1977, ix). But most of his book supports Washington’s position that black people 

can prosper in spite of discrimination. Even though Higgs focuses on violence and 
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intimidation of black people and its impact on economic conditions, Washington states 

that this was largely a thing of the past by 1900 (although there would be a resurgence 

shortly after Washington’s death). Washington believed that as black people became 

more educated, more productive, and more successful, white people would become more 

accepting and blacks would become more integrated into the society. 

Thus, Washington focuses on self-empowerment and community values over 

government programs, seeking only equality of the law rather than vying for government 

power. He states, “I am no politician. On the other hand, I have always advised my race 

to give attention to acquiring property, intelligence, and character, as the necessary bases 

of good citizenship, rather than to mere political agitation” (B. T. Washington 1899, 142). 

Washington would have been fine with voting restrictions as long as all voting 

restrictions were equally applied and enforced. This is why he fought so hard for equality 

in law and equal application of the law.  

As he put it, “I believe the permanent cure for our present evils will come through 

a property and educational test for voting that shall apply honestly and fairly to both 

races. This will cut off the large mass of ignorant voters of both races that is now proving 

so demoralising a factor in the politics of the Southern States.” (B. T. Washington 1899, 

153) 

Washington said that “Negroes are encouraged by just election laws to become 

tax-payers and intelligent producers," but to achieve this they must believe it will earn 

them the right to vote (B. T. Washington 1899, 142). He believed black people should 

strive to vote and he does not demonstrate any concern that black people would not be 



88 

 

able to meet any threshold white people could achieve. Any voting restrictions such as 

requirements for literacy, education, poll tax, or property ownership, if applied fairly and 

evenly, would never be more than a temporary setback. The result of such incentives 

would be “a thousand Negroes in every county in the South who own neat and 

comfortable homes, possessing skill, industry, and thrift, with money in the bank, and are 

large tax-payers co-operating with the white men in the South in every manly way for the 

development of their own communities and counties” (B. T. Washington 1899, 155). In 

fact, he believed that these restrictions would incentivize the black population to become 

more educated, wealthier, and own their own property. “When we can enact laws that 

result in honestly cutting off the large ignorant and non-tax-paying vote, and when we 

can bring both races to the point where they will co-operate with each other in politics, as 

they do now in matters of business, religion, and education, the problem will be in a large 

measure solved, and political outbreaks will cease” (B. T. Washington 1899, 156).  

The idea that black communities could benefit by leveraging voting restrictions to 

incentivize education and land ownership was witnessed in Mound Bayou, Mississippi, 

but it was never implemented on a large scale. In Mound Bayou a former slave of 

Jefferson Davis's brother, Isaiah T. Montgomery, had become a well-to-do planter after 

the war and founded the all-black town. In 1890, Montgomery was the only black and 

only Republican in the Mississippi legislature. He and his black constituents supported 

the idea that there should be both an education test and a requirement for property 

ownership. The white state leadership and all the delegates of the Democratic Party 

opposed these restrictions as they would disenfranchise the majority of white voters. In a 
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time before Washington’s fame, Montgomery had been an advocate for black education 

and land ownership (Ayers 2007 [1992]). Montgomery, like Washington, indicates that 

property and literacy tests are not the problem. The problem is setting “two standards” or 

discretionary enforcement of the standard, failing Washington’s “honestly and fairly” 

standard for voting criteria (B. T. Washington 1899, 153). 

It is often assumed that the racist whites of the Democratic Party were universally 

against black voting, but this is not necessarily true. Like all political battles in a 

democracy, the winning strategy is to form coalitions and get both wherever you can to 

keep out your political rivals, not wantonly removing your potential voters over social 

differences. During this time the default vote for black people tended to be the 

Republican Party, as the Republican Party was the party of abolition and equal rights for 

all. In addition to the black vote, the Republican Party was made up primarily of northern 

transplants who tended to be property owners and more educated than their southern 

counterparts. Education and property tests disproportionately would have removed white 

Democrats over white Republicans. Many southern cities had 30 to 50 percent northern 

Republicans (Higgs 1977).  

Democratic politicians were often able to win the black vote through 

demagoguery, political promises, or outright bribes—often voting against their own 

interests. Whether or not it was legal, “That ‘very large portion of the voters’ willing to 

sell their vote included whites as well as blacks” by simply handing out money, or it even 

“might be sealed by a mere slap on the back and a swig from a common bottle” (Ayers 

2007 [1992], 41). Since black populations tended to be poor, these areas were more 
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susceptible to the use of inexpensive bribes to swing an election. “It is that thousands of 

the Negroes have become a mercenary element in local and State politics” (Ayers 2007 

[1992], 43). “The Democrats did not hesitate to return to the methods they had used to 

gain power in the seventies. Wielding fraud, bribery, and intimidation…” to demoralize 

the black population and subvert the Republicans. (Ayers 2007 [1992], 47).  

During this time many locations had open ballots (not secret) or used party ballots 

that would reveal how each person voted (Ayers 2007 [1992], 40 & 52-53). Tennessee 

was one of the first southern states to start implementing secret ballots in the late 1880s 

(Ayers 2007 [1992], 52-53). The secret ballot was adopted in Tennessee in 1889. 

“Turnout fell sharply, from 78 percent of eligible voters in 1888 to 50 percent in 1890” 

(Ayers 2007 [1992], 53). 

 

Crime 

W.E.B. Du Bois estimated that in the 1890s black men were about five times 

more likely to be involved in crime than white men. Washington, using census data and 

correcting for some errors that occurred due to the method of calculation, estimated that 

black crime was closer to three times that of whites at the time, and was moving toward 

parity. No matter the method of calculation, there was no denying that crime was higher 

in the black community.  

In The Story of the Negro (1909), Washington discusses bias in the legal system 

and financial incentives to convict people of crimes. Then he somewhat boldly goes on to 

look at statistics based on U.S. census data.  
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Table 2: Change in Crime Rate per 100,000 (1890-1904) 

Crime rate per 100,000  

Year 1890 1904 % Change 

White imprisoned 104 187 80% 

Negro imprisoned 325 268 -18% 

Ratio of imprisoned U.S. 1:3 1:1½ -54% 

Ratio of imprisoned North 1:5 1:4 -20% 
    (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 101) 

 
 
 
Although Washington does not give imprisonment data particular to the South, 

the ratio between black and white must be relatively close, considering the significant 

difference in the northern ratio compared to the total U.S. ratio. It is interesting to note 

that the portion of black people imprisoned had dropped by 18 percent while white 

imprisonment in the U.S. increased by 80 percent. Washington also notes that the “census 

for 1904 does not separate the Negro from the other coloured populations” for at least 

some of the data. 

 
 
 
Table 3: Prison Commitments by Nationality (1904) 

Nationality 

Number in U.S. 
according to 
census 1900 

Prison 
commitme
nts in 1904 

Commitments 
per 1,000 by 
nationality 

Mexicans 103,410 484 4.7 

Italians 484,207 2,143 4.4 

Austrians 276,249 1,006 3.6 
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French 104,341 358 3.4 

Canadians 1,181,255 3,557 3.0 

Russians 424,096 1,222 2.8 

Poles 383,510 1,038 2.7 

Negroes 8,840,789 23,698 2.7 
      (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 103) 

 
 
 
According to Washington the class of crime that is most associated with and most 

harmed the reputation of black people is “assaults upon women,” a.k.a. “rape” (B. T. 

Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 104).  

 
 

 

Table 4: Rape by Ethnicity (1904) 

Ethnicity of Birth 
Rape Cases 
per 100,000 

Italians 5.3 

Mexicans 4.8 

Austrians 3.2 

Hungarians 2.0 

French 1.9 

Russians 1.9 

Coloured (all US) 1.8 

Canadian-born 1.2 

Polanders 1.0 

White (US born) 0.6 

Germans 0.4 

Irish 0.3 
(B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 104-105) 
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Washington states, “I do not think it is true, if we are to go by the statistics, that 

there is any more disposition on the part of men of the Negro race to commit this crime 

than on the part of men of other races” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 105). 

Washington points out that immigrants from southern and eastern Europe as well as 

Mexicans in are much more likely to commit rape than black people. These first-

generation immigrants from Europe are arriving with nothing, having significantly less 

generational and community wealth than the black population at the turn of the century. 

Some of these groups are also less educated than the black population: In “Roumania 

[and other Southeast Europeans], 89 percent of the people are wholly illiterate”; “Russia, 

more than 70 percent”; “Italian… more than 38 per cent… Sicily and Southern Italy, no 

doubt a much larger percent are illiterate” (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 103). 

Although Washington does not give a detailed account of literacy, the groups he points 

out as having low literacy are also distinguished with higher rates of crime, but the 

primary focus is on the different cultures of these groups.  

 
 
 
Table 5: Rape by Black People by U.S. Region (1904) 

US Region 
% of 

Population 
Rape Cases 
per 100,000 

All Regions  11.6 1.8 

South Atlantic  35.7 0.5 

South Central states 29.8 0.7 

North Atlantic 1.8 0.9 

Western Division 0.7 1.4 

Great Lakes states not given not given 

North Central states not given not given 
  (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 106) 
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Washington breaks down the rape statistics for black people to show that the 

national average is not representative of black people or communities. By breaking it 

down by regions he shows that the number of black rapists in the South is about the same 

as the national average for white people. In fact, in the “South Atlantic” it is less than that 

of white people. He does omit the data from the Great Lakes and north central/mid-west 

regions, as it is clear these areas would need to be much higher than the average for the 

total population of 1.8 as the given regions are all below 1.5; but it is not relevant to the 

point. With this Washington shows that there is nothing innate in black people or a 

cultural issue that spans all black communities that makes black men more inclined to 

rape. Washington also mentions the fact that lynching and vigilante justice could not be 

skewing the numbers as the actual instances of such thing are so rare that they would not 

change the statistics (B. T. Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 106). 

The conclusion is that the driving factor of crime is not poverty or race. It also 

does not seem that there is a direct correlation with education. Washington implies that 

crime is driven by culture, which can be affected and modified through education. Most 

importantly, black people are less prone to criminal behavior including rape than most 

groups of immigrants, and there is no genetic connection to criminal behavior (B. T. 

Washington 2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 101-106). Washington came to this conclusion based on 

statistics; then he researched the differences and similarities of the various groups. 

Washington concluded that the high crime rates were not related to discrimination or 

poverty, but were a direct result of cultural values.  
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Washington later traveled to Europe to study cultural differences in more detail 

and in the context of the environment from which they were formed. His observation and 

conclusions from his travels in Europe are recorded in his book The Man Farthest Down: 

A Record of Observation and Study in Europe (B. T. Washington 1912). Washington 

observed several commonalities between high-crime cultures, the most significant being 

a general tolerance or apathy toward antisocial and even criminal behavior. These 

communities did not seem to understand that crime has a negative impact not only on the 

victims, but on the perpetrators and on the reputation of the community. Such criminal 

behavior, even though committed by a few, affects the public perception of the entire 

community—especially if a community through its indifference is seen to tolerate such 

behavior. Washington gives numerous examples of black communities being proactive in 

crime deterrents and anti-crime education to effect cultural change (B. T. Washington 

2005 [1909], Vol. 2, 107-113).  

 

Community & Family  

Washington believed that the cultural issues in the black community were a direct 

legacy of slavery. As he put it, “in slavery; that is, the mother and father did not have the 

responsibility, and consequently the experience, of training their own children” (B. T. 

Washington 1899, 47). During slavery children were cared for by their parents and the 

community; but their values were instilled by the owners. “The matter of child training 

was left to the master and mistress” (B. T. Washington 1899, 47). The owners set and 

enforced the rules on what was right and wrong; whatever education or training was 
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needed was provided by the slaveholders; what you would do when you grew up or what 

you were supposed to accomplish on any given day was all determined by the 

slaveholder. At the end of slavery, parents did not know how to parent. They did not 

know how to inspire their children, how to set goals, or how to educate their children to 

achieve the greater things in life.  

Washington felt most of this would be worked out over time, but people needed 

role models and guidance. Washington quotes General Samuel Chapman Armstrong, the 

founder of the Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute (Hampton University) 

attended by Washington saying, “The thing to be done was clear: To train selected negro 

youth who should go out at once and teach and lead their people, first by example, by 

getting land and homes; to give them not a dollar that they could not earn for themselves; 

to teach respect for labor… but also for the sake of character” (Washington, Wood and 

Williams 1900, 83-84). In Washington’s Character Building he has an entire section 

called “On Influencing by Example,” published in 1902. In this he gives examples of 

black people who “banded together for influencing others in the right direction” (B. T. 

Washington 2012 [1902], On Influencing by Example). 

Washington, reflecting on his education at the Hampton Institute, said that the 

first thing to be taught is “the fundamentals of every-day life…. We were taught to make 

our own beds, to clean our rooms, to take care of the recitation rooms, and to keep the 

grounds in order” (B. T. Washington 1904, 11).  

Washington’s educational program placed an emphasis on teaching positive 

values, role modeling the values for one’s community, and instilling the values in the 
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next generation. “You are going to have influence in homes of your own; you are going 

to have influence in the homes of your mothers and fathers, or in the homes of your 

relatives…. Now the question is how to bring about the greatest amount of happiness in 

these homes” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], The Value Of System In Home Life). With 

this Washington states the purpose of Tuskegee by saying, “You are to exercise this 

influence in the communities where you go; and if you fail to exercise it for the good of 

other individuals, you have failed to accomplish the purpose for which this institution 

exists” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], The Value Of System In Home Life). 

Wealth does not create happiness. “Now some of the happiest and most 

comfortable homes I have ever been in have been homes where the people have but little 

money; in fact, they might well be called poor people. But in these homes there was a 

certain degree of order and convenience which made you feel as comfortable as if you 

were in the homes of people of great wealth” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], The Value 

Of System In Home Life). Washington’s lesson here is that order in one’s own life 

creates comfort and comfort leads to happiness. Before you worry about what others are 

doing, clean and organize your own house making it an example for others, making it 

“look neat and attractive by paint and whitewash” (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], On 

Getting a Home). 

“The happy people and the successful people are those who go out of their way to 

reach and influence for good as many persons as they can” (B. T. Washington 2012 

[1902], Individual Responsibility). 
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CHAPTER CONCLUSION 

While many may have lost hope, Washington provided alternative solutions to the 

problems of black people in the South. As Washington put it, “No one can in any way 

permanently hold back a race of people who are getting those elements of strength which 

the world recognizes, which the world has always recognized, and which it always will 

recognize, as indicating the highest type of manhood and womanhood” (B. T. 

Washington 2012 [1902], The Virtue of Simplicity). 

Washington had seen how governments can destroy equality, freedom, and 

prosperity with the stroke of a pen and the boots of an army. A government that ensures 

freedom cannot guarantee prosperity or equality for everyone. But a government can 

allow for a society of individuals who can embrace equality, freedom, and prosperity. 

The only way to simultaneously achieve or even pursue equality, freedom, and prosperity 

is for these values to be embraced by the people.  

The antebellum South and the Confederate States of America, similar to most 

societies before them, shunned the idea of equality altogether in favor of a severe class 

system that maximized freedom and prosperity for those at the top at the expense of 

everyone else, while completely removing freedom and prosperity from those at the 

bottom. The Reconstruction era was an attempt by the U.S. government to use force to 

generate equality, just as the Civil War used force to generate freedom. Any and every 

use of government force against its own citizens creates resentment, distrust, and 

animosity. Washington worked to ameliorate animosity, distrust, and resentment, because 

he believed that doing so would augment prosperity, freedom, and equality.  
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There’s no indication that Washington came to this through deep study of 

classical philosophy or political literature. It seems Washington came to his political 

beliefs through his observations of the changing political realities of the time. 

Washington wants a fair and just society for all, but more importantly Washington wants 

people to be free from the emotional baggage that prevents them from achieving the 

higher things in life. Washington wants everyone to be able to live a good life, a 

productive life, and most importantly a life without regret. 
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CHAPTER 3: TWO RIVAL VISIONS OF “HIGHER”: BOOKER T. 

WASHINGTON VERSUS W.E.B. DU BOIS 

At the turn of the 20th century the vast majority of black people in America were 

united behind the ideas of Booker T. Washington the most prominent African-American 

civil rights leader, educator, orator, and author in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

He founded the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute3 in 1881. By the turn of the 

century in 1900 Washington had a long-term plan for achieving equality by changing the 

way people perceived blacks in America. He believed that if black people embraced a 

strong work ethic, high moral values, property ownership, and entrepreneurship, black 

individuals and communities would be able to be self-sufficient and thrive. They would 

also earn a reputation for being respectable, law-abiding, competent, hardworking, and 

entrepreneurial. This reputation would make black labor desirable, and black people 

would earn their way into every institution on their merit, as equals. Washington planned 

to accomplish this through education, a focus on entrepreneurship, and the instilling of 

higher values in black communities. 

                                                 

3 Normal and Industrial School: Normal and industrial schools were post-high school alternatives 
to traditional college. By the late 19th century both normal and industrial school admissions usually 
required a high school diploma or its equivalent, but the curriculum focused on a specific trade. Normal 
schools were institutions designed to train teachers, focused specifically on pedagogy and teacher 
preparation rather than a broad post-secondary education as in today’s colleges. Between 1900 and 1920 
normal schools were phased out and their curriculums were required to broaden to meet college 
accreditation standards. Tuskegee offered separate high school level classes for students who had not 
finished school or were lacking certain skills, but these did not count toward normal or industrial 
graduation.  
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This unity would soon be called into question by an up-and-coming leader in the 

black community by the name of William Edward Burghardt Du Bois (1868–1963), most 

commonly referred to as W.E.B. Du Bois. In the ten years after Washington’s death in 

1915, support in the black community shifted from the philosophy of Booker T. 

Washington to that of W.E.B. Du Bois. In this chapter I will illustrate the differences in 

philosophy of the two men and argue that the displacement of Washington by Du Bois as 

a thought leader in the black community had deleterious consequences. In my view, it led 

to rejection of a liberal, cooperative approach to being black in the Jim Crow era, 

replacing it with a more confrontational approach that intensified what had already been a 

bitter and angry conflict between blacks and whites The result was a system that may 

have been highly beneficial for a few blacks but detrimental to the masses. Ultimately, I 

argue, it created a permanent underclass stuck at the bottom, continuously looking toward 

political figures for salvation. I will also argue that, in contrast, Washington’s approach 

leans toward a classical liberal outlook that relied less on government and more on 

individual freedom, which produces not only better outcomes but more resilient and 

happier people.  

The backgrounds of these two men were very different. While Washington was 

born enslaved in the South and experienced many hardships in an effort to get an 

education, Du Bois was born to a relatively well-off family in the state of Massachusetts 

in an area without segregated communities. The white congregation of his local church 

(the First Congregational Church of Great Barrington, Massachusetts) was able to raise 
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money for him to attend Fisk University, and he went on to receive a Ph.D. in sociology 

from Harvard University. 

By Du Bois’ own account, the people of the white community were inclusive and 

welcoming. He describes his prepubescent childhood as idyllic, almost utopian:  

…the town and its surroundings were a boy’s paradise: there were mountains to 

climb and rivers to wade and swim; lakes to freeze and hills for coasting. There 

were orchards and caves and wide green fields; and all of it was apparently 

property of the children of the town. My earlier contacts with playmates and other 

human beings were normal and pleasant. ... 

 

However, as time went on, he began to perceive a difference in attitude. 

 

Later, in the high school, there came some rather puzzling distinctions which I 

can see now were social and racial; but the racial angle was more clearly defined 

against the Irish than against me. It was a matter of income and ancestry more 

than color. (Du Bois and Gates 2007 [1940], 13) 

 

Du Bois was an impressive sociologist. His 1899 book, The Philadelphia Negro: 

A Social Study, confirms this, and not just for his time (Du Bois 1969 [1899]). Du Bois’ 

study has much better data and information than the works of many of his 

contemporaries. He includes demography, population pyramids charts, crime, 

employment, and economic statistics. His study was data-abundant in a time when data 

were difficult to collect, and it was well-written even by today’s standards.  

 

CRITICISM OF WASHINGTON 

In 1903, Du Bois began to criticize the views of Booker T. Washington and made 

some headway in the black community, starting with the release of his book The Souls of 

Black Folk. I will argue that all the goals Du Bois says should be the goals of black 
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people were consistent with the expressed views of Washington. The difference is in the 

strategies and tactics that would have to be employed to achieve these goals.  

“Mr. Washington,” he writes, “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.” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 39) 

 

Du Bois admits that before Washington developed Tuskegee, “men of broad 

ideals and self-sacrificing spirit” had created schools, but the schools “were wholly 

failures or worthy of ridicule” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 35). Washington had succeeded 

where so many had tried and failed. Furthermore, Du Bois says, Washington achieved 

what conservatives viewed as a “working basis for mutual understanding” in the South 

and a "place and consideration in the North” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 34). Du Bois says 

that “the radicals received it as a complete surrender of the demand for civil and political 

equality” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 34). As this is the criticism that Du Bois ends up 

leveling at Washington, it seems he has put himself in the category of the radical.   

Du Bois presents Washington's departure from the past by stating, “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” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 39). He 

portrays Washington's position as submission rather than the attempt at reconciliation and 

mutual cooperation Washington expresses as his position. 

Du Bois argues that Washington’s approach has had negative results:  
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“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.” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 39) 

 

However, Du Bois admits that Washington and his strategy had achieved some 

gains. They had "won the applause of the South," the "admiration of the North," and 

"convert[ed] the Negroes themselves." He states that Washington’s Atlanta Exposition 

speech had "gain[ed] the sympathy and cooperation of the various elements comprising 

the white South." The support was across the political divide as indicated by the comment 

that "radicals [… and] conservatives…both approved it." It was well received by the 

people of the Northern states, “gaining place and consideration in the North." And by the 

people of the Southern states as well. "He knew the heart of the South [… and] the spirit 

of the age which was dominating the North" (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 34).  

 Du Bois goes through a history of strategies that had been employed by black 

leaders leading up to Washington. In this he says that the “liberalizing tendencies of the 

latter half of the eighteenth century brought, along with kindlier relations between black 

and white, thoughts of ultimate adjustment and assimilation" (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 37). 

He does this to point out that these things were tried in the past and have not been 

successful. This “liberalizing” philosophy was the very foundation of Washington’s own 

philosophy and the basis of his strategies; with the same end of “ultimate adjustment and 
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assimilation.” In true liberal fashion Washington did not want this to be forced on the 

people. The difference is, that Washington is not just hoping it will happen, like those in 

the past. He has created a plan to make it happen, but more importantly Washington’s 

strategy improves the lives of black people even if it fails to deliver full integration. He 

wants to foster a society, through self-development and self-realization, of a higher black 

culture that allows for natural social evolution.  

Du Bois describes this strategy as “ultimate assimilation through self-assertion” 

indicating that it came from Frederick Douglass, the man Washington idolized the most 

(Du Bois 2007 [1903], 38).  Frederick Douglass was the subject of the only biography 

ever written by Washington and often refers to him as the “Hon. Frederick Douglass,” 

throughout Washington’s writing. With notable exceptions being when he reminisces 

about “Frederick Douglass, of sainted memory” (B. T. Washington 1899, 229) or refers 

to him as “our own great Frederick Douglass” (B. T. Washington 1902, 253). It is 

important to note that they did know each other, meeting on at multiple occasions. 

Including, Douglass visiting Washington in 1892 and providing a commencement 

address at Tuskegee (B. T. Washington 1900, 192).  

Du Bois talks about other strategies such as blacks’ use of force and their attempts 

to force themselves into white society by mimicking white strategies. He notes that all 

strategies had failed (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 36-38)—leaving Washington’s industrial 

school-building strategy as the only strategy that has improved relations between black 

and white, as well as between North and South. While Du Bois disparages Washington’s 

strategy, Washington’s success is demonstrated in DuBois’ statements, “Booker T. 
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Washington arose as essentially the leader not of one race but of two, —a compromiser 

between the South, the North, and the Negro” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 38).  

Du Bois pushes for more confrontational strategies, even though he has 

acknowledged the failure of these strategies in the past. He blames Washington for the 

disenfranchisement of blacks, the legally imposed inferiority of blacks, and the decline in 

financial support for higher education for blacks. DuBois’ claims are harsh, but he does 

soften them by stating his respect for Washington and acknowledging the precarious 

position that Washington has: “In the South especially has he had to walk warily to avoid 

the harshest judgments, — and naturally so, for he is dealing with the one subject of 

deepest sensitiveness to that section” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 35). Du Bois himself gives 

examples of how even Washington’s more subdued condemnation of discrimination 

“result[ed] [in] Southern criticism [that had] been violent enough to threaten seriously his 

popularity” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 35).  

 

DU BOIS’ ALTERNATIVE 

In other parts of the book, The Souls of Black Folk Du Bois espoused a different 

attitude toward black behavior and education than in his essay criticizing Washington. He 

moves away from economic success and broad-based education to education for the elite. 

He boasts about the rapid increase in black businesses, wealth and land ownership, but 

belittles the methods in which most were obtained, being entrepreneurship in manual 

trades. Nowhere is this vision more clearly codified than in Du Bois’ essay The Talented 
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Tenth, also published in 1903, originally as part of a collection in a book titled The Negro 

Problem (Washington, Du Bois and Chestnutt, et al. 1903). 

Du Bois was a well-educated and intelligent man. Both he and Washington 

wanted to help the black community through an education system that instills values and 

morals in the black population. The chief difference is that Du Bois wanted to educate an 

elite to guide and subdue the masses, while Washington wanted to educate the masses to 

be industrious and help one other. One can see this difference in statements by Du Bois 

about the masses of the black population. In Du Bois’ essay The Talented Tenth we find 

him saying his strategy is “developing the Best of this race that they may guide the Mass 

away from the contamination and death of the Worst.” He states that if this is not done 

“you must suffer the evil consequences of a headless misguided rabble.” He continues, 

“If you do not lift them up, they will pull you down.” And, “we could give black boys 

trades, but that alone will not civilize a race of ex-slaves” (Du Bois, The Talented Tenth 

2005 [1903]). 

In contrast, Washington describes “the eight millions of Negroes whose habits 

you know, whose fidelity and love you have tested” as “the most patient, faithful, law-

abiding, and unresentful people that the world has seen”; claiming, “we have proved our 

loyalty” and are “ready to lay down our lives, if need be, in defence of yours (the white 

people of America)” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], Ch 14, The Atlanta Exposition 

Address). These quotes were taken from different parts of Washington’s Atlanta speech 

and show a sharp contrast between the way he describes the masses of the black 

population, and the demeaning way Du Bois talks about regular black people. Du Bois’ 
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belief was that a small part of the black population should “guide the Mass away from the 

contamination and death of the Worst,” as he says in Chapter 14 of The Talented Tenth.  

He focused on the cultural leadership by the top tier of American blacks.  Stating without 

example or explanation, “it is, ever was and ever will be from the top downward that 

culture filters” as though it is an accepted axiom (Du Bois, The Talented Tenth 2005 

[1903]). This is in sharp contrast to Washington’s view that the culture of blacks will 

never improve until the entire population rises. Washington has a positive, even upbeat, 

view of the “Mass” of people. “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” (B. 

T. Washington 2009 [1901], Ch 14, The Atlanta Exposition Address).  

Of course, this differed drastically from Du Bois’ view: “[I]t is, ever was and ever 

will be from the top downward that culture filters”; therefore, progress comes from “the 

college-bred Negro. He is, as he ought to be, the group leader, the man who sets the 

ideals of the community where he lives, directs its thoughts and heads its social 

movements.” Who are these elite social leaders? Du Bois says, “Over half are teachers, a 

sixth are preachers… 4 per cent. are in government service,” but in The Talented Tenth 

essay he focuses on the preacher and the teacher (Du Bois 2005 [1903]). 

“The preacher was, even before the war, the group leader of the Negroes…. the 

college-bred preacher has an opportunity for reformatory work and moral inspiration, the 

value of which cannot be overestimated.” The college-bred teacher is an undisputed 

necessity but as Du Bois frames it, the need is “providing for the training of broadly 
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cultured men and women to teach” because “we start out to train an ignorant and 

unskilled people with a heritage of bad habits” (Du Bois, The Talented Tenth 2005 

[1903]). 

 

WASHINGTON ON THE “INTELLECTUALS”  

Washington was not one to accept education, position, or status as a measure of 

wisdom or moral authority. This can be found throughout his writing but is most explicit 

in Chapter V of My Larger Education titled “The Intellectuals and the Boston Mob” (B. 

T. Washington 2013 [1911], 112). In this he talks about “people who sometimes styled 

themselves ‘The Intellectuals,’ at other times ‘The Talented Tenth’…. Most [being] … 

graduates of Northern colleges” (B. T. Washington 2013 [1911], 112). This statement 

makes clear that it is almost a direct response to Du Bois ‘Talented Tenth.’ Washington 

even clarifies that most college grads are the “sanest and most useful workers,” but not 

“The Intellectuals,” including those who would call themselves the Talented Tenth; they 

“are the exception rather than the rule” (B. T. Washington 2013 [1911], 117).  

How do you know who these Intellectuals are? These are people who, “upon 

every occasion, [try] to quote a phrase or a sentiment from Shakespeare, Milton, Cicero, 

or some other great writer” (B. T. Washington 2013 [1911], 116). “‘The Intellectuals’ 

understand theories, but they do not understand things” (B. T. Washington 2013 [1911], 

120). “They had never faced any unsolved problems in college” (B. T. Washington 2013 

[1911], 116). “‘The Intellectuals’ live too much in the past. They know books but they do 

not know men” (B. T. Washington 2013 [1911], 127). 
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Black ‘Intellectuals’ were out of touch with average black people. The 

“environment in which they were raised had cast them in another world” (B. T. 

Washington 2013 [1911], 120). They are “ignorant in regard to the actual needs of the 

masses of the coloured people” (B. T. Washington 2013 [1911], 127). “For them there 

was nothing to do but insist on the application of the abstract principles of protest” (B. T. 

Washington 2013 [1911], 120). They were “opposed to any change from the policy of 

uncompromising and relentless antagonism” (B. T. Washington 2013 [1911], 113). 

Washington talks about how the black “Intellectuals” of Boston “began to attack the 

people of Boston because they said that the people of Boston had lost interest in the cause 

of the Negro” (B. T. Washington 2013 [1911], 121).  

Washington breaks describes several specific groups of these intellectuals. They 

are activists, newspaper men (media), and thought/political/community leaders to include 

ministers that put their own benefit before they stated mission. Beyond not fixing the 

issues they call attention to, they knowingly make the problems worse. In a piece about 

“intellectuals” he describes how this group portrays themselves as leaders and 

intellectuals, but they are conmen, grifters, and hypocrites who mislead those who follow 

them, all for personal gain. 

Washington first talks about activists and their strategies. He describes them as 

attacking, “some [in a] particularly violent way … [to]… attract attention” (B. T. 

Washington 2013 [1911], 121). For them, “There is no satisfaction in holding meetings 

and formulating protests unless you can get them into the newspapers” (B. T. Washington 

2013 [1911], 121). “They are merely using them [the news] as a sort of sounding-board 



111 

 

or megaphone to make their own voices carry farther” (B. T. Washington 2013 [1911], 

121). “Inspired by their ambition to ‘make themselves heard,’ and, as they said, compel 

the public to pay attention to their grievances, this little group kept up their agitation in 

various forms and at different places…”. Today we call this concept “astroturfing.” 

Washington then goes on to explain why this is being done, “To convince the public how 

deep and sincere they were in their peculiar views, and how profoundly opposed they 

were to every one who had a different opinion” (B. T. Washington 2013 [1911], 122). 

Washington illustrates this with a story about how six noisy bullfrogs in a pond could 

convince a person “there were at least a million” (B. T. Washington 2013 [1911], 121-

122).  

Washington indicates that many of the people Du Bois would call intellectual and 

community leaders for their own benefit, receiving profit and fame by claiming to be 

race-problem solvers while fanning the flames of racial division. “I am afraid that there is 

a certain class of race-problem solvers who don’t want the patient to get well, because as 

long as the disease holds out they have not only an easy means of making a living, but 

also an easy medium through which to make themselves prominent before the public” (B. 

T. Washington 2013 [1911], 110). As he expresses, it is not accident that their methods 

do not make things better because improved race relations would make them irrelevant. 

This brings us to another group of elitists scrutinized by Washington. “There is 

another class of coloured people who make a business of keeping the troubles, the 

wrongs, and the hardships of the Negro race before the public. Having learned that they 

are able to make a living out of their troubles, they have grown into the settled habit of 
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advertising their wrongs — partly because they want sympathy and partly because it 

pays. Some of these people do not want the Negro to lose his grievances, because they do 

not want to lose their jobs” (B. T. Washington 2013 [1911], 112).  

Along with the agitators and leaders this would apply to many people in the 

media, as Washington called out “newspaper men” for this type of behavior in his 1899 

list of major threats to the progress of the American Negro. “There is a possibility that 

harm may be done to the South and to the Negro by exaggerated newspaper articles 

which are written near the scene or in the midst of specially aggravating occurrences.” 

We still see this happen in modern times. “Often these reports are - written by newspaper 

men, who give the impression that there is a race conflict throughout the South, and that 

all Southern white people are opposed to the Negro's progress, overlooking the fact that, 

while in some sections there is trouble, in most parts of the South there is, nevertheless, a 

very large measure of peace, good will, and mutual helpfulness” (B. T. Washington 1899, 

207). 

Washington had much to say about black ministers—especially in his 1990 article 

The Colored Ministry: Its Defects and Need. Here he brutally condemned the majority of 

preachers as immoral or in it for the money while avoiding difficult labor (B. T. 

Washington 1890, 199-200). In the article he says that he has “no hesitancy in asserting 

that three-fourths of the Baptist ministers and two-thirds of the Methodists are unfit, 

either mentally or morally, or both, to preach the Gospel to any one or to attempt to lead 

any one” (Sehat 2007) (B. T. Washington 1890, 199-200). Washington discusses the 
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issue in The Story of My Life and Work (B. T. Washington 1900, 244-245) and Up From 

Slavery (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 245-247).  

Ten years later Washington proclaimed that “[a]lmost without exception at the 

present time they acknowledge that the article which I wrote has done the whole body of 

ministers a great deal of good; that bishops and other church officers were made to 

realize the importance of not only purifying the ministry as far as possible, but 

demanding a higher standard in the pulpit…. I scarcely ever go anywhere without 

receiving the thanks of ministers for my plain talk” (B. T. Washington 1900, 245). “The 

improvement in the character and life of the Negro ministers is one of the most gratifying 

evidences of the progress of the race” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 247). “The change 

of the attitude of the Negro ministry, so far as regards myself, is so complete that at the 

present time I have no warmer friends among any class than I have among the 

clergymen” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 247). 

 

Washington ends his essay on “Intellectuals” by stating: 

There are some things that one individual can do for another, and there are some 

things that one race can do for another. But, on the whole, every individual and 

every race must work out its own salvation. Let me add that if one thing more 

than another has taught me to have confidence in the masses of my own people 

it has been their willingness (and even eagerness) to learn and their disposition to 

help themselves and depend upon themselves as soon as they have learned how to 

do so (B. T. Washington 2013 [1911], 127). 

 

 One of the greatest differences is that Washington has faith in the morals and 

potential of the masses, while questioning the motives of the elite (as indicated in bold 

above). In contrast, Du Bois believes the people cannot be “civilized from the bottom”; 
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therefore, civilization must be imposed “from the top downward” (Du Bois 2005 [1903]).  

Throughout this chapter you are able to see how each person’s perspective on the human 

condition is a primary factor influencing the differences in tactics. 

 

THE ATLANTA EXPOSITION ADDRESS SEPTEMBER 18, 1895. 

Let us begin with the speech that made Washington famous, the 1895 Atlanta 

Exposition Address. It was published in almost every paper in the United States, making 

Booker T. Washington a household name and famous around the world. The 1895 

Atlanta Exposition was like a U.S. version of a World’s Fair with many pavilions and 

speakers, Washington being one of those invited to speak. The subject of his speech was 

black people and white people working together and putting aside their grievances. Doing 

this, they can focus on the positives that have come from the relationships with each other 

and their potential for mutual achievement if they continue to work together.  

The speech was also the focus of discontent expressed by Du Bois and other 

critics that followed. Three statements from Washington’s Atlanta speech garnered the 

most attention. [Full speech is in the appendix.] 

First, his famous analogy about casting down one’s bucket. "To those of the white 

race who look to the incoming of those of foreign birth and strange tongue and habits of 

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 
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have proved treacherous meant the ruin of your firesides” (B. T. Washington 2009 

[1901], 236).  

The message of this metaphor is akin to that of the metaphor “the grass is always 

greener.” When people are so convinced that what’s around them is horrible, they lash 

out, desperately seeking what they think they need, blind to the fact that what they really 

need is already surrounding them. Washington also uses the metaphor with black people 

to imply that if you want to live in a better community, instead of wandering the world 

looking for utopia you would be better off investing in the improvement of the 

community where you already live. 

In this speech, he also confronts white people with the fact that denying black 

people jobs, proper education, and other opportunities harms both communities, leading 

to more tension, crime, and the rationalization of corruption that destroys the human soul 

and social fabric of society. “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” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 236). 

Most famous, perhaps, is the line that underscores Washington’s rejection of 

social equality until blacks had “earned it.” “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.” 

(B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 236) 

According to Washington, the white news coverage of his Atlanta address, both 

north and south, Republican and Democratic, was aligned on how great the speech was 
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(B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 239-244). “The coloured people and the coloured 

newspapers at first seemed to be greatly pleased with the character of my Atlanta address, 

as well as with its reception” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 244). After a few weeks, 

there was some criticism from a few black papers, but it was not significant. Washington 

notes this himself. As he states, “For a while there was a reaction, so far as a certain 

element of my own race was concerned, but later these reactionary ones seemed to have 

been won over to my way of believing and acting”  (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 245). 

In the years that followed, however, the speech became portrayed by some as acceptance 

if not advocacy for segregation, making the speech a common point of attack for 

Washington’s critics. 

In W.E.B. Du Bois’ essay (1903), Du Bois uses the term “Atlanta Compromise” 

to describe the message of the Atlanta speech. From Du Bois’ perspective, compromise 

was not good, and that’s all that Washington offered. For a while, Du Bois’ term was 

widely adopted. According to a review of Google Ngrams, the term “Atlanta 

Compromise” was used in W.E.B. Du Bois’ 1903 essay but does not become more 

commonly used in print until 1906, as W.E.B. Du Bois’ popularity grew; but even at this 

point it quickly falls out of favor. It does not reemerge until the 1960s and 1970s, where 

it is used more than four times more commonly than during its early 1900s peak. The 

term is used today more than ten times more commonly that at any point in Washington’s 

life, indicating that it is primarily a product of historical revisionism (Google Ngrams 

2024) rather than a response to the speech at the time Washington gave it.  
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Washington’s critics use the term as proof of weakness and evidence of 

capitulation. But this interpretation is wrong. Instead, it shows Washington’s focus on 

positivity and empathy to promote tolerance and encourage voluntary cooperation. The 

themes and sentiments found in the Atlanta address can be found elsewhere in 

Washington’s writing. In the address he says, “The white man in the South has not only a 

serious duty and responsibility, but the Negro has a duty and responsibility in this matter” 

(B. T. Washington 1899, 192) (B. T. Washington 1900, 342). The responsibility of 

citizenship is to behave in a civilized manner: “In speaking of my own people I want to 

be equally frank, but I speak with the greatest kindness” (B. T. Washington 1899, 193) 

(B. T. Washington 1900, 342). All people have a duty to uphold the law and ensure fair 

treatment. No one should violate other people’s property rights, harm their persons, nor 

violate their rights to equal treatment and due process.  

Washington is not denigrating black people; he is being honest and pointing out 

actual problems when he says, “There is too much crime among us. The figures for a 

given period show that in the United States 30 percent of the crime committed is by 

Negroes, while we constitute only about 12 percent of the entire population” (B. T. 

Washington 1900, 342) (B. T. Washington 1899, 193). “This proportion holds good, not 

only in the South, but also in the Northern states and cities.” (B. T. Washington 1900, 

342-343) (B. T. Washington 1899, 193), He lets people know that this is a broader 

cultural problem not due simply to the poverty and racism of the South.  

Washington believed that to eliminate ignorance and instill values, all people 

should support universal education. In the Atlanta address Washington states that black 
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people are one third of the population of the South and without proper education and 

opportunities they “shall constitute one-third and more of the ignorance and crime,” but 

with support they can be “one-third its intelligence and progress” (B. T. Washington 

2009 [1901], 237).  

Both Washington and Du Bois acknowledge the higher crime rate in the black 

community; both identified it as a cultural problem, and both believed in education as the 

solution. But there's a nuanced difference in the arguments.  

Washington believes values should come first and foremost from the parents, but 

black parents need to be taught how to raise their children. Washington takes a broad 

many-faceted approach to accomplish this. In contrast, Du Bois focuses almost 

exclusively on university-educated community leaders as a source of values (these 

community leaders being his Talented Tenth). “The preacher was, even before the war, 

the group leader of the Negroes…. the college-bred preacher has an opportunity for 

reformatory work and moral inspiration, the value of which cannot be overstated” (Du 

Bois, The Talented Tenth 2005 [1903]). One notable detail of Du Bois’ vision is the 

minister as an inherent leader and as such a vector for elite influence of the masses. 

While DuBois focuses on academic credentialing of clergy, Washington focuses on the 

moral character of clergy needing to lead by example. “Every minister and every teacher 

should… [be] models for the people whom he attempts to teach and lead” (B. T. 

Washington 2012 [1902], 60). 

The paragraph in the speech referred to specifically as the Atlanta compromise 

makes it clear in the opening sentence that Washington is concerned with southern white 
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business owners pushing for European immigration with the intent of eliminating black 

labor, in order to push black people completely out of society and the economy. The 

meaning is clear from this sentence, “To those of the white race who look to the 

incoming of those of foreign birth and strange tongue and habits of the prosperity of the 

South,” where he describes the new laborers as being ‘foreign birth and strange tongue 

and habits’ (B. T. Washington 2012 [1902], 235). Washington was concerned that this 

would eliminate jobs and opportunities for black people, and the rest of the paragraph 

tries to sell white people on the idea of supporting black labor over immigrant labor. 

The larger message of the speech was to promote tolerance and encourage 

understanding between black people and white people by focusing on the good things 

that have been achieved together and the potential of what can be achieved through 

cooperation in the future. This is the true lesson Washington was trying to get across in 

the Atlanta exposition address. 

 

 

Four Things Du Bois Opposes 

To crystallize the disagreements between Washington and Du Bois, it is useful to 

look at the last paragraph of chapter 3 in Du Bois’ Souls of Black Folks. Concluding with 

a strong statement claiming that Washington has done four things that “we must 

unceasingly and firmly oppose.” (Du Bois says this after praising Washington for his 

accomplishments.) 
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[S]o far as Mr. Washington [1] apologizes for injustice, North or South, [2] does 

not rightly value the privilege and duty of voting, [3] belittles the emasculating 

effects of caste distinctions, and [4] 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 (Du Bois 2007 [1903], Of Mr. Booker T. 

Washington and Others). (The numbers are not in the original; they have been 

added for clarity.) 

 

 

In this section we will explore the four areas laid out by Du Bois on which he 

considers Washington wrong, with special attention to the two men’s differences in 

education.  

 

[1] Washington “Apologizes for injustice, North or South.” 

Du Bois accuses Washington of letting whites get away with injustices done to 

black Americans in both the North and the South. Washington himself often 

acknowledges that he stresses the better side of the lives of black Americans rather than 

the worse one. He observes in The Man Farthest Down, "Not infrequently, when in my 

public speeches I have made some reference to the condition of the Negro in the South, 

certain members of my own race in the North have objected because, they said, I did not 

paint conditions in the South black enough" (B. T. Washington 1912, 30).  
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On the subject of the greatest injustice, slavery, Washington has written 

extensively.  He wrote two books dedicated almost entirely to slavery and the 

mistreatment of black people in America, The Story of the Negro (two volumes) (B. T. 

Washington 2005 [1909]) and The Story of Slavery (B. T. Washington 1913). These were 

written after Du Bois’ initial criticism in Souls of Black Folk. 

The first and second chapters of his first book, The Future of the American Negro 

(1899), are on slavery and the mistreatment of black people. Chapter 2 is titled 

“Responsibility of the Whole Country for the Negro” (B. T. Washington 1899, 16-41). In 

other words, rather than apologizing for the whites of the South, he demands everyone, 

both North and South, take responsibility for slavery and the current situation black 

people find themselves in.   

Washington spends much of his writing documenting and condemning the horrors 

of slavery. In addition to the books previously mentioned he has A New Negro for a New 

Century chapters 7-13 (B. T. Washington 1900b, 142-287); The Negro in the South 

Chapter 1 (Washington and Du Bois, The Negro in the South 1907); his two 

autobiographies (B. T. Washington 1900) (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901]); and his 

biography of Fredrick Douglass (B. T. Washington 1906). All these focus heavily on the 

injustice of slavery and all the related acts of discrimination. 

Washington says, “Every race, like every individual, should be swift to protest 

against injustice and wrongs, but no race must be content with mere protests” (B. T. 

Washington 1906b, 31). Washington condemns the past injustice of the legal system: “the 

Negro was convicted even before the mock trial, often without the shadow of justice” (B. 
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T. Washington 1900b). Washington has also written of the injustice of lynching and 

intimidation against black people in several of his books. “While I was in Europe, cases 

of lynching of our people were especially frequent in the South, and in order to assist in 

checking this injustice perpetrated upon the race, I addressed the following letter to the 

Southern people, which was widely published throughout the country and seemed to do 

much good. It was heartily commented upon editorially in the Southern press” (B. T. 

Washington 1900, 335). 

In the letter he condemns lynching and writes that “most of the cases of lynchings 

take place in our Southern States, and that most of the persons lynched are Negroes. With 

all the earnestness of my heart, I want to appeal, not to the President of the United 

States… but to the citizens of our Southern States” (B. T. Washington 1900, 336). His 

appeal is “to assist in creating a public sentiment such as will make human life here just 

as safe and sacred as it is anywhere else in the world” (B. T. Washington 1900, 336). 

“The world is waiting and watching to see…. the protection the South gives to the life of 

the Negro” (B. T. Washington 1900, 337). Washington then goes on to cite lynching 

statistics to dispel misconceptions about the practice. Washington’s letter against 

lynching extends from pages 335-344 in The Story of My Life and Work (1900). 

Washington admits that "I emphasized the opportunities rather than the wrongs of 

the Negro in the South" (B. T. Washington 1912, 31). He does not see this as an apology 

for whites’ bad treatment, however. Instead, he is evenhanded in his assessment. “The 

white man in the South has not only a serious duty and responsibility, but the Negro has a 

duty and responsibility in this matter” (B. T. Washington 1899, 192). In 1899, 



123 

 

Washington published The Future of the American Negro, drawing from articles he had 

written, published in newspapers and magazines like the Atlantic Monthly and Popular 

Science Monthly. The book lays out many of the ideas he had supported that many in the 

black community had embraced and propagated.  

Washington’s opponents (then and today) often claim that Washington is willing 

to sacrifice the rights of black people to appease white people. But Washington writes, “I 

would not have the Negro deprived of any privilege guaranteed to him by the 

Constitution of the United States. It is not best for the Negro that he relinquish any of his 

constitutional rights…” (B. T. Washington 1899, 240-241). The question, of course, is 

the proper action to assure that those rights will be protected—at a time when those rights 

seemed to be dwindling for blacks. 

In Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois would attack Washington, saying, “Mr. 

Washington’s counsels of submission overlooked certain elements of true manhood”; 

“Mr. Washington represents in Negro thought the old attitude of adjustment and 

submission;” “Mr. Washington’s programme practically accepts the alleged inferiority of 

the Negro races”; and “Mr. Washington withdraws many of the high demands of Negroes 

as men and American citizens” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 38-39). 

These allegations are inconsistent with what Washington had actually said. 

Rather, he had argued that cooperation between blacks and whites was not only 

necessary, but mutually beneficial. “With the best white people and the best black people 

standing together, in favor of law and order and justice, I believe that the safety and 

happiness of both races will be made secure” (B. T. Washington 1899, 196). 
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From Washington’s first book to his last, he put forward the idea that the value of 

a civilization is determined by its masses, not its pinnacle, and the morals of a civilization 

are demonstrated by how it treats those at the bottom. For America to rise from a second- 

rate country to something to be exalted and admired around the world it must eliminate 

the blemishes that have been created out of neglect, apathy, and ignorance; for the 

failures of America reflect poorly on all. That would be the true justice. 

In this approach Washington is appealing both to a sense of national pride and 

Christian values to give white people perspective on the impact of maltreatment of blacks 

in the South and to motivate them to help others. He says, “The most intelligent in a New 

York community has his intelligence darkened by the ignorance of a fellow-citizen in the 

Mississippi bottoms” (B. T. Washington 1899, 17).That is, if people in New York want 

Americans to be seen as intelligent, educated, and sophisticated they need to support 

education for everyone. If people visiting America run across many poor uneducated 

ignorant fools, which will be the way other countries perceive Americans. “The most 

moral and religious men in Massachusetts have their religion and morality modified by 

the degradation of the man in the South whose religion is a mere matter of form or of 

emotionalism” (B. T. Washington 1899, 17-18).  

He sums up the problem by saying that, “when the South is ignorant, the North is 

ignorant; when the South is poor, the North is poor; when the South commits crime, the 

nation commits crime (B. T. Washington 1899, 18). He then states what must be done: 

for “the citizens of the North there is no escape; they must help raise the character of the 

civilisation in the South, or theirs will be lowered” (B. T. Washington 1899, 18).  
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Washington’s tactic is unique; he does not bring up the past. Instead of attacking 

white people for past discrimination or the sins of prior generations, he appeals to their 

morals and pride; to their Christianity and sense of being Americans. He does not pit one 

group against another but offers the idea that in the eyes of the world and God we are one 

people, we are in this together, and for us to achieve greatness we must help our fellow 

Americans. This is not unique to the circumstance; Washington regularly appeals to 

people’s own interests, values, and points of pride to generate support for the education 

and betterment of black people and communities. 

Washington claims that relations between blacks and whites and opportunities for 

blacks in general had been increasing, while Du Bois points to segregation laws and vote 

suppression as signs of the problem. Washington and Du Bois agree that black wealth 

had risen significantly in the previous two decades.  

There were two awful white “riots,” one against the government in Wilmington 

NC in 1898 and in Atlanta in 1906. According to Robert Norell in his Booker T. 

Washington biography Up from History, “the Wilmington riot and Hose Lynching had 

shown that when unspeakable horrors were visited on black people, Booker became the 

scapegoat” (Norrell 2009, 345). Although horrible, these are still less extensive and 

deadly then the violence of the Reconstruction era, or the height of the Klan 20 years 

before. As Washington points out, racist groups like the Klan and lynching had 

consistently declined and were at an all-time low in the early 1900s. As he states, “the Ku 

Klux. To-day there are no such organizations in the South, and the fact that such ever 

existed is almost forgotten by both races. There are few places in the South now where 
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public sentiment would permit such organizations to exist” (B. T. Washington 2009 

[1901], 95) (see chapter 2 of dissertation for more details about previous violence and 

extremist organizations). 

Violence, demands, and political power might bring about legal equality. 

However, Washington suggests that respect, social acceptance, and economic success 

cannot be forced and therefore must be earned, “[j]ustice and appreciation coming for the 

Negro race as it proves itself worthy” (B. T. Washington 1899, X). Resentment, hatred, 

and crime create fear, hatred, and violence. These emotions and activities, in turn, 

exacerbate mistrust and tension, increasing economic exclusion and social isolation. In 

Washington’s view, they must be avoided. After Washington’s death this idea would not 

be broadly championed again until Martin Luther King Jr. took this position in the 1950s 

and 1960s. This idea itself is biblical in origin, but practical in application, as explained 

in the quotation from Martin Luther King Jr. below (he used variations of this statement 

in many speeches). 

Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and 

pray for them that despitefully use you…. Men must see that force begets force, 

hate begets hate; violence begets violence; toughness begets toughness. …hate 

distorts the personality of the hater. …it [hate] is even more ruinous and injurious 

to the individual who hates.  

- Martin Luther King Jr. (King 1957) 

 

 

[2] Washington “does not rightly value the privilege and duty of voting.”  

Du Bois’ emphasis on black suffrage is one of his greatest disagreements with 

Washington. Du Bois compares black suffrage to the French Revolution saying: “…only 
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by arming every hand with a ballot, — with the right to have a voice in the policy of the 

state, — that the greatest good to the greatest number could be attained…. men who 

feared demagogues and the natural perversity of some human beings we insisted that time 

and bitter experience would teach the most hardheaded” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 117). He 

talks about voting as the way “the greatest good to the greatest number could be 

attained.” I believe he was intentionally using the image of the French Revolution to 

invoke the idea of rebellion and the killing of the aristocracy if necessary in order to 

vote—a thinly veiled threat, provoking visions of a black insurrection. This is the type of 

talk Washington discourages as it creates distrust and fear of black people, which is 

counterproductive to the idea of cooperation and integration.   

Du Bois claims that Washington ignores voting rights. This is countered in 

Washington’s book mentioned above, The Future of the American Negro. There 

Washington demands equal rights and equal treatment for black people. As stated before, 

Washington is clear in saying, “The Negro should give up no rights” (B. T. Washington 

1899, ix). In the chapter he says, “I do not favour the Negro's giving up anything which is 

fundamental and which has been guaranteed to him by the Constitution of the United 

States. It is not best for him to relinquish any of his rights; nor would his doing so be best 

for the Southern white man” (B. T. Washington 1899, 141).  

He does, however, take a different view from Du Bois when it comes to how to 

obtain and protect those rights. Washington makes well-articulated arguments based on 

fundamental voting principles consistent with political and public choice theory. While 

Du Bois uses the podium and press to make demands, Washington demanded rule of law 
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and enforcement of equal rights under the constitution. Washington would go as far as to 

have “secretly managed and financed” a constitutional fight against disenfranchisement 

in Louisiana. “The Louisiana case began a pattern of behind-the-scenes civil-rights 

activism that would characterize Washington’s leadership for the next decade” (Norrell 

2009, 189). 

Washington understood firsthand that allowing ignorant masses to vote does not 

help the ignorant masses, as the uninformed are easily tricked into voting against their 

own interests. Discussing the Reconstruction era, in which all black men were given the 

right to vote, Washington argues that “Their [political party activists’] main purpose 

appears to have been, for selfish ends in too many instances, merely to control his vote. 

The history of the reconstruction era will show that this was unfortunate for all the parties 

in interest” (B. T. Washington 1899). 

He adds, “I do not believe that the Negro was so much at fault for entering so 

largely into politics, and for the mistakes that were made in too many cases, as were the 

unscrupulous white leaders who got the Negro's confidence and controlled his vote to 

further their own ends, regardless, in many cases, of the permanent welfare of the Negro” 

(B. T. Washington 1899, 11). 

Du Bois, too, expresses concern about the ignorance of black people and how it 

leads to poor decision-making (Du Bois 1969 [1899], 71). Du Bois also complains about 

“the evil consequences of a headless misguided rabble” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 200). 

While both men acknowledge ignorant voters as a problem, Washington’s position is that 
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it is okay to limit voting as long as the limitations are equally applied. Du Bois’ position 

is that he wants to train leaders that can control the “misguided rabble” to give it a head.    

Having the masses simply align by some arbitrary superficial group affiliation 

such as race allows unscrupulous people to abuse that trust for personal gain without 

needing to act in the best interest of all the members of the group. Referring to the era in 

which Washington was writing, he said, “It is the general understanding that all white 

men are Democrats or the equivalent, and that all black men are Republican. So long as 

the colour line is the dividing line in politics, so long will there be trouble.” (B. T. 

Washington 1899, 138)  

There is no ambiguity in Washington’s arguments that blacks should be able to 

vote and that any qualifications must be fairly applied. But he did think that some 

qualifications would have prevented whites’ rejection of the black vote once the Union 

Army was taken away. “I think it would have been better for all concerned if, 

immediately after the close of the war, an educational and property qualification for the 

exercise of the franchise had been prescribed that would have applied fairly and squarely 

to both races….” (B. T. Washington 1899, 12). I think the point here is that it would not 

have been seen as racist and therefore prevented controversy; also it is less controversial 

to give rights than to take them away.  

 

Is Voting the Answer? 

Whether through apathy, lack of capacity, or general ignorance, those who are 

unfamiliar with the ramifications of issues being voted on are easily manipulated to vote 
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against their own interests by those with the most power and reach. In Bryan Caplan’s 

book The Myth of the Rational Voter he indicates that voters are susceptible to popular 

misconceptions, irrational beliefs, and personal biases. The masses can be influenced by 

propaganda that is “limited to a very few points and must harp on these in slogans” 

(Caplan, The Myth of the Rational Voter 2007, 177). These factors can lead people to 

vote against their own interest, often not caring because they have little at stake. It is 

arguable how well restrictions to voting such as property ownership or aptitude tests 

would help produce a voting base less susceptible to popular misconceptions, irrational 

beliefs, and personal biases; but having a more educated voter base with more of a long-

term stake in the outcomes would be beneficial, assuming it could actually be achieved 

without bias. 

Even worse, those with contempt for the community or no stake in the 

community’s success are incentivized to plunder the community for short-term benefit, at 

the expense of long-term prosperity. A modern take on the argument can be found in 

Bryan Caplan’s book The Myth of the Rational Voter (2007). A reading of Caplan implies 

the masses might vote to destroy their own country tomorrow for $100 today, or just 

because they are told that it is the vogue thing to do (Caplan 2007). This makes a 

predisposition to support harmful policies. It also makes them extremely easy to 

manipulate through bribes such as simple handouts or promises of advantageous 

treatment. Du Bois’ only answer is to impose outside control through federal 

intervention. 
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These issues with voting and democratic government were well documented and 

well understood by the time Washington and Du Bois were debating them. Du Bois 

himself, talking about the late 1800s, said, “there was waste and theft due in part to 

ignorance and in part to the deliberate connivance” (Du Bois 1939, 210). According to 

the French economist Frédéric Bastiat, this is the nature of politics and special interests in 

all forms of government. In his words, “according to the power of the legislator, it 

destroys for its own profit, and in different degrees amongst the rest of the community, 

personal independence by slavery, liberty by oppression, and property by plunder” 

(Bastiat 2007 [1850], 4). One may assume this could be checked by the voters in a 

democracy. So the question is, when the masses can vote will they vote to end corruption, 

or to benefit from corruption? When “plunder is organized by law, for the profit of those 

who perpetrate it….when they [the victims of government] thus attempt the attainment of 

their political rights; either they may wish to put an end to lawful plunder, or they may 

desire to take part in it” (Bastiat 2007 [1850], 6). Bastiat implies the poor masses will 

always be tempted to plunder the society for their own short-term benefit at the expense 

of long-term prosperity. This is similar to Caplan’s analysis. Bastiat like Bryan Caplan 

acknowledges that there are no easy answers, believing the best results come from 

minimizing the scope of government. Washington supports the idea of keeping the 

federal Government out of such issues. Washington’s beliefs are congruent with such 

ideas. Du Bois explicitly calls out the plunder and corruption but argues for more 

government intervention; looking to those benefiting from the corruption will put an end 

to it, unless he himself hopes to benefit from the corruption. 
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Washington’s alternative solution is to allow for voting restrictions but insist that 

they are to be fairly and equally applied to all. With thousands of years of experimenting 

with democracy, many methods have been used and proposed to deal with these issues. 

Those methods shown to be the most useful and least discriminatory over time would be 

age requirements to address maturity; knowledge tests to address ignorance; a small fee 

or bureaucratic hurdle to address apathy; not allowing criminals to vote (to address 

misanthropy—voting for such things as weakening the laws); citizenship to show roots in 

the community; and property ownership (marriage or children) to demonstrate a long-

term stake in the community. To ensure knowledge tests are fair, all people need equal 

opportunity to access education and the information being tested. Washington insists: 

“The same tests for the restriction of the franchise should be applied alike to both blacks 

and whites” (B. T. Washington 1899).  

Washington’s argument seems to show a better grasp of political economy than 

his critics and many in the public today. Although unpopular with many, the idea of 

property ownership and education tests in the determination of eligibility for voting is 

still likely one of the best methods to ensure democracy represents the best interest of the 

people. “I believe the permanent cure for our present evils will come through a property 

and educational test for voting that shall apply honestly and fairly to both races” (B. T. 

Washington 1899, 151). Washington makes clear any barrier to voting must be applied 

honestly and fairly, meaning there can be no exceptions that allow some people to avoid 

such restriction.  
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We can see that Washington is not simply taking this position as a “compromise,” 

as many like to portray his actions. Rather, Washington understands why democracy is 

best served by having reasonable constraints on who can vote. As already stated, 

Washington is pushing for practical education for the masses with a focus on 

entrepreneurship, property ownership, community investment and coordination—while 

calling out unfair and unequal treatment under the law and funding lawsuits to ensure the 

law is equally applied. 

Du Bois advocates strongly for black people voting en masse to seize political 

power, as he objects to Washington’s statements as “compromise.” But, as Washington 

already pointed out, when uninformed black people were allowed to vote en masse they 

were often tricked into voting against their own interest by supporting the racists and 

unscrupulous white people that Du Bois claims he wants out of power.  

Washington addresses this issue in his 1899 book The Future of the American 

Negro. He reprints his own open letter to the State Constitutional Convention of 

Louisiana, which includes this statement: “The Negro does not object to an educational 

and property test [for voting], but let the law be so clear that no one clothed with State 

authority will be tempted to perjure and degrade himself by putting one interpretation 

upon it for the white man and another for the black man” (B. T. Washington 1899, 144). 

Washington points out that when the culture, thus the populace, lacks morals, the 

electoral system is certain to be corrupt. “Study the history of the South,” he continues, 

“and you will find that, where there has been the most dishonesty in the matter of voting, 
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there you will find to-day the lowest moral condition of both races” (B. T. Washington 

1899, 145). 

Washington then describes the process that started with dishonesty.  “First, there 

was the temptation to act wrongly with the Negro's ballot. From this it was an easy step 

to act dishonestly with the white man's ballot, to the carrying of concealed weapons, to 

the murder of a Negro, and then to the murder of a white man, and then to lynching” (B. 

T. Washington 1899, 145). Washington proposes that to end political violence and create 

faith in democracy we must first secure the elections by eliminating any opportunity to 

commit fraud in the election. “I entreat you not to pass a law that will prove an eternal 

millstone about the necks of your children. No man can have respect for the government 

and officers of the law when he knows, deep down in his heart, that the exercise of the 

franchise is tainted with fraud” (B. T. Washington 1899, 145). 

In the same 1899 book, Washington offers a variation of an argument that he 

often makes—that incentivizing corruption is destructive to society, harming those who 

take advantage of it as well as those who are taken advantage of. “By such a law the State 

not only commits a wrong against its black citizens; it injures the morals of its white 

citizens by conferring such a power upon any white man who may happen to be a judge 

of elections” (B. T. Washington 1899, 212). “The only safe way out is to set a high 

standard as a test of citizenship, and require blacks and whites alike to come up to it. 

When this is done, both will have a higher respect for the election laws and those who 

make them.” Washington believed the government should hold people to a high standard 
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just as every individual should hold himself to a high standard (B. T. Washington 1899, 

212). 

Washington knew this education for citizenship would take time but he wasn’t 

worried because he truly believed in the potential of black people. “[W]ith proper 

preparation and with a sufficient foundation the Negro possesses the elements out of 

which men of the highest character and usefulness can be developed” (B. T. Washington 

1899, 12). To some extent, Du Bois agrees, pointing out that people “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” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 41). Even so, Du Bois wants results as soon as possible 

and believes the government can achieve this by pushing for immediate government 

regulation— not at the state level, then at the federal level. Du Bois uses prejudice to 

deflect from the realities of the situation and the moral and social issues involved in using 

government force to effect social change; and claims that anyone who deviates from his 

vision is “voluntarily throwing them [his rights] away and insisting that they do not want 

them [rights]” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 41).  

Du Bois contends 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” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], 42). Voting is not, and should not, be simply equal to 

manhood. To maintain a stable democracy voting must be a right that comes with a duty 
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to be informed and responsibility to act in the interest of society while respecting the 

rights of all. Without such restraint democracy becomes a scramble to steal the silverware 

on your way to the lifeboat as you vote to scuttle a seaworthy ship. 

 

[3] Washington “belittles the emasculating effects of caste distinctions.”  

With this statement, Du Bois is referring to multiple damages caused by treating 

blacks as inferiors, with a special emphasis on the negative impact on masculinity. This 

accusation must be looked at in two parts: first, the question of how Washington 

addresses the idea of caste distinctions; second, Du Bois’ view of emasculation and 

manliness. 

Washington does not belittle caste distinctions. There was no legal caste system in 

the period around 1900. Jim Crow laws had started to emerge in the South at the time, but 

the "separate but equal" doctrine was established by the Supreme Court in the 1896 case 

Plessy v. Ferguson. The court upheld racial segregation but required equality under the 

law, equal treatment, and access to equivalent facilities. As Washington points out, the 

problem is not with the law but with failure to enforce equal treatment under the law. 

Washington opposed any disparity in treatment under the law, including a social caste 

system, which would be a clear violation of the letter of the law. A social caste system is 

by definition a system that treats each caste differently, provides privileges to upper 

castes, prevents social mobility, and condemns each caste to specific occupational rules. 

This would clearly violate Washington’s demand for equal treatment and the legal 
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doctrine of separate but equal. He demanded that white people and the legal systems do 

their part in living up to their own standards and not tolerating disparaging treatment.  

 "I don't want to see any of our citizens claiming or receiving favors because he is 

of a certain race, color or creed, but I want to see every American citizen treated on his 

merits" (B. T. Washington 1900b, 52), Washington wrote. Du Bois’ claim is also in 

conflict with Washington’s goal for an America based on merit, as he believed that if 

blacks did their part, they would not be treated as a lower class. "I said that any individual 

who learned to do something better than anybody else, learned to do a common thing in 

an uncommon manner, had solved his problem" (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 217). Be 

good at what you do and no one will look down on you. Everyone must respect a person 

who is indispensable "regardless of the colour of his skin, and that in proportion as the 

Negro learned to produce what other people wanted and must have, in the same 

proportion would he be respected" (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 217). 

One could defiantly argue that separate facilities could never be equal and for that 

reason must be eliminated, but this is not the argument made by Du Bois. Instead, he 

argues that segregation is emasculating, while denigrating Washington’s ideas. 

Washington’s program focused on bringing dignity and pride back to physical labor, an 

attitude that would be uplifting to blacks and would impress whites. As Marcus Bruce 

writes in the introduction to The Story of My Life and Work, "Believing manual labor a 

morally transformative experience and a sign of character … Washington would forever 

extol the virtues and dignity of hard work he had learned" (B. T. Washington 2009 

[1900], XV). If Du Bois is worried about masculinity and pride, he should embrace 
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Washington’s idea of pride in one’s work and physical labor, which seems much more 

manly than studying Greek literature and poetry. 

"As a race there are two things we must learn to do, one is to put brains into the 

common occupations of life, and the other is to dignify common labor" (B. T. 

Washington 2009 [1900], 71). It is not that he was subjugating the black people to labor 

but acknowledging a reality that "Ninety percent of any race on the globe earns its living 

at the common occupations of life, and the Negro can be no exception to this rule" (B. T. 

Washington 2009 [1900], 71). Washington portrays the attitude expressed by Du Bois as 

"our greatest danger," saying, "we shall prosper in proportion as we learn to dignify and 

glorify common labor, and put brains and skill into the common occupations of life… to 

draw the line between the superficial and the substantial, the ornamental gewgaws of life 

and the useful" (B. T. Washington 2009 [1900], 85). In this he is in sharp contrast to Du 

Bois, who says “we could give black boys trades, but that alone will not civilize a race of 

ex-slaves” (Du Bois 2005 [1903]). 

Du Bois seems fixated on the idea of masculinity and what he views as manly. In 

the essay on Washington in Souls of Black Folk. He repeatedly portrays Washington’s 

position and actions as not manly. This theme is that blacks must insist on their rights or 

else fail to be “manly.”  

Du Bois makes statements like “Mr. Washington’s counsels of submission 

overlooked certain elements of true manhood”; “assertion of the manhood rights”; and 

“manly self-respect” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others). 
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In Du Bois’ essay Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others he makes these types of 

references to manliness eighteen times in about as many pages. 

Du Bois’ position about what is right and wrong seems almost completely based 

on what he perceives as “manly” being good, and what is perceived as emasculating as 

bad, rather than basing his judgments on the merits of the strategy or effectiveness in 

achieving success. As he puts it, “manly self-respect is worth more than lands and 

houses.” He goes on to say “that a people who voluntarily surrender such respect, or 

cease striving for it, are not worth civilizing” (Du Bois 2007 [1903], Of Mr. Booker T. 

Washington and Others). 

 

 

[4] Washington “opposes the higher training and ambition of our brighter 

minds” 

For both Washington and Du Bois, education was the keystone of black 

improvement. But they viewed its role quite differently.  

The Talented Tenth 

W.E.B. Du Bois promoted traditional university education for the elites among 

black Americans, whom he coined as “The Talented Tenth,” the title of a chapter 

published in the 1903 book The Negro Problem. In the essay Du Bois states that he has 

three goals: “first to show from the past that the Talented Tenth as they have risen among 

American Negroes have been worthy of leadership; secondly, to show how these men 



140 

 

may be educated and developed; and thirdly, to show their relation to the Negro problem” 

(Du Bois 2005 [1903], 31-76). 

To achieve his goal, Du Bois provides a litany of intelligent, educated, and 

successful black people from American history, citing, for example, Phillis Wheatley and 

Paul Cuff, “striving against the bars of prejudice”; Lemuel Haynes, “to whom 

Middlebury College gave an honorary A.M. in 1804”; Frederick Douglass; and many 

others. On this, there is no point of contention or meaningful difference between the 

positions of Washington and Du Bois. But Du Bois calls “the present—a day of 

cowardice and vacillation.”  

His comments focus on the idea that before there were those who clearly fought 

for decades to end slavery but today those who claim to fight for equality based on the 

American ideal are actually “double-faced.” He implies they are either scared to say what 

they know is right or are jumping back and forth between positions. Du Bois’ aim is to 

discredit his contemporaries and appear above such political considerations. This is likely 

in part targeting Washington: “Who are to-day guiding the work of the Negro people? 

The ‘exceptions’ of course…. the blind worshippers of the Average” (Du Bois 2005 

[1903]). He says that they believe “death, disease and crime” are the exceptions in the 

black community. But Du Bois claims “death, disease and crime—these are the happy 

rule. Of course they are the rule, because a silly nation made them the rule” (Du Bois 

2005 [1903]). But he has a plan to change this. 

Du Bois’ plan is his “Talented Tenth.” His Talented Tenth essay was to show how 

new leaders may be educated and developed. In this he posits: “How then shall the 
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leaders of a struggling people be trained and the hands of the risen few strengthened? 

There can be but one answer: The best and most capable of their youth must be schooled 

in the colleges and universities of the land” (Du Bois 2005 [1903]). 

Industrial education, while it has its place, has “dampened the faith of thinking 

Negroes… by ridicule and denouncement and decrying of those very institutions of 

higher training which made the Negro public school possible, and make Negro industrial 

schools thinkable.” He goes on, “If Hampton, Tuskegee and the hundred other industrial 

schools prove in the future to be as successful as they deserve to be, then their success in 

training black artisans for the South, will be due primarily to the white colleges of the 

North and the black colleges of the South, which trained the teachers who to-day conduct 

these institutions.” Du Bois fears that industrial schools might overshadow traditional 

colleges as the standard for higher education (Du Bois 2005 [1903]). 

 

What Should Be Taught and How It Should It Be Taught? 

 “We will not quarrel as to just what the university of the Negro should teach or 

how it should teach it—I willingly admit that each soul and each race-soul needs its own 

peculiar curriculum.” However: “But this is true: A university is a human invention for 

the transmission of knowledge and culture from generation to generation, through the 

training of quick minds and pure hearts, and for this work no other human invention will 

suffice, not even trade and industrial schools” (Du Bois 2005 [1903]). 

Then comes his pitch for the Talented Tenth— how leaders may be “educated and 

developed.” He posits, “How then shall the leaders of a struggling people be trained and 
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the hands of the risen few strengthened?” The answer: “The best and most capable of 

their youth must be schooled in the colleges and universities of the land.” He “demands” 

“Negro college and college-bred men.” He envisions "not a quantity of such colleges, but 

a few of excellent quality; not too many college-bred men, but enough to leaven the 

lump, to inspire the masses, to raise the Talented Tenth to leadership.” Second, he wants 

“a good system of common schools, well-taught, conveniently located and properly 

equipped.” (Du Bois 2005 [1903]) 

Du Bois “insist[s] that the object of all true education is not to make men 

carpenters, it is to make carpenters men.” According to Du Bois, “there are two means of 

making the carpenter a man, each equally important: the first is to give the group and 

community in which he works, liberally trained teachers and leaders to teach him and his 

family what life means; the second is to give him sufficient intelligence and technical 

skill to make him an efficient workman” (Du Bois 2005 [1903]). 

“The main question, so far as the Southern Negro is concerned, is: What under the 

present circumstance, must a system of education do in order to raise the Negro as 

quickly as possible in the scale of civilization? The answer to this question seems to me 

clear: It must strengthen the Negro's character, increase his knowledge and teach him to 

earn a living” (Du Bois 2005 [1903]). His conclusion here to strengthen character, 

increase knowledge, and teach him to earn a living is consistent with the pedagogy of 

Washington. The difference is their views on what constitutes character and what is an 

appropriate way to earn a living. 
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It may well be that industrial schools like Tuskegee and Hampton have a greater 

focus on values and responsibility (“making a carpenter a man,” as Du Bois puts it) than 

do traditional colleges. Washington’s school Tuskegee was modeled after the Hampton 

Institute, where Washington had received his education. This is described in detail in his 

autobiography Up from Slavery pages 60-121. The school was run by General Armstrong 

who served the Union in the Civil War. Beyond academics the Hampton Institute 

demanded students to keep themselves and their rooms clean, and they had to do chores 

around the school. Students were expected to attend church regularly and maintain the 

highest of moral standards.  

Tuskegee carried on these traditions and more, holding a weekly mandatory all-

hands assembly where students would receive a presentation on ethics, morals, and 

advice on how to be better people. Many of these are published in Washington’s books 

Character Building (1902) and Putting the Most into Life (1906). In the book Working 

with the Hands (1904) Washington describes various groups and activities at Tuskegee to 

demonstrate how the school promotes values and leadership (as many of the groups are 

student-led). The following list is condensed from eight pages.  

First: “each Sunday, a regular preaching service, at which teachers and students 

are expected to be present.” Second: “Every Sunday morning… a large and enthusiastic 

Christian Endeavour Society meets… [to] show that they are preparing themselves for 

leadership in religion as well as for usefulness in shop and class room when they leave 

Tuskegee.” Third: “The students are divided into thirty-six Sunday-school classes, each 

Sunday, to study the international lesson. There is also a Junior Sunday-school, 
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composed of the children of teachers and of families near the school.” Fourth: “A 

flourishing organisation of the Y. M. C. A. … makes itself felt for good both among the 

young men students as well as by visits, through committees, to the surrounding country, 

each Sunday, to look after sick and needy persons, especially the aged poor.” Fifth: “The 

young women students … sustain three societies among themselves…. Each of these 

organisations has proved itself a potent factor for good, not only in the school and its 

immediate environs, but beyond.” Sixth: “The Humane Society …” caring for animals. 

Seventh: “The Tuskegee Women's Club, a branch of the National Association of 

Coloured Women … [presents] topics as look to the betterment of the women and girls of 

the Negro race in the United States. Another society, more local, is called Mothers' 

Council…. conducting a Sunday afternoon meeting for neglected children in one of the 

tenement sections of the town of Tuskegee… [they run a] Bible School and paid for [it] 

out of their weekly contributions.” Eighth: “Once, daily, at evening (Friday and Saturday 

excepted), the whole school assembles in the spacious chapel for devotional services, led 

by the Principal or his representative, before retiring.” Ninth: “Friday evening prayer-

meeting, where teachers and students gather, before retiring, as one large family, for 

informal worship.” Tenth: “The Week of Prayer is usually observed for two weeks, in 

January, every year, with more or less spiritual profit to the whole institution.” Eleventh: 

“the Bible Training School…. This school is a department of the Normal and Industrial 

Institute…. to fit themselves [students] for the Christian ministry and other active 

religious work…. The Bible students are required to make a weekly report of their 

‘Religious Work Done in Tuskegee and Vicinity’.” Twelve: “A volunteer prayer meeting 
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is held daily, just after breakfast, in the Bible School building, under the guidance of the 

Bible students… leading the services.” Thirteen: “All these societies, at Christmas and 

Thanksgiving, unite in taking food and other comforts to the deserving poor and 

helpless.” Fourteen: “Tuskegee [students] are assigned to groups numbering twelve to 

fifteen, each group [under] charge of a teacher…. grow in a spirit of mutual helpfulness. 

… social unit for advice and comfort. This feature of the school life is under the general 

direction of the Chaplain….” (B. T. Washington, Working with the Hands 1904, 192-

199). 

All students were required to attend a Sunday church service and Sunday school 

and be involved in at least one club-type activity related to spiritual or personal 

development every week. From this we see Tuskegee put heavy weight on moral and 

spiritual education, as well as community and leadership. Washington strongly supported 

Christian values while criticizing ministries that failed to live up to those values. With all 

of this, Washington does not promote any one religious denomination. As he says, “Do 

not mistake denominationalism for reverence and religion. Religion is life, 

denominationalism is an aid to life” (B. T. Washington 1906b, 25). With all of this 

activity, Du Bois’ concern that industrial schools like Tuskegee teach students to use their 

hands, but do not provide the necessary moral education, seems unfounded.  

Du Bois claims there are two things education must accomplish, “each equally 

important: the first is to give the group and community in which he works, liberally 

trained teachers and leaders to teach him and his family what life means; the second is to 

give him sufficient intelligence and technical skill to make him an efficient workman” 
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(Du Bois 2005 [1903]). At the time most industrial schools were being modeled after 

Tuskegee, many being started by and/or operated by Tuskegee graduates. As 

demonstrated above, the Tuskegee model is extremely focused on meeting both of Du 

Bois’ criteria.  

Du Bois claims that blacks need “liberally trained teachers and leaders to teach 

him and his family what life means” (Du Bois 2005 [1903]). The liberal universities Du 

Bois promoted were focused on Greco-Roman text, classical literature, and philosophy. 

This classic liberal education lacks focus and consistency of message. Reading Epicurus, 

Diogenes, Rousseau, Machiavelli, Nietzsche, and Marx seems less likely to give the 

average student any assembling of morals, or “what life means,” than a graduate of 

Tuskegee receives. Tuskegee’s education provides more succinct and coherent moral 

guidance with a philosophy that gives people meaning and a path to happiness. Classical 

liberal education provides a random assortment of text curated by each instructor. This 

makes it impossible to provide any clear consistent moral guidance, or answers as to 

“what life means.” 

Liberal education also tends not to provide the “technical skill” needed to be 

“efficient” in their graduate’s occupation. Even in technical fields like architecture or 

engineering, liberal universities do not provide the skills needed and they must learn the 

actual skills as an apprentice on the job. As analyzed by Bryan Caplan, classical 

university education acts more as a screening and signaling intermediary than a practical 

educator (Caplan 2018). While I see great value in liberal education, by Du Bois’ own 

standard Tuskegee provides the superior education, and the value of liberal education is 
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questionable at best. Thus, Du Bois’ model for higher education should look closer to the 

Tuskegee model than to the classical liberal education system.  

So why did Du Bois say what he did? He could have been ignorant of the way 

schools like Tuskegee operate. However, this is unlikely as its curriculum and broader 

program were well publicized. The Tuskegee name itself was world-renowned, thanks to 

the fame and efforts of Washington. I feel it goes back to the differences in what each of 

them believed were higher morals, higher leadership traits, higher achievements, and 

therefore what constitutes higher education. Du Bois discredits the values, leadership, and 

education promoted by Washington because he truly sees them as lesser, in contrast to his 

own higher values, leadership, and education. 

 

What is Higher Education? 

Du Bois goes on to state that many black students get their college education in 

the North but there were at the time 34 well-established Negro colleges in the South. He 

implies that most are teaching high school-level classes, and even the best are about a 

year behind “smaller New England colleges.” Du Bois is not clear here whether the 

implication is simply that the colleges have to get students up to speed because of failures 

in the high school system, or that they are actually graduating unqualified students. The 

truth is likely some of each. (See Appendix for list of HBCU with locations and dates 

founded.) 

In this and other articles Du Bois holds out Atlanta University as the model for 

the South. For this education model he describes college as a 136-week course (standard 
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today is 128 weeks), that is attended after the completion of grammar school and a three-

year high school program. The model college curriculum would consist of: 

 
 
 
Table 6: DuBois Model College Curriculum (Du Bois 2005 [1903]) 

 

 
 
 
While this is most certainly representative of higher education at the time, it 

seems very inefficient. This one-size-fits-all approach is in stark contrast to the 

Enlightenment concepts of specialization and practicality. This model means that 

students spend half the time learning to translate works that others have already 

translated.  

Washington understood this flaw. By first finding out what career a student is 

interested in, the curriculum could be tailored to maximize interest and retention of 

knowledge. Writing, math, science, history, and even philosophy can be made not only 

approachable but relatable, applicable, and interesting. This would improve the 

understanding and retention of knowledge; but most curricula put little effort into this. 

Instead schools hope that the teachers can compensate in classes isolated from the 

interests of the students or needs of future employers.  

Subjects Time Credits Classes

Latin and Greek 25.0% 30 10

English and modern languages 20.0% 24 8

history and social science 16.7% 20 7

philosophy and pedagogy 12.5% 15 5

mathematics 12.5% 15 5

natural science 14.3% 17 6
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In addition to incorporating values and philosophy into academic and practical 

instruction, there were evening lectures on morals and philosophy at Tuskegee. Once a 

week Washington himself would present a lecture on philosophy to the entire school. As 

Washington puts it: “Mere hand training, without thorough moral, religious, and mental 

education, counts for very little. The hands, the head, and the heart together, as the 

essential elements of educational need, should be so correlated that one may be made to 

help the others. At the Tuskegee Institute we find constantly that we can make our 

industrial work assist in the academic training, and vice versa.” (B. T. Washington 1904, 

Preface) 

Even Du Bois questions if there can be a disconnect between college education 

and employer needs. “The most interesting question, and in many respects the crucial 

question, to be asked concerning college-bred Negroes, is: Do they earn a living? It has 

been intimated more than once that the higher training of Negroes has resulted in sending 

into the world of work, men who could find nothing to do suitable to their talents” (Du 

Bois 2005 [1903]). He pushes back, providing data from a survey showing the success in 

employment of black college graduates. The data also show that 40% of those contacted 

did not respond; the fact that unsuccessful people are the ones not likely to respond 

suggests a less sanguine outcome. “Now and then there comes a rumor of a colored 

college man working at menial service, etc. Fortunately, returns as to occupations of 

college-bred Negroes, gathered by the Atlanta conference, are quite full—nearly sixty per 

cent. of the total number of graduates” (Du Bois 2005 [1903]).  
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Table 7: Positions Held by College Graduates (Du Bois 2005 [1903]) 

 

 
 
 
The reality is that a large portion of the 40% were likely having trouble finding 

employment or severely underemployed to the point they were ashamed to respond to the 

survey. We cannot determine the actual proportion.  

In sum, on the subject of education, Du Bois and Washington appear initially to 

be completely at odds, but examination of their writing suggests that they each 

recognized the value of both classical college and industrial education. As for colleges, 

Du Bois sees value in teaching teachers, but for the “talented tenth” among blacks he has 

higher aspirations. He wants them to lead the masses. In contrast, Washington sees broad 

-based higher education (especially teaching dead languages) as a waste of important 

resources. Both believe that the race will prosper only if all are taught skills and moral 

Occupation Respondents Total

Teachers 53.4% 32.0%

Clergymen 16.8% 10.1%

Physicians,  etc. 6.3% 3.8%

Lawyers 4.7% 2.8%

Students 5.6% 3.4%

In Govt. Service 4.0% 2.4%

In Business 3.6% 2.2%

Editors 0.7% 0.4%

Secretaries and Clerks 1.7% 1.0%

Farmers 2.0% 1.2%

Artisans 0.7% 0.4%

Miscellaneous. 0.5% 0.3%

Unknown (did not respond) - 40.0%
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values. Although Du Bois would classify ethics as the teaching of classic literature and 

philosophy, Washington would focus on work ethic and Christian values. 

 

The Scaling Issue 

Washington and Du Bois were in agreement that traditional colleges have played 

an important role in providing teachers for black communities, although Du Bois seems 

to make a distinction between traditional mostly-white colleges in the North (like his 

alma mater, Harvard) which he holds in the highest of regard, and black colleges in the 

South, which were often normal schools that just trained teachers. As Du Bois puts it, “It 

has, however, been in the furnishing of teachers that the Negro college has found its 

peculiar function…. To furnish five millions and more of ignorant people with teachers 

of their own race and blood, in one generation, was not only a very difficult undertaking, 

but a very important one, in that, it placed before the eyes of almost every Negro child an 

attainable ideal. It brought the masses of the blacks in contact with modern civilization.” 

(Du Bois 2005 [1903]) 

 Du Bois describes black people as “ignorant and unskilled people with a heritage 

of bad habits”; therefore, “our system of training must set before itself two great aims—

the one dealing with knowledge and character, the other part seeking to give the child the 

technical knowledge necessary for him to earn a living under the present circumstances.” 

“These objects are accomplished in part by the opening of the common schools on the 

one, and of the industrial schools on the other.” He says these are not separate, “for there 

must also be trained those who are to teach these schools”—meaning students at 
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industrial schools can only be taught by graduates of traditional education (Du Bois 2005 

[1903]). 

Du Bois touts the benefits of “liberal education,” but often fails to apply “liberal” 

concepts in his arguments. Du Bois acknowledges the need to educate the masses but 

fails to comprehend the tradeoff of time and limited resources. He presents the recent 

success of the black community after slavery by stating, “the college trained in Greek and 

Latin and mathematics, 2,000 men; and these men trained full 50,000 others in morals 

and manners, and they in turn taught thrift and the alphabet to nine millions of men, who 

to-day hold $300,000,000 of property” (Du Bois 2005 [1903]). He is saying at the end of 

slavery there were only 2,000 college educated black men, but they trained 50,000, and 

this has led to substantial wealth in the black community. The point is that educating 

teachers in colleges has a multiplying effect that leads to wealth; thus we need more 

people going to traditional college to become teachers. He is assuming that teachers who 

had been taught at normal and industrial schools would not have a similar impact. 

During this time period, there seems to be a curious consistency with associating 

both colleges and liberal education with the idea learning foreign languages, and most 

prominently the languages of ancient Greek and Latin. For Washington, the wasteful 

misapplication of resources is nowhere clearer than in the universities’ obsession with 

teaching dead languages. Du Bois uses it in his example of a teacher “college trained in 

Greek and Latin and mathematics.” Few skills take longer to master than language, nor is 

any other skill quite as perishable.  
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Adam Smith emphasized the importance of specialization showing us that it is 

more efficient to teach one person in a million to translate all the classical works into the 

people’s native tongue; rather than teaching millions of people Ancient Greek to read 

Plato in the original language. Even at the university level most people’s time would be 

better served learning math, science, engineering, and more specialized skills; rather than 

spending thousands of hours for some dubious benefit from learning skills with no 

practical use. 

Washington would argue that this assumption that teachers at normal and 

industrial schools can only come from the traditional college system is incorrect. 

Tuskegee employed a wide variety of instructors some from universities, some graduates 

of normal and industrial education and others who were experienced experts in their field. 

Just as there are great teachers that come out of universities there are great teachers that 

come out of industrial schools and industry. Exploiting these additional resources greatly 

increases the multiplier effect Du Bois is promoting for colleges and pointing to as 

necessary to the success of the black community. 

 

Education for men only? 

Throughout this and other writings, Du Bois seems to focus exclusively and 

intentionally on education for males. Du Bois has a good line, “All men cannot go to 

college but some men must.” Most understand and would agree this with the sentiment, 

even though it should not be read to imply that females cannot go to college; it is just one 
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of many examples of Du Bois’ consistent focus on education for males in contrast with 

Washington’s routine promotion of the need for female education.  

I am not one to assume the use of man/men to necessarily exclude women, but Du 

Bois’ manner of use occasionally makes it difficult to claim that it's being used in a 

generic sense. His frequent use, almost overuse, of the term also raises questions. Du 

Bois uses the word men in a lot of places where it seems unnecessary. In many places he 

will say blacks or more often Negroes, but when he talks about voting and education he is 

usually specifically referring to black men or Negro men. He also talks about taking away 

one’s voting rights as taking their “manhood.” 

Although his use of man/manly may be a product of the time, there is a surprising 

distinction here between Du Bois and Washington. Washington both facilitates and 

advocates for the education of both male and females. In many of his writings on 

education Washington goes out of his way to say “men and women” and give a similar 

focus on women’s education as on that of men. Although Washington does not consider 

males and females to be interchangeable in society, he does believe that society needs 

female educators, students, and entrepreneurs just as it needs men to take these roles. Du 

Bois failed to present a similarly liberal view toward females in education. 

 

 

The Negro Problem 

The third and final goal of Du Bois’ Talented Tenth is how they will deal with 

“the Negro problem.” Du Bois sees this as a competition between his elite and the 
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populists for control over the masses. His answer is to bring the top tier of the black 

population into liberal institutions, creating the Talented Tenth; otherwise the leaders of 

the masses will be populists, religious zealots, or men of industry. Du Bois says, without 

a sense of irony, “You have no choice; either you must help furnish this race from within 

its own ranks with thoughtful men of trained leadership, or you must suffer the evil 

consequences of a headless misguided rabble” (Du Bois 2005 [1903], 200). 

While Du Bois fears the “misguided rabble” and believes the answer to be well-

educated leadership, Washington expresses his disappointment with graduates of 

traditional colleges. To him, much of “higher” education made people more superficial, 

rather than providing the habits and skills needed to make them better people. 

Washington gives an example from a visit in Washington, D.C., where he compares 

students at an unnamed school to his alma mater, Hampton Institute. “The students at the 

other school seemed to be less self-dependent. They seemed to give more attention to 

mere outward appearances” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 104-105).  

 Furthermore, “They knew more about Latin and Greek when they left school, but 

they seemed to know less about life and its conditions as they would meet it at their 

homes.” Worse, instead of demonstrating the advantages of an education for “quick 

minds,” they often lacked the skills and/or maturity needed to be successful. “Having 

lived for a number of years in the midst of comfortable surroundings… they were more 

inclined to yield to the temptation to become hotel waiters and Pullman-car porters as 

their life-work” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 105).  
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There is nothing wrong with being a waiter or a porter. Seeking a higher degree 

and ending up as a waiter or porter is different. The degree cost a significant amount of 

money to their family or the community that sponsored these students, while depriving 

them of four years of salary and promotions. For a degree to be worth the money and 

time involved the benefit should exceed the opportunity costs (Caplan 2018). 

Washington felt education should prepare people for real life, mature them, and 

create responsible people who could be role models in the community. Instead, he found, 

“there was also a superficiality about the life of a large class that greatly alarmed me. I 

saw young coloured men who were not earning more than four dollars a week spend two 

dollars or more for a buggy on Sunday to ride up and down Pennsylvania Avenue, in 

order that they might try to convince the world that they were worth thousands.” This 

cannot be blamed on education but on lack of education and training in moral values and 

self-management. “I saw other young men who received seventy-five or one hundred 

dollars per month from the Government, who were in debt at the end of every month. I 

saw men who but a few months previous were members of Congress, then without 

employment and in poverty.” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901], 106)  

These may be anecdotal examples but they are used by Washington to make a 

point about the type of people liberal colleges can produce (Washington prefers to 

provide specific examples when making general observations). Washington is not 

claiming all students from liberal colleges are like this, he is claiming that the lack of 

ethical focus of education in these colleges fails to provide the students with a moral 

foundation for behavior.  
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The Tuskegee Institute and schools like it went to great lengths to mold young 

people into responsible adults, and to set proper examples in their communities. “We are 

trying to turn out men and women who are able to do something that the world wants 

done, that the world needs to have done. Just in proportion as you can comply with that 

demand you will find that there is a place for you” (B. T. Washington 1902, 99). Most 

people will never be in the Talented Tenth, but all deserve an education that provides 

them with the skills that can give them purpose in life, a means to support themselves, 

and the ability to improve their community, and in doing so improve the world.  

It may seem that  Washington is making a similar argument to the one Du Bois is 

making— just pointed in the other direction. The difference once again is likely to be in 

their perspective on higher values. Washington sees his graduates as having a higher 

potential to achieve success with skills suited for the labor market, a positive attitude, 

humble demeanor, and entrepreneurial perspective. Du Bois would likely look at these 

people as career-focused church-goers driven by money and guided by superstition. The 

college intellectual whom Washington thinks of as superficial, arrogant, and not ready for 

the real world Du Bois would likely consider sophisticated leadership material. Neither is 

wrong; it is just a clear difference in the pursuit of higher things. 

 

CHAPTER CONCLUSION  

I believe both Washington and Du Bois wanted to help the black people of 

America. Washington believes in the potential of black people to be independent, moral, 

and productive with the right education and mindset. Du Bois alternatively does not 
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believe the average person is capable of making good decisions for himself or herself and 

therefore must be led, motivated, and subdued by those who are more intelligent, capable 

of seeing the big picture, and understanding the nuances of morality. It is the classic 

dichotomy between the elitist view that believes in the few and not the masses versus the 

view that believes in the masses and is skeptical of those who hold the authority of the 

few as the answer. 

Although the differences between Du Bois and Washington were based on 

ideological perspectives regarding the nature of people, I do not believe this was directly 

responsible for the harshness of Du Bois’ attacks. I believe that Du Bois felt that 

Washington’s position in support of broad-based industrial schools diluted the support 

for, and the amount of funding to, traditional university education. It may have been this 

crowding out of funding that Du Bois felt was so damaging to his own plan that he was 

willing to go to extreme lengths to disparage Washington’s reputation in order to 

undermine the support for industrial education. It could also be the idea that the industrial 

schools could attract some of the brightest minds away from the universities, although 

this seems less likely. It is more likely that Du Bois believed that Washington’s 

ideological views of hard work, entrepreneurship, and Christian values were at odds with 

his own top-down vision for the country and black communities. 

According to Washington, “No one ever loses anything by being a gentleman or a 

lady. No person ever lost anything by being broad” (B. T. Washington 1902, 291). 

Washington never attacked Du Bois by name, and kept criticism of people general, 
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focusing on the behavior rather than making a personal attack. True to his words, 

Washington always took the high road in his writing, acting as a gentleman.  

Washington took a classical liberal approach to society, demanding equal 

treatment and opportunities for all Americans and empathy to understand the views of 

others. For Du Bois, society is a competition not only among people but between groups. 

Washington wanted to build sincere relationships between the races through 

understanding of shared values and mutual benefit. Du Bois did not seem concerned with 

building relationships between the races, but instead focused on the use of political power 

and forced integration as the primary methods for improving the black community.  

The most striking difference between Washington and Du Bois was that Du Bois 

saw government and aristocracy as an answer to the problems of black people, while 

Washington saw salvation in entrepreneurship, industriousness, and innovation rather 

than government. If it were not for government, people would be free to save themselves 

and each other, to build businesses and wealth, associating with whoever they please. Du 

Bois demanded social and economic equality from the government, while asking nothing 

of black people. Washington expects equality of the law, and demands black people make 

themselves morally and economically equal to whites through better education and higher 

moral standards. Washington has full faith that blacks can achieve this without special 

treatment if the government just stays out of the way. 

Washington wanted most people to focus on learning marketable skills and 

practical education while allowing those with the ability to go on to a university 

education. Du Bois wanted society and common schools to focus on the traditional 
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college route for all students, even though he only felt the top tenth of males should go on 

to college. Du Bois claimed he supported industrial education in his 1903 book, but it 

does not seem his support was sincere. In the years after Washington’s death, as support 

for industrial education flagged, Du Bois did not speak up in support of it, nor lamented 

all the lost opportunities for education in the black community. 

While Du Bois wanted the government to take care of black people in the U.S., he 

did not feel there was any responsibility for black people to support the U.S. or be 

productive members of the society, let alone the economy. He seems to want the black 

population to be a single voter bloc that politicians should cater to for their vote; and 

believes that black prosperity can come from government programs if educated blacks 

can just manage and control the votes of the masses. With this there is no responsibility 

for individual black people except to be united in their vote. 

As the memory of Washington and his influence faded, Du Bois’ vision was 

realized. Du Bois supported the Democratic party most of his life. He briefly supported 

the Socialist Party but went back to the Democrats to support President Woodrow Wilson 

in 1913. Washington had been a great admirer of Abraham Lincoln and a staunch 

Republican throughout his life. After Washington’s death, the black vote started moving 

from leaning Republican to consolidating almost exclusively behind the Democratic 

Party. Much of this is likely due to the influence of Du Bois. Not that the masses were 

convinced by the arguments of Du Bois, but the personal attacks from Du Bois created a 

devastating chink in Washington’s armor, and following the death of Washington, black 

leaders were more in line with Du Bois than Washington.  
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Du Bois also won on black education, with industrial and vocational schools 

being deemphasized and secondary schools focused exclusively on college. Du Bois also 

won on government programs as black people voted for ever increasing welfare and 

government programs, rather than focusing on hard work and taking care of their family 

and community.  

This philosophy has grown and dominated black culture for the last one hundred 

years. Many cities in the U.S. have been completely controlled by the legacy of Du Bois’ 

Talented Tenth for decades, but this has not been shown to make the lives of the people 

in the communities better. It is not clear that this focus on an elite class controlling the 

masses has led to increased prosperity. Although it has made some individuals wealthy, 

many more have remained in poverty. Du Bois’ ideas lack clear guidance for improving 

the life of the average person. 

Washington’s ideas were simple and focused on the average person: maintain 

your morals and dignity, work hard, master a trade, always improve yourself, save your 

money, buy a house, get married, raise a family, pass on your values, and create a better 

tomorrow. We cannot test the counterfactual as to what it would have been like for the 

black population if Washington and his philosophy had won out. If so, we would have 

seen black communities with black banks, black-owned businesses and black trade 

schools teaching young people to be industrious and entrepreneurial. Instead we see a 

steadily increasing dependence on the state throughout the next one hundred years. 

Washington died in 1915, while he would have certainly been disappointed by the 

failure of so many in the black communities in which he had faith, he would likely have 
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marveled at the opportunities available to black individuals today. There have been some 

successes, but many black people have moved away from Washington’s path to 

achieving higher things. Others have followed the likes of Du Bois, still waiting for the 

government to provide for them and lead them to the promised land. 
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DISSERTATION CONCLUSION  

Booker T. Washington, born into slavery, promoted vocational training and 

economic self-sufficiency, believing black people could earn respect through hard work 

and integrity. His Atlanta Exposition Address in 1895, for example, urged cooperation 

with whites, famously stating, "Cast down your bucket where you are."  

W.E.B. Du Bois, born free in the North, advocated for higher education for an 

elite group to lead the race, arguing in his "Talented Tenth" essay that "the Negro race, 

like all races, is going to be saved by its exceptional men." He pushed for immediate civil 

rights and political activism. 

This dissertation argues that Washington's bottom-up approach aligned with 

classical liberal sensibilities and offered a sustainable path for community empowerment. 

After Washington’s death in 1915, however, Du Bois’ vision became more dominant, 

shifting the aspiration of black education toward a college-or-bust mentality that was less 

helpful to the masses of the black population. I criticize that shift for fostering a turn 

toward politics and dependency, in contrast to Washington's focus on self-reliance. 

Washington’s approach and vision are better suited toward long-term progress. 

The contrast between Washington and Du Bois continues in modern discussions 

on racial equality, blending economic empowerment with systemic change, as seen in 

contemporary policy debates on education and economic development. 

Washington's experiences, detailed in his autobiography Up from Slavery (1901), 

shaped his belief in self-help and gradual progress, while Du Bois, with a Ph.D. from 
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Harvard, advocated for immediate civil rights, as seen in The Souls of Black Folk (1903). 

The present dissertation situates their philosophies within the historical context of post-

Reconstruction America, highlighting the socio-political landscape of discrimination and 

violence. 

 
 
 
 

Table 8: Washington vs. Du Bois: Their approaches to education and societal advancement 

Aspect Booker T. Washington W.E.B. Du Bois 

Education Focus Vocational, industrial training Liberal arts, collegiate education 

Leadership Model Broad community involvement Elite "Talented Tenth" leadership 

Strategy for Progress Economic self-help, gradual integration 
Immediate civil rights, political 

action 

Role of Government Minimal, focus on individual liberty Activist, interventionist 

Gender Inclusivity Inclusive, both men and women Male-centric, less focus on women 

 
 
 

 

Washington's approach centered on vocational education, economic 

independence, and moral development, encapsulated in his founding of the Tuskegee 

Normal and Industrial Institute in 1881 and the National Negro Business League in 1900. 

He believed that by acquiring practical skills and demonstrating integrity, black people 

could earn respect and integrate into all facets of American society; he did not urge 

political activism. His philosophy aligned with classical liberal sensibilities, emphasized 



165 

 

individual liberty, voluntary cooperation, and community building, or what Edmund 

Burke called "little platoons." For instance, in Character Building (1902), he lays out 

lessons on how one achieves the "higher things" in life: focusing on the positive, finding 

joy in knowledge and beauty, taking care of oneself, setting a good example, helping 

others, and being a steward of the community.  

Washington's strategy was pragmatic and even traditional, focusing on immediate 

economic opportunities with an emphasis on entrepreneurship and property ownership. 

He argued that black people should prove their worth by holding one’s self and one’s 

community to high standards with high moral values and hard work. He states in The 

Future of the American Negro (1899) that "no race can prosper till it learns that there is 

as much dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem." This bottom-up approach aimed to 

foster resilience and independence, contrasting with reliance on political power and 

government intervention. 

In contrast, Du Bois championed higher education for an elite "Talented Tenth," 

detailed in his 1903 essay of the same name, arguing that “the Negro race, like all races, 

is going to be saved by its exceptional men” (DuBois, 2005 [1903]). That statement 

captures much about the contrast between the two men. Washington concerned himself 

firstly, and along the traditional lines of Christianity, not with the salvation of “the Negro 

race,” but with the salvation of the individual black. And the individual’s salvation is 

primarily in his own soul—not in the hands of some other person, no matter how 

“exceptional” that other person might be. 
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Du Bois believed that a small group of highly educated African Americans should 

lead the race, advocating for immediate civil rights through political action and 

intellectual pursuits. His critique of Washington, outlined in The Souls of Black Folk, 

accused Washington of compromising on civil rights and undervaluing rights, stating, "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, —we must unceasingly 

and firmly oppose them" (DuBois, 2007 [1903]). 

Du Bois’ approach was more confrontational, leaning toward social democracy 

and government intervention, as seen in his support for the Niagara Movement and later 

the NAACP. He proposed a curriculum for black colleges, such as Atlanta University's 

136-week program, heavily focused on subjects like Latin and Greek, history, and 

philosophy, as detailed in his model college curriculum (Du Bois, 2005 [1903]). This top-

down strategy aimed to create black leaders to rally the people for political change, but I 

suggest in the dissertation that this may have fostered dependency on governmental or 

political solutions. 

I argue that Washington's bottom-up strategy offered a better and more 

sustainable path for black improvement. His focus on practical skills, moral values, and 

community self-reliance, as seen in Tuskegee's mandatory assemblies on ethics and 

religion, aimed to empower individuals to take charge of their progress.  

Du Bois’ influence grew after Washington's death in 1915, with black success 

shifting toward college and away from entrepreneurship. I suggest that this shift 
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potentially perpetuated poverty and limited opportunities, as the shift relied on elite 

leadership and political jockeying, rather than fostering individual initiative. The 

dissertation notes that heavy reliance on government has not been shown to improve 

community outcomes, contrasting with Washington's vision of industrious, 

entrepreneurial blacks with their own banks and trade schools, supporting black property 

and businesses ownership. 

 
 
 
 

Table 9: The impact of Washington’s life and death 

 Washington's Influence Du Bois’ Influence 

Pre-1915 
(BTW’s life) 

BTW very prominent while society 
was focused on vocational schooling 

Du Bois’ growing influence and advocacy 
for liberal-arts collegiate education 

Post-1915 
(BTW’s death) 

BTW’s influence declines and 
industrial education wanes 

Growing influence while blacks focus more 
on politics and governmental solutions. 

 
 

 

In the dissertation I argue that Washington's approach, with its emphasis on self-

improvement and local community rootedness, might have offered a more effective 

framework for achieving lasting prosperity and social equality. His critique of liberal 

education, as seen in My Larger Education (1911), highlighted its superficiality, noting, 

“They knew more about Latin and Greek when they left school, but they seemed to know 

less about life and its conditions as they would meet it at their homes” (B. T. Washington 
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2013 [1911]). This contrasts with Du Bois’ focus on classical education, which did not 

teach practical skills and moral cohesiveness. 

Today, as debates continue over racial inequalities, the legacies of Washington 

and Du Bois remain instructive. Their contrasting perspectives—Washington's economic 

empowerment versus Du Bois’ political activism—highlight the need for a multifaceted 

approach, blending individual initiative with systemic integrity. This analysis, rooted in 

historical texts and comparative study, underscores the complexity of social progress and 

the enduring relevance of their debate. 
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APPENDIX 

APPENDIX A: THE ATLANTA EXPOSITION ADDRESS SEPTEMBER 18, 1895 

[Note: This is the speech as printed in Up from Slavery (1901).] 

 

Mr. President and Gentlemen of the Board of Directors and Citizens. 

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. I but convey to you, Mr. President and 

Directors, the sentiment of the masses of my race when I 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 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. 

A ship lost at sea for many days suddenly sighted a friendly vessel. From the mast 

of the unfortunate vessel was seen a signal, "Water, water; we die of thirst!" The answer 
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from the friendly vessel at once came back, "Cast down your bucket where you are." A 

second time the signal, "Water, water; send us water!" ran up from the distressed vessel, 

and was answered, "Cast down your bucket where you are." And a third and fourth signal 

for water was answered, "Cast down your bucket where you are." The captain of the 

distressed vessel, at last heading the injunction, cast down his bucket, and it came up full 

of fresh, sparkling water from the mouth of the Amazon River. 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 neighbour, 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 the common occupations of life; shall prosper in proportion as we learn to 

draw the line between the superficial and the substantial, the ornamental gewgaws [sic] of 

life and the useful. No race can prosper till it learns that there is as much dignity in tilling 
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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 of 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, builded [sic] 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, 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 
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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 laws of changeless justice bind 

    Oppressor with oppressed; 

  And close as sin and suffering joined 

    We march to fate abreast. 

 

Nearly sixteen millions of hands will aid you in pulling the load upward, or they 

will pull against you the load downward. We shall constitute one-third and more of the 

ignorance and crime of the South, or one-third its intelligence and progress; we shall 

contribute one-third to the business and industrial prosperity of the South, or we shall 

prove a veritable body of death, stagnating, depressing, retarding every effort to advance 

the body politic. 
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Gentlemen of the Exposition, as we present to you our humble effort at an 

exhibition of our progress, you must not expect overmuch.  Starting thirty years ago with 

ownership here and there in a few quilts and pumpkins and chickens (gathered from 

miscellaneous sources), remember the path that has led from these to the inventions and 

production of agricultural implements, buggies, steam-engines, newspapers, books, 

statuary, carving, paintings, the management of drug-stores and banks, has not been 

trodden without contact with thorns and thistles. While we take pride in what we exhibit 

as a result of our independent efforts, we do not for a moment forget that our part in this 

exhibition would fall far short of your expectations but for the constant help that has 

come to our education life, not only from the Southern states, but especially from 

Northern philanthropists, who have made their gifts a constant stream of blessing and 

encouragement. 

 

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 [sic]. 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 exercises 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. 
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In conclusion, may I repeat that nothing in thirty years has given us more hope 

and encouragement, and drawn us so near to you of the white race, as this opportunity 

offered by the Exposition; and here bending, as it were, over the altar that represents the 

results of the struggles of your race and mine, both starting practically empty-handed 

three decades ago, I pledge that in your effort to work out the great and intricate problem 

which God has laid at the doors of the South, you shall have at all times the patient, 

sympathetic help of my race; only let this be constantly in mind, that, while from 

representations in these buildings of the product of field, of forest, of mine, of factory, 

letters, and art, much good will come, yet far above and beyond material benefits will be 

that higher good, that, let us pray God, will come, in a blotting out of sectional 

differences and racial animosities and suspicions, in a determination to administer 

absolute justice, in a willing obedience among all classes to the mandates of law. This, 

this, [sic] coupled with our material prosperity, will bring into our beloved South a new 

heaven and a new earth. 
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APPENDIX B: CONTRIBUTION TO THE LITERATURE  

In the pursuit of completeness I consulted the George Mason Library Portal, 

Google Scholar advanced academic functions, and several A.I. systems (X.AI’s Grok, 

Google Gemini AI, Microsoft Open AI, Chat GPT, and Perplexity.AI) to identify the 

major or significant scholarly treatments on Booker T. Washington. They consistently 

listed W.E.B. Du Bois’s critiques as well as the works of Louis R. Harlan and Robert J. 

Norrell. Other works that were identified as significant are as follows: 

 Emmett J. Scott and Lyman Beecher Stowe’s Booker T. Washington Builder of a 

Civilization (Scott and Stowe 2010 [1916]). 

 Basil Mathews’ Booker T. Washington: Educator and Interracial Interpreter. 

(Mathews 1948) 

 Oliver C.  Cox’s The Leadership of Booker T. Washington. (Cox 1951). 

 August Meier’s Negro Thought in America, 1880–1915 (Meier 1963). 

 Emma Lou Thornbrough’s Great Lives Observed: Booker T. Washington (Meier 

1963). 

 W. Manning Marable’s Article, Booker T. Washington and African Nationalism 

(Marable 1974). 

 Michael Rudolph West’s The Education of Booker T. Washington (West 2006). 

 David H. Jackson Jr.’s Booker T. Washington and the Struggle Against White 

Supremacy (Jackson 2008). 
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Findings 

My findings show that the scholarship on Booker T. Washington predominantly 

adopts a critical stance toward his ideology, motives, and exhortations, especially in 

comparison with W.E.B. Du Bois. Du Bois’s criticisms of Washington are echoed in 

many academic works, such as Oliver C. Cox’s pointed 1951 article, “The Leadership of 

Booker T. Washington” (Cox 1951).  

My dissertation research examines Washington’s philosophical teachings—such 

as self-care, property ownership, and entrepreneurship—at a level of specificity not often 

found in existing literature4. I employ historical context not merely as background but as 

a tool to determine and highlight the origins of Washington’s beliefs, positioning them 

alongside those of Du Bois and situating both in relation to critics who challenge 

Washington’s strategies for the improvement of Black communities in the United States. 

By introducing a classical liberal perspective, this study underscores 

Washington’s commitment to individualism, voluntarism, and community-based 

advancement—what Edmund Burke termed the “little platoons.” Washington’s program 

                                                 

4 Washington had various levels of writing assistance and/or editorial input from Max Bennett Thrasher, 

Timothy Thomas Fortune and Robert E. Park. Regardless the content originated with Washington and 

Washington always maintained complete editorial control. The primary function beyond basic spelling or 

grammar editing was apparently to proof read the material to make certain it would be well received by 

people white people and northerners; today this practice called “sensitivity reading” is often mandated by 

publishers and never calls into question the legitimacy or the writing or message. 
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consistently eschews political solutions or government interventions, instead advancing 

self-reliance and voluntary association for social progress.  

Even when reviewing and comparing some of the existing literature that is the 

most similar to this dissertation it is noteworthy that none take a similar look into 

Washington’s morals and motivations. To make this point I will review several works on 

Washington, including the most famous and most cited works sympathetic to 

Washington. 

 The first significant biography of Booker T. Washington, titled, Booker T. 

Washington Builder of a Civilization (Scott and Stowe 2010 [1916]) came out shortly 

after Washington’s death. The biography was coauthored by Mr. Lyman Beecher Stowe 

the grandson of Harriet Beecher Stowe, who wrote, Uncle Tom's Cabin, a famous novel 

that had a very direct influence on the abolition of slavery. The other coauthor was Mr. 

Emmett J. Scott who was Booker T. Washington's secretary for eighteen years. It was 

started while Washington was still alive and completed a year after Washington’s death. 

The biographical information contained in this book is mostly redundant to Washington’s 

own autobiographies. Also, the biography provides little insight into the ethics and 

philosophy of Washington. The book does a fairly clarifies Washington stance against 

segregation and his fight against discrimination of black people. It provides some 

valuable insight into how Washington behaved in his day to day life. It attempts to justify 

his actions, but it does not attempt to explain the moral sensibilities from which his 

actions sprang. 
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 Scott and Stowe catalog Washington’s efforts to teach people to be economically 

successful. In attempting to quantify the success of black people during the time of 

Washington, Scott and Stowe describe problems that many have encountered, the lack of 

data on black people in the United States prior to the late 1890s. Most of the information 

provided by Scott and Stowe is similar to what was already provided by Du Bois and 

Washington himself. A notable fact provided is that in Macon County, Alabama, the 

home of the Tuskegee Institute, black people owned “61,689 acres, or an average of more 

than one hundred and twenty-two and one-half acres of land per man” (Scott and Stowe 

2010 [1916]). That would make this remote farming area the highest amount of land 

ownership by black people of any county at the time.  

The book’s most important contribution is to provide observations and anecdotes 

showing how connected Washington was to the average person and how much he cared 

about those who were the most downtrodden, demonstrating that Washington lived his 

own advice and worked tirelessly to help better the live of all who he could reach. The 

behind-the-scene looks at Washington show that his motive were pure and honest. 

In 1974, W. Manning Marable, published an academic article, “Booker T. 

Washington and African Nationalism” (Marable 1974). Although Washington was not in 

favor of black nationalism (at least for black people in America), the article talks about 

how Washington inspired black nationalist, both in America and in Africa. While the 

overall tone is positive, there is underlying hostility. Marable calls Washington 

“procolonialist” (Marable 1974, 398). Washington espouses the value of Western morals 

and recommends embracing Western culture, but he does not support colonialism or the 
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idea of one group subjugating another. Marable also describes Washington as having 

“accommodationist politics” and refers to his “Atlanta Compromise.” 

The article focuses on Washington’s influence on twentieth-century African 

nationalism. His philosophy of self-help, industrial education, and cautious political 

action resonated with Western-educated black South Africans, such as John Langalibalele 

Dube, Pixley Seme, and Davidson Jabavu. These leaders adapted Washington’s ideas to 

South Africa, establishing schools and institutions that promoted practical skills and 

economic self-reliance within their communities. Tuskegee’s model inspired Dube’s Zulu 

Christian Industrial School and similar initiatives, fostering a generation of leaders who 

believed economic advancement and education were keys to uplift and eventual social 

equality. 

Marable points out that Washington promoted racial pride, viewing black 

economic independence as both a source of dignity and a pathway to civil rights. This 

focus on self-reliance and racial pride found echoes in the work of later figures such as 

Marcus Garvey and was viewed by many Africans as a blueprint for progress under 

colonial rule. Although Washington maintained some distance from direct involvement in 

Africa, his influence extended through correspondence, international conferences, and the 

activities of Tuskegee alumni abroad, including projects in Togo and relationships with 

West African and South African leaders.  

According to Marable the early leaders of the African National Congress (ANC), 

such as Dube and Seme, integrated Washington’s political, economic and self-reliance 

values into the movement’s early strategies. They focused on gradual reforms, education, 
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and collaboration with sympathetic white institutions rather than radical protest or 

socialist politics. This stance was partly a reaction to the intense racism and exclusion 

they faced, but it also reflected their belief that integration into the market economy and 

developing black-owned businesses would ultimately lead to equality. Tuskegee and 

Washington’s philosophy became symbols of black achievement and autonomy, inspiring 

leaders to pursue education, entrepreneurship, and pride in their heritage.  

Marable ends by concluding that, “These men did not completely understand their 

societies; moderate protests for biracial opportunity could not abolish racism when the 

white bourgeois society would only seriously consider revolutionary demands,” and that 

“Washington's philosophy in both continents helped to create a nationalistic, proud and 

dynamic elite of black people” (Marable 1974, 406). Marable’s article paints Washington 

positively if one supports black nationalism but negatively if one supports progressive 

socialist policies. The article is more about how others viewed Washington rather than 

Washington’s own beliefs. 

 The most recognized and thorough treatment of Booker T. Washington is that by 

Louis R. Harlan (Professor of History at the University of Maryland), who published a 14 

volume set of all known records of Washington’s speeches, personal and professional 

correspondence, plus news articles by or about Washington. He used these records to 

write a two part biography of Washington’s life. The first is Booker T. Washington: The 

making of a black leader, 1856-1901 (Harlan 1972). The sequel is Booker T. Washington: 

The Wizard of Tuskegee, 1901-1915 (Harlan 1983). For this work Harlan received the 
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1984 Pulitzer Prize for History, the Bancroft Prize, and the Beveridge Award of the 

American History Association. 

 Harlan’s work is clearly the most thorough on Washington. The accounts of 

events are detailed, well written, and clear. Although it is often portrayed as an impartial 

look at Washington, it is not. Harlan often comes across as puzzled by Washington’s 

behavior. Harlan was a progressive leftist historian and civil rights activist. He joined the 

NAACP in the 1950s, served in leadership roles with the American Civil Liberties Union 

(ACLU), and participating in anti-Vietnam War protests. He ascribes dubious motives to 

Washington, while providing evidence that is ambiguous at best or even contrary to 

Harlan’s own conclusions. Most notably related to Washington’s stances relating voting 

and segregation. 

The language used by Harlan often shows his built in bias against Washington. 

The most obvious is the regular use of the term “Atlanta Compromise” to refer to 

Washington’s 1895 Atlanta Exposition speech. This was not the title of the event or the 

speech, nor was it a term used by Washington. The term is used by those who slight 

Washington and even blame Washington for segregation. The single line in Washington’s 

speech that is used to condemn him was not a compromise but a statement about the 

reality of the situation at the time. Harlan himself writes about how Washington 

adamantly and consistently opposed segregation laws in public and in private supported 

and funded anti-segregation activism and court cases that challenged segregation. 

 An example is the “Conference at Carnegie Hall,” where Washington was 

attempting to gather influential black leaders in an effort to establish a more unified voice 



182 

 

for the progress of black people in America (Harlan 1983, Chapter 3, 63-83). Harlan 

starts the chapter by saying, “He [Washington] understood the problem, but he did not 

know how to deal with it. Instead of meeting his critics halfway, he invited only some of 

them to a summit conference, and then packed the meeting to overshadow them with his 

numbers” (Harlan 1983, 63). As Harlan goes through the chapter he quotes from 

Washington’s private correspondence which make clear that Washington was well aware 

that some people were not interest in talking but rather were agitators who at best wanted 

to shout down Washington and at worst were willing to kill him. This was the entire topic 

of chapter 2 “Black Intellectuals and the Boston Riot,” but Harlan ignores his own setup. 

Washington’s private letter indicate that he wanted a broad group of people not just those 

who disagree or agree, he wanted a “geographical and occupational balance” (Harlan 

1983, 65). The letters provide by Harlan make it clear that Washington was focused on 

limited representation for all groups rather than trying to stack any particular groups. It 

was Du Bois and his counterparts who were resisting and boycotting. In the end 

Washington was able to get Du Bois to come but did have to make concessions. Nothing 

in the letters made it seem like Washington was interested in anything but a productive 

meeting and they indicate he wanted people from diverse backgrounds and in particular 

those like Du Bois who disagreed with Washington. 

 The root of the issue is the failure to recognize the idea that one can be opposed to 

something while also being opposed to the criminalization of that thing. This lies at the 

heart of classical liberalism. Harlan like Du Bois believes if one is opposed to segregation 

he would demand that it be outlawed. This is no different than the idea that one can be 
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opposed to gambling, drugs, alcohol, firearms, pornography, or even hateful language yet 

not want such these things criminalized by the government. Instead one might promote 

personal responsibility and self-control as a less intrusive way of dealing with the social 

problems that such things may entail, this being the more liberal approach to social ills. 

Another perspective on Washington comes from Robert J. Norrell’s 2003 book, 

Up from History: The Life of Booker T. Washington (Norrell 2009). Norrell’s portrayal is 

more positive than Harlan’s. It was the first significant work in many years to challenge 

the common negative portrayal. Norrell argues that Washington’s actions and strategies 

were pragmatic responses to the constraints of his era, not signs of weakness or betrayal.  

Norrell counters the prevailing view of Washington as an accommodationist or 

Uncle Tom, and instead portrays him as a shrewd, strategic leader whose public optimism 

and focus on economic self-reliance and education were deliberate and contextually 

necessary. While my dissertation agrees with this to some extent, I also argue that it is 

more than just a response to the era; it is grounded in classical liberal values and 

Christian moral intuitions. 

Similar to this dissertation, Norrell situates Washington’s philosophy within the 

harsh realities of the post-Reconstruction South, emphasizing the dangers of political 

backlash and violence that shaped Washington’s cautious approach to civil rights. Like 

the biograph by Scott and Stowe and this dissertation, Norrell’s biography underscores 

Washington’s genuine concern for the welfare of African Americans, his tireless efforts 

to build institutions like Tuskegee Institute, and his belief in the power of education and 

economic independence to uplift black communities. Norrell directly confronts the 
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critiques of Washington’s gradualism and perceived accommodation, arguing that these 

were pragmatic responses to the constraints of his era, not signs of weakness or betrayal. 

Another thing that this dissertation contributes is explaining how Washington’s 

experiences in the post-Reconstruction South directly affected not only Washington’s 

pragmatism, which is focused on by Norrell, but Washington’s values and his perception 

of government. 

Up from History is a well written account of Booker T. Washington’s life and 

legacy, offering a balanced view that emphasizes his strategic leadership, moral vision, 

and enduring influence on American race relations. The book is widely regarded as a 

corrective to previous negative interpretations and a valuable resource for understanding 

Washington’s complex role in American history. While it is sympathetic to Washington 

and puts him in a positive perspective, it excuses his actions as a pragmatic necessity 

rather than analyzing them from a moral or values perspective. In the dissertation I argue 

that Washington’s approach was not only practical but based on higher moral values. 

Washington as a Liberal 

This dissertation’s core innovation is to reconstitute Washington as a theorist who 

operated within the classical liberal tradition. While past scholarship has oscillated 

between seeing Washington as a conservative pragmatist or an accommodationist, I assert 

that Washington’s ideas can be neither reduced to mere economic gradualism nor to a 

strategy of survival under white domination. Instead, I argue that Washington presented a 

robust and principled vision of bottom-up social reform rooted in voluntary association, 

moral self-improvement, and the cultivation of “little platoons” – families, churches, 
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grassroots organizations, and local communities – as the sinews of Black uplift and, 

indeed, durable democratic progress. To put it succinctly, classical liberal values leading 

to higher things. 

While there are numerous works that talk about Washington’s Christianity, I 

found only two works that talk about or analyze Washington from the perspective of 

liberal values. One of these was an article written by a graduate student on CSCanada.net 

(Qi 2019) and the other was a dissertation from Cornell University (Jagmohan 2015). 

What differentiates this reading is my insistence that Washington’s philosophy, 

far from representing passivity or acquiescence, embodies the central tenants of a 

classical liberal order: faith in self-reliance, skepticism toward the efficacy or morality of 

aggressive state action, and a deep appreciation for the capacity of decentralized 

community action to generate social cohesion and advancement. This vision cannot be 

collapsed into self-help or a mere advocacy for industrial education, but instead is cast as 

a comprehensive ethical and institutional theory consistent with classical liberalism. In 

this regard, the dissertation is methodologically innovative, employing comparative 

tables to distill and contrast the fundamental divergences between Washington and Du 

Bois on a variety of axes – from the meaning of “higher” goods and the role of education 

to their rival understandings of leadership, government, and the place of cultural capital. 

In contradistinction, Qi Shu’s 2019 article, while it seeks to rescue Washington 

from simplistic binaries and affirms a latent liberalism behind his thought, employs the 

category of liberalism in a far more diffuse and historically contingent sense (Qi 2019). 

Qi’s analysis, shaped by notions of discourse hegemony, suggesting that Washington’s 
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apparent endorsement of “white middle class” values and his policies of compromise 

reflect an adaptation to the “reality of the paradox” and exclusions endemic to American 

liberalism. According to Qi, Washington is neither a heroic agent reshaping society from 

below nor a thinker elaborating a positive philosophy; rather, he is situated within and, to 

some extent, molded by the prevailing Anglo-Saxon cultural hegemony. His strategies 

and ideas are seen as forms of complex adjustment within a hostile political and 

discursive structure, revealing Washington’s “liberal logic” less as an affirmative theory 

and more as a creative negotiation with the world as he found it. Proceeding from this 

context, Qi is less interested in the internal coherence of Washington’s social philosophy 

or in reimagining him as a product of liberal political ideas; instead, it primarily treats his 

liberal expositions as an artifact of discourse and power. 

Jagmohan’s dissertation, by contrast, offers a systematic and rigorously 

contextualized assessment of Washington as a political strategist working under extreme 

conditions of disenfranchisement and racial domination (Jagmohan 2015). For Jagmohan, 

Washington’s political project is ultimately a “politics of the disenfranchised,” whose 

primary virtues are realism, tactical adaptation, and institution-building from within the 

confines of Jim Crow oppression. Jagmohan argues that even though Washington was 

capitulating, he was generating practical “capacities” – building schools, newspapers, and 

associational life – that allowed Black Southerners to exercise agency within a tightly 

policed racial order. His interpretation is historicist, highlighting Washington’s realism 

and his capacity for strategic dissimulation, as well as his complicated dialogues with Du 

Bois and Frederick Douglass. Nonetheless, for all its theoretical sophistication, 
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Jagmohan’s view of Washington remains above all a figure defined by the structural 

constraints of “white supremacy” and the challenges of operating in “dark times.” He 

depicts Washington’s liberalism as the politics of the leader constrained by violence, 

disenfranchisement, and legal disparity. I disagree, finding Washington guided by liberal 

values that make him the author of a positive, generalizable model for free societies. 

Fundamentally, my originality lies in my deliberate framing of Washington as a 

classical liberal and communitarian theorist of enduring significance. Washington’s ideas 

about social progress, moral agency, and the micro-foundations of societal progress are 

not a compromise or a strategy to gain prevalence; but instead he gained prevalence 

because he truly believed in the values he espoused, and those values were recognized by 

others as being morally sound. Unlike Qi, which interprets Washington’s “liberalism” as 

a surface adaptation to hegemonic power, and unlike Jagmohan, which articulates his 

project in terms of survival strategy and political realism under constraint, I come to the 

conclusion that Washington’s philosophy is internally coherent and a normatively rich 

theory of locally-rooted liberal uplift. In contrast to the tendency of the literature – 

including both Qi and Jagmohan – to reduce the Washington-Du Bois rivalry to matters 

of strategy, urgency, or the boundaries of protest, my dissertation explores the deeper 

clash of philosophical assumptions: conceptions of the good life, the ethics of leadership, 

the meaning of education, and the legitimate mechanisms of social change. 

Moreover, whereas both Qi and Jagmohan focus their analyses at higher levels of 

abstraction – either on the macro-structures of cultural hegemony and adaptation, or the 

realities of institutional constraint and strategic compromise – I drill down into the micro-



188 

 

foundations of Black advancement, repeatedly emphasizing the priority of personal 

reform, community solidarity, and the cultivation of trust, thrift, and mutuality. The 

dissertation repeatedly foregrounds the lessons of thinkers like Adam Smith, Burke, and 

Tocqueville, situating Washington within a trans-Atlantic tradition of liberal thought 

largely absent from both the discourse-centered and historicist paradigms that dominate 

previous work. 

Methodologically, my dissertation’s comparative, tabular, and systematic 

approach in determining values then evaluating motivations based on those values is 

itself an innovation, providing an accessible and reproducible model for contrasting ideas 

in political and intellectual history. Through this lens, Washington is depicted less as a 

“foil” for Du Bois, or a step on the road to later Black radicalisms, and more as an 

architect of an ethic focused on achieving the higher things in life. The implications are 

significant: Washington’s model is presented not as a mere “politics of the day,” but as a 

noncoercive, egalitarian, and potentially universalizable strategy for cultural 

transformation through individual responsibility, voluntary social cooperation, and 

mutual support. 

Conclusion 

As shown here, even more sympathetic studies of Washington tend to categorize 

him as an accommodationist or mere pragmatist—focused primarily on industrial 

education and economic self-reliance. My analysis contends that his philosophy 

emphasized the cultivation of moral character and the pursuit of “higher things,” both 

individual and communal. The argument developed here situates Washington’s advocacy 



189 

 

for local, voluntary associations (family, church, workplace, and community) as 

alternatives to government-directed change or political activism. Such an interpretation is 

all but absent from standard historical and sociological accounts, which typically reduce 

Washington’s legacy to either “gradualism” or in binary opposition to Du Bois’s 

“radicalism,” with little attention paid to the deeper moral, theological, and classical 

liberal principles at work. 

Through an extensive examination of primary sources and historical context—

including interviews with former slaves—my research advances a nuanced portrait of 

both the challenges and complexities of post-emancipation Black life. Washington’s 

focus on self-reliance and community building, the study argues, emerged in response to 

both the failures of Reconstruction and the pitfalls of political dependency—a perspective 

often overlooked or oversimplified in modern analyses. 

Crucially, the dissertation challenges the enduring characterization of Washington 

as an “Uncle Tom,” demonstrating instead that his emphasis on forgiveness, cooperation, 

and moral leadership was a principled, practical approach grounded in Christian theology 

and classical liberal values. In moving beyond the usual dichotomy between Washington 

and Du Bois—economic self-help versus political activism—my research establishes that 

Washington’s worldview emerged from theological and classical liberal commitments to 

limited government, individual liberty, and voluntary cooperation.  

In sum, my dissertation is distinctive in four major respects. First, it offers a depth 

of philosophical contextualization, linking Washington to a lineage of classical liberalism 

and civic republicanism and elevating him far beyond the categories of pragmatism or 
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accommodation. Second, it grounds his thought in the lived realities of grassroots 

community action, voluntarily associated life, and moral exemplarity, bridging the gap 

between individual self-reform and durable social progress. Third, it provides systematic, 

comparative, and analytic resources to sharply differentiate Washington’s and Du Bois’s 

competing models, not merely as rival responses to segregation or disenfranchisement but 

as visions of the very nature of human flourishing and cultural change. Lastly, it 

articulates the ongoing relevance of Washington’s philosophy as a potential paradigm for 

any society seeking to cultivate freedom, mutual respect, and social advancement without 

lapse into paternalistic state intervention or unmoored protest. 

In these ways, the dissertation reintroduces Booker T. Washington as a principal 

theorist of liberal social order, worthy of study by anyone interested in the philosophical 

and practical foundations of community, liberty, and justice.  
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APPENDIX C: LIST OF HISTORICALLY BLACK COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES 

This list may not be all inclusive, but the information has been verified to include 

all schools listed on as accredited HBCUs by the Department of Education, 2007 

“Presidential Commission on Historically Black Colleges," and 2008 “White House 

Initiative on Historically Black Colleges and Universities." Names listed are the current 

or final name for the school. Many schools that were once normal or industrial schools 

changed their name to college or university. 

 

Alabama A&M University (1875) in Normal, Alabama 

Alabama State University (1867) in Montgomery, Alabama 

Albany State University (1903) in Albany, Georgia 

Alcorn State University (1871) in Lorman, Mississippi 

Allen University (1870) in Columbia, South Carolina 

American Baptist College (1924) in Nashville, Tennessee 

Arkansas Baptist College (1884) in Little Rock, Arkansas 

Avery College (1849-1873) in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 

Barber–Scotia College (1867) in Concord, North Carolina 

Benedict College (1870) in Columbia, South Carolina 

Bennett College (1873) in Greensboro, North Carolina 

Bethune–Cookman University (1904) in Daytona Beach, Florida 

Bishop College (1881-1988) in Dallas, Texas 

Bishop Payne Divinity School (1878-1949) in Petersburg, Virginia 



192 

 

Bishop State Community College (1927) in Mobile, Alabama 

Bluefield State University (1895) in Bluefield, West Virginia 

Booker T. Washington Junior College (1949-1965) in Pensacola, Florida 

Bowie State University (1865) in Bowie, Maryland 

Carver Junior College (1960-1963) in Cocoa, Florida 

Central State University (1887) in Wilberforce, Ohio 

Cheyney University of Pennsylvania (1837) in Cheyney, Pennsylvania 

Claflin University (1869) in Orangeburg, South Carolina 

Clark Atlanta University (1865) in Atlanta, Georgia 

Clinton College (1894) in Rock Hill, South Carolina 

Coahoma Community College (1924) in Coahoma County, Mississippi 

Collier-Blocker Junior College (1960-1964) in Palatka, Florida 

Concordia College Alabama (1922-2018) in Selma, Alabama 

Coppin State University (1900) in Baltimore, Maryland 

Daniel Payne College (1889-1979) in Birmingham, Alabama 

Delaware State University (1891) in Dover, Delaware 

Denmark Technical College (1947) in Denmark, South Carolina 

Dillard University (1869) in New Orleans, Louisiana 

Edward Waters University (1866) in Jacksonville, Florida 

Elizabeth City State University (1891) in Elizabeth City, North Carolina 

Fayetteville State University (1867) in Fayetteville, North Carolina 

Fisk University (1866) in Nashville, Tennessee 
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Florida A&M University (1887) in Tallahassee, Florida 

Florida Memorial University (1879) in Miami Gardens, Florida 

Fort Valley State University (1895) in Fort Valley, Georgia 

Friendship College (1891-1981) in Rock Hill, South Carolina 

Gadsden State Community College (1925) in Gadsden, Alabama 

George R. Smith College (1894-1925) in Sedalia, Missouri 

Georgia Baptist College (1899-1956) in Macon, Georgia 

Gibbs Junior College (1957-1966) in St. Petersburg, Florida 

Grambling State University (1901) in Grambling, Louisiana 

Guadalupe College (1884-1936) in Seguin, Texas 

Hampton Junior College (1958-1966) in Ocala, Florida 

Hampton University (1868) in Hampton, Virginia 

Harris–Stowe State University (1857) in St. Louis, Missouri 

Hinds Community College at Utica (1903) in Utica, Mississippi 

Howard University (1867) in Washington, District of Columbia 

Huston–Tillotson University (1875) in Austin, Texas 

Immanuel Lutheran College (1903-1961) in Greensboro, North Carolina 

Interdenominational Theological Center (1958) in Atlanta, Georgia 

J. F. Drake State Technical College (1961) in Huntsville, Alabama 

J. P. Campbell College (1890-1898) started in Vicksburg, Mississippi  

J. P. Campbell College (1898-1964) moved to Jackson, Mississippi 

Jackson Junior College (1961-1966) in Marianna, Florida 
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Jackson State University (1877) in Jackson, Mississippi 

Jarvis Christian University (1912) in Hawkins, Texas 

Johnson C. Smith University (1867) in Charlotte, North Carolina 

Johnson Junior College (1960-1966) in Leesburg, Florida 

Kentucky State University (1886) in Frankfort, Kentucky 

Kittrell College (1886-1975) in Kittrell, North Carolina 

Knoxville College (1875) in Knoxville (Mechanicsville), Tennessee 

Lane College (1882) in Jackson, Tennessee 

Langston University (1897) in Langston, Oklahoma 

Lawson State Community College (1949) in Bessemer, Alabama 

Leland University (1870-1960) in New Orleans, Louisiana 

LeMoyne–Owen College (1862) in Memphis, Tennessee 

Lewis College of Business (1928-2013) in Detroit, Michigan 

Lincoln Junior College (1960-1966) in Fort Pierce, Florida 

Lincoln University (1854) in Chester County, Pennsylvania 

Lincoln University of Missouri (1866) in Jefferson City, Missouri 

Livingstone College (1879) in Salisbury, North Carolina 

Luther College (1903-1925) in New Orleans, Louisiana 

Mary Holmes College (1892-2005) in West Point, Mississippi 

Meharry Medical College (1876) in Nashville, Tennessee 

Miles College (1898) in Fairfield, Alabama 

Mississippi Industrial College (1905-1982) in Holly Springs, Mississippi 
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Mississippi Valley State University (1950) in Itta Bena, Mississippi 

Morehouse College (1867) in Atlanta, Georgia 

Morehouse School of Medicine (1975) in Atlanta, Georgia 

Morgan State University (1867) in Baltimore, Maryland 

Morris Brown College (1881) in Atlanta, Georgia 

Morris College (1908) in Sumter, South Carolina 

Morristown College (1881-1994) in Morristown, Tennessee 

Mount Hermon Female Seminary (1875-1924) in Clinton, Mississippi 

Natchez College (1885-1993) in Natchez, Mississippi 

Norfolk State University (1935) in Norfolk, Virginia 

North Carolina Agricultural & Technical State University (1891) in Greensboro, 

NC 

North Carolina Central University (1910) in Durham, North Carolina 

Oakwood University (1896) in Huntsville, Alabama 

Paine College (1882) in Augusta, Georgia 

Paul Quinn College (1872) in Dallas, Texas 

Payne College (1879-1912) in Cuthbert, Georgia 

Payne Theological Seminary (1856) in Wilberforce, Ohio 

Philander Smith University (1877) in Little Rock, Arkansas 

Prairie View A&M University (1876) in Prairie View, Texas 

Roger Williams University (1864-1929) in Nashville, Tennessee 

Roosevelt Junior College (1958-1965) in West Palm Beach, Florida 
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Rosenwald Junior College (1958-1966) in Panama City, Florida 

Rust College (1866) in Holly Springs, Mississippi 

Saint Paul's College (1888-2013) in Lawrenceville, Virginia 

Saints College (1918-2006) in Lexington, Mississippi 

Savannah State University (1890) in Savannah, Georgia 

Selma University (1878) in Selma, Alabama 

Shaw University (1865) in Raleigh, North Carolina 

Shelton State Community College (1952) in Tuscaloosa, Alabama 

Shorter College (1886) in North Little Rock, Arkansas 

Simmons College (1869) in Louisville, Kentucky 

South Carolina State University (1896) in Orangeburg, South Carolina 

Southern Christian Institute (1908-1954) in Edwards, Mississippi 

Southern University and A&M College (1880) in Baton Rouge, Louisiana 

Southern University at New Orleans (1956) in New Orleans, Louisiana 

Southern University at Shreveport (1967) in Shreveport, Louisiana 

Southwestern Christian College (1948) in Terrell, Texas 

Spelman College (1881) in Atlanta, Georgia 

St. Augustine's University (1867) in Raleigh, North Carolina 

St. Philip's College (1898) in San Antonio, Texas 

Stillman College (1876) in Tuscaloosa, Alabama 

Storer College (1865-1955) in Harpers Ferry, West Virginia 

Suwannee River Junior College (1959-1966) in Madison, Florida 
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Talladega College (1867) in Talladega, Alabama 

Tennessee State University (1912) in Nashville, Tennessee 

Texas College (1894) in Tyler, Texas 

Texas Southern University (1927) in Houston, Texas 

Tougaloo College (1869) in Hinds County, Mississippi 

Trenholm State Community College (1947) in Montgomery, Alabama 

Tuskegee University (1881) in Tuskegee, Alabama 

University of Arkansas at Pine Bluff (1873) in Pine Bluff, Arkansas 

University of Maryland Eastern Shore (1886) in Princess Anne, Maryland 

University of the District of Columbia (1851) in Washington, District of 

Columbia 

University of the Virgin Islands (1962) in St. Croix & St. Thomas, US Virgin 

Islands 

Virginia State University (1882) in Petersburg, Virginia 

Virginia Union University (1865) in Richmond, Virginia 

Virginia University of Lynchburg (1886) in Lynchburg, Virginia 

Volusia County Junior College (1958-1965) in Daytona Beach, Florida 

Voorhees University (1897) in Denmark, South Carolina 

West Virginia State University (1891) in Institute, West Virginia 

Western University (Kansas) (1865-1943) in Quindaro, Kansas City, Kansas 

Wilberforce University (1856) in Wilberforce, Ohio 

Wiley University (1873) in Marshall, Texas 
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Winston-Salem State University (1892) in Winston-Salem, North Carolina 

Xavier University of Louisiana (1915) in New Orleans, Louisiana 
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APPENDIX D: AUDIO INTERVIEWS WITH FORMER SLAVES 

Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers' Project  

https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/about-this-

collection/ 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/voices-remembering-slavery/about-this-collection/ 

 

Alice Gaston, interview by Gaston, Alice - Sorkin, Robert. 1941. Interview with Alice 

Gaston, Gee's Bend, Alabama, 1941. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1941018_afs05091b/ 

Ann Scott, interview by Scott, Ann - Turner, Lorenzo Dow. 1932. Interview with Ann 

Scott, St. Helena Island, South Carolina, June 27, 1932 (part 2 of 2). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25657b/ 

Ann Scott, interview by Scott, Ann - Ware, John F., Mrs. - Turner, Lorenzo Dow - Scott, 

Ann - Lowman, Guy Sumner. 1932. Interview with Ann Scott, St. Helena Island, 

South Carolina, June 27, 1932 (part 1 of 2). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25657a/ 

Annie Williams, interview by Lewis, Roscoe E. - Williams, Annie - Unidentified Female 

Interviewee. 1937. Interview with Annie Williams, Petersburg, Virginia, ca. 

1937-1940. https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1948015_afs08256a/ 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/about-this-collection/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/slave-narratives-from-the-federal-writers-project-1936-to-1938/about-this-collection/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/voices-remembering-slavery/about-this-collection/
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Aunt Harriet Smith, interview by Faulk, John Henry - Smith, Harriet. 1941. Interview 

with Aunt Harriet Smith, Hempstead, Texas, 1941 (part 1 of 4). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1941016_afs05499a/ 

Aunt Harriet Smith, interview by Faulk, John Henry - Smith, Harriet. 1941. Interview 

with Aunt Harriet Smith, Hempstead, Texas, 1941 (part 2 of 4). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1941016_afs05499b/ 

Aunt Harriet Smith, interview by Faulk, John Henry - Smith, Harriet. 1941. Interview 

with Aunt Harriet Smith, Hempstead, Texas, 1941 (part 3 of 4). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1941016_afs05500a/ 

Aunt Harriet Smith, interview by Faulk, John Henry - Smith, Harriet. 1941. Interview 

with Aunt Harriet Smith, Hempstead, Texas, 1941 (part 4 of 4). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1941016_afs05500b/ 

Aunt Phoebe Boyd, interview by Hill, Archibald A. - Boyd, Phoebe - Lowman, Guy 

Sumner. 1935. Interview with Aunt Phoebe Boyd, Dansville, Virginia, 1935 (part 

1 of 8). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25749a/ 

Aunt Phoebe Boyd, interview by Ware, John F., Mrs. - Hill, Archibald A. - Boyd, Phoebe 

- Lowman, Guy Sumner. 1935. Interview with Aunt Phoebe Boyd, Dunnsville, 

Virginia, 1935 (part 2 of 8). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25749b/ 
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Aunt Phoebe Boyd, interview by Ware, John F., Mrs. - Hill, Archibald A. - Boyd, Phoebe 

- Lowman, Guy Sumner. 1935. Interview with Aunt Phoebe Boyd, Dunnsville, 

Virginia, 1935 (part 3 of 8). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25750a/ 

Aunt Phoebe Boyd, interview by Ware, John F., Mrs. - Hill, Archibald A. - Boyd, Phoebe 

- Lowman, Guy Sumner. 1935. Interview with Aunt Phoebe Boyd, Dunnsville, 

Virginia, 1935 (part 4 of 8). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25750b/ 

Aunt Phoebe Boyd, interview by Ware, John F., Mrs. - Hill, Archibald A. - Boyd, Phoebe 

- Lowman, Guy Sumner. 1935. Interview with Aunt Phoebe Boyd, Dunnsville, 

Virginia, 1935 (part 5 of 8). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25751a/ 

Aunt Phoebe Boyd, interview by Ware, John F., Mrs. - Hill, Archibald A. - Boyd, Phoebe 

- Lowman, Guy Sumner. 1935. Interview with Aunt Phoebe Boyd, Dunnsville, 

Virginia, 1935 (part 6 of 8). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25751b/ 

Aunt Phoebe Boyd, interview by Ware, John F., Mrs. - Hill, Archibald A. - Boyd, Phoebe 

- Lowman, Guy Sumner. 1935. Interview with Aunt Phoebe Boyd, Dunnsville, 

Virginia, 1935 (part 7 of 8). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25752a/ 

Aunt Phoebe Boyd, interview by Ware, John F., Mrs. - Hill, Archibald A. - Boyd, Phoebe 

- Lowman, Guy Sumner. 1935. Interview with Aunt Phoebe Boyd, Dunnsville, 

Virginia, 1935 (part 8 of 8). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25752b/ 
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Celia Black, interview by Black, Celia - Sparks, Elmer E. 1974. Interview with Celia 

Black, Tyler, Texas, October 11, 1974. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1975009_afs17476/ 

Charlie Smith, interview by Sparks, Elmer E. - Smith, Charlie, 842. 1975. Interview with 

Charlie Smith, Bartow, Florida, March 17, 1975. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1975023_afs17510/ 

Dave White, interview by White, Dave - Turner, Lorenzo Dow. 1933. Interview with 

Dave White, St. Simons Island, Georgia, July 26, 1933 (part 1 of 2). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25666a/ 

Dave White, interview by White, Dave - Turner, Lorenzo Dow. 1933. Interview with 

Dave White, St. Simons Island, Georgia, July 26, 1933 (part 2 of 2). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25666b/ 

Fountain Hughes, interview by Norwood, Hermond - Hughes, Fountain. 1949. Interview 

with Fountain Hughes, Baltimore, Maryland, June 11, 1949. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1950037_afs09990a/ 

George Johnson, interview by Johnson, George - Johnson, Charles Spurgeon - Sturz, 

Elizabeth Lyttleton - Jones, Lewis Wade - Lomax, Alan - Work, John W. (John 

Wesley). 1941. Interview with George Johnson, Mound Bayou, Mississippi, 

September 1941 (part 1 of 6). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1941002_afs04777a/ 
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George Johnson, interview by Johnson, George - Johnson, Charles Spurgeon - Sturz, 

Elizabeth Lyttleton - Jones, Lewis Wade - Lomax, Alan - Work, John W. (John 

Wesley). 1941. Interview with George Johnson, Mound Bayou, Mississippi, 

September 1941 (part 2 of 6). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1941002_afs04777b/ 

George Johnson, interview by Johnson, George - Johnson, Charles Spurgeon - Sturz, 

Elizabeth Lyttleton - Jones, Lewis Wade - Lomax, Alan - Work, John W. (John 

Wesley). 1941. Interview with George Johnson, Mound Bayou, Mississippi, 

September 1941 (part 3 of 6). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1941002_afs04778a/ 

George Johnson, interview by Johnson, George - Johnson, Charles Spurgeon - Sturz, 

Elizabeth Lyttleton - Jones, Lewis Wade - Lomax, Alan - Work, John W. (John 

Wesley). 1941. Interview with George Johnson, Mound Bayou, Mississippi, 

September 1941 (part 4 of 6). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1941002_afs04778b/ 

George Johnson, interview by Johnson, George - Johnson, Charles Spurgeon - Sturz, 

Elizabeth Lyttleton - Jones, Lewis Wade - Lomax, Alan - Work, John W. (John 

Wesley). 1941. Interview with George Johnson, Mound Bayou, Mississippi, 

September 1941 (part 5 of 6). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1941002_afs04779a/ 

George Johnson, interview by Johnson, George - Johnson, Charles Spurgeon - Sturz, 

Elizabeth Lyttleton - Jones, Lewis Wade - Lomax, Alan - Work, John W. (John 
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Interviewer. 1932. Interview with Samuel Polite, St. Helena Island, South 
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Samuel Polite, interview by Polite, Samuel - Ware, John F., Mrs. - Turner, Lorenzo Dow. 
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Sarah Garner, interview by Garner, Sarah - Hill, Archibald A. - Lowman, Guy Sumner. 

1935. Interview with Sarah Garner, Virginia, May 7, 1935 (part 1 of 4). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25745a/ 

Sarah Garner, interview by Garner, Sarah - Hill, Archibald A. - Lowman, Guy Sumner. 

1935. Interview with Sarah Garner, Virginia, May 7, 1935 (part 2 of 4). 
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Sarah Garner, interview by Garner, Sarah - Hill, Archibald A. - Lowman, Guy Sumner. 

1935. Interview with Sarah Garner, Virginia, May 7, 1935 (part 4 of 4). 
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Susan A. Quall, interview by Quall, Susan A. - Turner, Lorenzo Dow - Unidentified 

Female Interviewer. 1932. Interview with Susan A. Quall, Johns Island, South 

Carolina, May 16, 1932 (part 2 of 2). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25659b/ 

Susan A. Quall, interview by Quall, Susan A. - Ware, John F., Mrs. - Turner, Lorenzo 

Dow - Unidentified Female Interviewer - Hill, Archibald A. 1932. Interview with 

Susan A. Quall, Johns Island, South Carolina, May 16, 1932 (part 1 of 2). 
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Susanna Rebecca Wright Thompson, interview by Thompson, Susanna Rebecca Wright - 

Hill, Archibald A. - Lowman, Guy Sumner. 1935. Interview with Susanna 

Rebecca Wright Thompson, Oldhams, Virginia, 1935 (part 4 of 6). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25735b/ 

Susanna Rebecca Wright Thompson, interview by Thompson, Susanna Rebecca Wright - 

Lowman, Guy Sumner - Hill, Archibald A. - Unidentified Female Interviewer. 

1935. Interview with Susanna Rebecca Wright Thompson, Oldhams, Virginia, 

1935 (part 1 of 6). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25734a/ 

Susanna Rebecca Wright Thompson, interview by Thompson, Susanna Rebecca Wright - 

Lowman, Guy Sumner - Hill, Archibald A. - Unidentified Female Interviewer. 

1935. Interview with Susanna Rebecca Wright Thompson, Oldhams, Virginia, 
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1935. Interview with Susanna Rebecca Wright Thompson, Oldhams, Virginia, 
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Uncle Billy McCrea, interview by Lomax, Ruby T. (Ruby Terrill) - McCrea, Billy - 

Lomax, John A. (John Avery). 1940. Interview with Uncle Billy McCrea, Jasper, 

Texas, 1940 (part 1 of 2). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1940003_afs03974a/ 

Uncle Billy McCrea, interview by Lomax, Ruby T. (Ruby Terrill) - McCrea, Billy - 

Lomax, John A. (John Avery). 1940. Interview with Uncle Billy McCrea, Jasper, 

Texas, 1940 (part 2 of 2). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1940003_afs03975a/ 

Uncle Bob Ledbetter, interview by Lomax, Ruby T. (Ruby Terrill) - Ledbetter, Bob - 

Lomax, John A. (John Avery). 1940. Interview with Uncle Bob Ledbetter, Oil 

City, Louisiana, 1940. https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1940003_afs03992a/ 

unidentified former slaves from Virginia, interview by Jessie, Mrs. - Williams, Annie - 

Unidentified Female Interviewer - Saylor, Mr. - Lewis, Roscoe E. 1937. Interview 

with unidentified former slaves from Virginia, Petersburg, Virginia, ca. 1937-

1940. https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1948015_afs08301b/ 

Wallace Quarterman, interview by Barnicle, Mary Elizabeth - Hurston, Zora Neale - 

Lomax, Alan - Quarterman, Wallace. 1935. Interview with Wallace Quarterman, 
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Fort Frederica, St. Simons Island, Georgia, June 1935 (part 1 of 2). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1935001_afs00342a/ 

Wallace Quarterman, interview by Barnicle, Mary Elizabeth - Hurston, Zora Neale - 

Lomax, Alan - Quarterman, Wallace. 1935. Interview with Wallace Quarterman, 

Fort Frederica, St. Simons Island, Georgia, June 1935 (part 2 of 2). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1935001_afs00342b/ 

Wallace Quarterman, interview by Quarterman, Wallace - Turner, Lorenzo Dow. 1932. 

Interview with Wallace Quarterman, St. Simons Island, Georgia, August 5, 1933 

(part 2 of 2). https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25665b/ 

Wallace Quarterman, interview by Turner, Lorenzo Dow - Quarterman, Wallace - 

Unidentified Female Interviewer. 1933. Interview with Wallace Quarterman, St. 

Simons Island, Georgia, August 5, 1933 (part 1 of 2). 

https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25665a/ 

Williams, interview by Unidentified Female Interviewer - Lewis, Roscoe E. 1937. 

Interview with Mrs. Williams, Norfolk, Virginia, ca. 1937-1940. 

Https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1948015_afs08245b/ 

 

https://www.ebony.com/rethinking-booker-t-washington/ 

Washington never fails to condemn slavery as evil, but he argues that 

black people in America after slavery benefitted greatly from the involuntary 

https://www.ebony.com/rethinking-booker-t-washington/
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sacrifice of their ancestors relative to the condition of their peers in Africa. 

“…when we rid ourselves of prejudice, or racial feeling, and look facts in the 

face, we must acknowledge that…the ten million Negroes inhabiting this 

country…whose ancestors went through the school of American slavery, are in a 

stronger and more hopeful condition, materially, intellectually, morally, and 

religiously, than is true of an equal number of black people in any other portion of 

the globe” (B. T. Washington 2009 [1901]).  
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