Booker T. Washington , Atlanta Exposition Address (1895)

Born a slave in Franklin County, Virginia, Booker T. Washington became a notable teacher. writer. and speaker.
He was the first principal of the Tuskegee Institute and a prominent spokesperson for African American citizens

invitation from President Theodore Roosevelt to visit the White House.

In September 1895, Washington delivered the following speech before a predominantly white audience at the
Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta. Although the "Atlanta Compromise Address,” as the speech
came to be known, was generally well received by the African American community, in time a number of black
leaders criticized Washington for conveying what W.E.B. Du Bois described as "the old attitude of adjustment and
submission.”

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

Not only this, but the opportunity here afforded will awaken among us a new era of industrial progress. Ignorant
and inexperienced, it is not strange that in the first 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 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 heeding 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 neighbor. [ 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 of life and the useful. No race can
prosper till it learns that there is as much dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem. It is at the bottom of life we
must begin, and not at the top. Nor should we permit our grievances to overshadow our opportunities.

To those of the white race who look to the incoming of those of foreign birth and strange tongue and habits for the
prosperity of the South, were 1 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 your
railroads and cities, and brought forth treasures from the bowels of the earth, and helped make possible this
magnificent representation of the progress of the South. Casting down your bucket among my people, helping and
encouraging them as you are doing on these grounds, and to education of head, hand, and heart, you will find that
they will buy your surplus land, make blossom the waste places in your fields, and run your factories. While doing
this, you can be sure in the future, as in the past, that you and your families will be surrounded by the most patient,
faithful, law-abiding, and unresentful people that the world has seen.

As we have proved our loyalty to you in the past, in nursing your children, watching by the sick-bed of your
mothers and fathers, and often following them with tear-dimmed eyes to their graves, so in the future, in our
humble way, we shall stand by you with a devotion that no foreigner can approach, ready to lay down our lives, if
need be, in defense of yours, interlacing our industrial, commercial, civil, and religious life with yours in a way that
shall make the interests of both races one. In all things that are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers,
yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.

There is no defense or security for any of us except in the highest intelligence and development of all. If anywhere
there are efforts tending to curtail the fullest growth of the Negro, let these efforts be turned into stimulating,
encouraging, and making him the most useful and intelligent citizen. Effort or means so invested will pay a
thousand per cent interest. These efforts will be twice blessed--"blessing him that gives and him that takes."

There is no escape through law of man or God from the inevitable:

The 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.

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 educational 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 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. It is important and right that all privileges of the law be ours, but it is vastly more
important that we be prepared for the exercise of these privileges. The opportunity to earn a dollar in a factory just
now is worth infinitely more than the opportunity to spend a dollar in an opera-house.



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, [ 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, coupled
with our material prosperity, will bring into our beloved South a new heaven and a new earth.

W.E.B Du Bois “Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others” (1903)

The first African American to earn a Ph.D. at Harvard, W.E.B. Du Bois went on to become a professor of
economics and history at Atlanta University and the University of Pennsylvania. He was co-founder of the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (the NAACP) and for over two decades edited its magazine,
Crisis.

The follow essay is an excerpl from Chapter Three of Du Bois's revolutionary collection of essays, The Souls of
Black Folk, published in 1903. Here he criticizes "the old attitude of adjustment and submission" that had been
articulated eight years earlier by Booker T. Washington in the "Atlunta Compromise Address.”

Mr. Washington represents in Negro thought the old attitude of adjustment and submission; but adjustment at such
a peculiar time as to make his programme unique. This is an age of unusual economic development, and Mr.
Washington's programme naturally takes an economic cast, becoming a gospel of Work and Money to such an
extent as apparently almost completely to overshadow the higher aims of life. Moreover, this is an age when the
more advanced races are coming in closer contact with the less developed races, and the race-feeling is therefore
intensified; and Mr. Washington's programme practically accepts the alleged inferiority of the Negro races. Again,
in our own land, the reaction from the sentiment of war time has given impetus to race-prejudice against Negroes,
and Mr. Washington withdraws many of the high demands of Negroes as men and American citizens. In other
periods of intensified prejudice all the Negro's tendency to self-assertion has been called forth; at this period a
policy of submission is advocated. In the history of nearly all other races and peoples the doctrine preached at such
crises has been that manly self-respect is worth more than lands and houses, and that a people who voluntarily
surrender such respect, or cease striving for it, are not worth civilizing.

In answer to this, it has been claimed that the Negro can survive only through submission. Mr. Washington
distinctly asks that black people give up, at least for the present, three things,--

First, political power,
Second, insistence on civil rights,
Third, higher education of Negro youth,--

and concentrate all their energies on industrial education, the accumulation of wealth, and the conciliation of the
South. This policy has been courageously and insistently advocated for over fifteen years, and has been triumphant
for perhaps ten years. As a result of this tender of the palm-branch, what has been the return? In these years there
have occurred:

1. The disfranchisement of the Negro.
2. The legal creation of a distinct status of civil inferiority for the Negro.
3. The steady withdrawal of aid from institutions for the higher training of the Negro.



These movements are not, to be sure, direct results of Mr. Washington's teachings; but his propaganda has, without
a shadow of doubt, helped their speedier accomplishment. The question then comes: Is it possible, and probable,
that nine millions of men can make effective progress in economic lines if they are deprived of political rights,
made a servile caste, and allowed only the most meagre chance for developing their exceptional men? If history and
reason give any distinct answer to these questions, it is an emphatic No. And Mr. Washington thus faces the triple
paradox of his career:

1. He is striving nobly to make Negro artisans business men and property-owners; but it is utterly impossible,
under modern competitive methods, for workingmen and property-owners to defend their rights and exist
without the right of suffrage.

2. He insists on thrift and self-respect, but at the same time counsels a silent submission to civic inferiority
such as is bound to sap the manhood of any race in the long run.
3. He advocates common-school and industrial training, and depreciates institutions of higher learning; but

neither the Negro common-schools, nor Tuskegee itself, could remain open a day were it not for teachers
trained in Negro colleges, or trained by their graduates.

This triple paradox in Mr. Washington's position is the object of criticism by two classes of colored Americans.
One class is spiritually descended from Toussaint the Savior, through Gabriel, Vesey, and Turner, and they
represent the attitude of revolt and revenge; they hate the white South blindly and distrust the white race generally,
and so far as they agree on definite action, think that the Negro's only hope lies in emigration beyond the borders of
the United States. And yet, by the irony of fate, nothing has more effectually made this programme seem hopeless
than the recent course of the United States toward weaker and darker peoples in the West Indies, Hawaii, and the
Philippines,--for where in the world may we go and be safe from lying and brute force?

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

1. The right to vote.
2. Civic equality.
3. The education of youth according to ability.

They acknowledge Mr. Washington's invaluable service in counselling patience and courtesy in such demands; they
do not ask that ignorant black men vote when ignorant whites are debarred, or that any reasonable restrictions in the
suffrage should not be applied; they know that the low social level of the mass of the race is responsible for much
discrimination against it, but they also know, and the nation knows, that relentless color-prejudice is more often a
cause than a result of the Negro's degradation; they seek the abatement of this relic of barbarism, and not its
systematic encouragement and pampering by all agencies of social power from the Associated Press to the Church
of Christ. They advocate, with Mr. Washington, a broad system of Negro common schools supplemented by
thorough industrial training; but they are surprised that a man of Mr. Washington's insight cannot see that no such
educational system ever has rested or can rest on any other basis than that of the well-equipped college and
university, and they insist that there is a demand for a few such institutions throughout the South to train the best of
the Negro youth as teachers, professional men, and leaders.

This group of men honor Mr. Washington for his attitude of conciliation toward the white South; they accept the
"Atlanta Compromise" in its broadest interpretation; they recognize, with him, many signs of promise, many men
of high purpose and fair judgment, in this section; they know that no easy task has been laid upon a region already
tottering under heavy burdens. But, nevertheless, they insist that the way to truth and right lies in straightforward
honesty, not in indiscriminate flattery; in praising those of the South who do well and criticising uncompromisingly
those who do ill; in taking advantage of the opportunities at hand and urging their fellows to do the same, but at the



same time in remembering that only a firm adherence to their higher ideals and aspirations will ever keep those
ideals within the realm of possibility. They do not expect that the free right to vote, to enjoy civic rights, and to be
educated, will come in a moment; they do not expect to see the bias and prejudices of years disappear at the blast of
a trumpet; but they are absolutely certain that the way for a people to gain their reasonable rights is not by
voluntarily throwing them away and insisting that they do not want them; that the way for a people to gain respect
is not by continually belittling and ridiculing themselves; that, on the contrary, Negroes must insist continually, in
season and out of season, that voting is necessary to modern manhood, that color discrimination is barbarism, and
that black boys need education as well as white boys.

In failing thus to state plainly and unequivocally the legitimate demands of their people, even at the cost of
opposing an honored leader, the thinking classes of American Negroes would shirk a heavy responsibility,--a
responsibility to themselves, a responsibility to the struggling masses, a responsibility to the darker races of men
whose future depends so largely on this American experiment, but especially a responsibility to this nation,--this
common Fatherland. It is wrong to encourage a man or a people in evil-doing; it is wrong to aid and abet a national
crime simply because it is unpopular not to do so. The growing spirit of kindliness and reconciliation between the
North and South after the frightful differences of a generation ago ought to be a source of deep congratulation to all,
and especially to those whose mistreatment caused the war; but if that reconciliation is to be marked by the
industrial slavery and civic death of those same black men, with permanent legislation into a position of inferiority,
then those black men, if they are really men, are called upon by every consideration of patriotism and loyalty to
oppose such a course by all civilized methods, even though such opposition involves disagreement with Mr. Booker
T. Washington. We have no right to sit silently by while the inevitable seeds are sown for a harvest of disaster to
our children, black and white.

From Chapter Three, "Of Mr. Booker T. Washington and Others," in The Souls of Black Folk, by W.E.B. Du Bois
(1903), revised from "The Evolution of Negro Leadership," The Dial (July 16. 1901).



JOHN HOPE
*

REPLY TO BOOKER T. WASHINGTON

If we are not striving for equality, in heaven’s name for what
are we living?

John Hope (1868-1936) was born in Augusta, Georgia, and graduated
from Worcester Academy in Massachusetts and then Brown University in
1894. When he wrote the following, he was a professor of classics and sci-
ences at Roger Williams University in Nashville, Tennessee. Hope was one of
the founders of the Niagara Movement, which preceded the National Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Colored People. In 1906, he became the first
black president of Atlanta Baptist College (Morehouse College), and in
1929, the president of Atlanta University.

Hope, a strong advocate of liberal education for blacks, opposed
Booker T. Washington’s advocacy of technical training. Hope heard Washing-
ton's famous Atlanta Exposition speech and disagreed strongly. On February
22, 1896, he delivered the following speech in rebuttal to Washington to a
black debating society.

f we are not striving for equality, in heaven’s name for what are
we living? I regard it as cowardly and dishonest for any of our
colored men to tell white people or colored people that we are not
struggling for equality. If money, education, and honesty will not
bring to me as much privilege, as much equality as they bring to
any American citizen, then they are to me a curse, and not a bless-
ing. God forbid that we should get the implements with which to
fashion our freedom, and then be too lazy or pusillanimous to
fashion it. Let us not fool ourselves nor be fooled by others. If we
cannot do what other freemen do, then we are not free. Yes, my
friends, I want equality. Nothing less. I want all that my God-given
powers will enable me to get, then why not equality? Now, catch
your breath, for I am going to use an adjective: I am going to say
we demand social equality. In this Republic we shall be less than
freemen, if we have a whit less than that which thrift, education,
and honor afford other freemen. If equality, political, economic,
and social, is the boon of other men in this great country of ours,
then equality, political, economic, and social, is what we demand.
Why build a wall to keep me out? I am no wild beast, nor am I an
unclean thing. :
Rise, Brothers! Come let us possess this land. Never say: “Let
well enough alone.” Cease to console yourselves with adages that
numb the moral sense. Be discontented. Be dissatisfied. “Sweat and |
grunt” under present conditions. Be as restless as the tempestuous
billows on the boundless sea. Let your discontent break mountain-
high against the wall of prejudice, and swamp it to the very foun-
dation. Then we shall not have to plead for justice nor on bended
knee crave mercy; for we shall be men. Then and not until then
will liberty in its highest sense be the boast of our Republic.



Opinion of the Supreme Court for Plessy v. Ferguson (1896)

This infamous Supreme Court decision upheld the constitutionality of segregation in public accommodations.
Homer A. Plessy, a young mixed-race carpenter from Louisiana, challenged a Louisiana law that segregated trains
for "the comfort of passengers."” Segregation was not common during the Reconstruction and post-Reconstruction
periods of the 1870s and 1880s, but states passed laws like the one challenged by Plessy following an 1883
Supreme Court ruling that private individuals could not be punished for racial discrimination.

This case turns upon the constitutionality of an act of the general assembly of the state of Louisiana, passed in
1890, providing for separate railway carriages for the white and colored races. . ..

The constitutionality of this act is attacked upon the ground that it conflicts both with the 13th Amendment of the
Constitution, abolishing slavery, and the 14th Amendment, which prohibits certain restrictive legislation on the part
of the states.

1. That it does not conflict with the 13th Amendment, which abolished slavery and involuntary servitude, except as
a punishment for crime, is too clear for argument. . . . Indeed, we do not understand that the 13th Amendment is
strenuously relied upon by the plaintiff. . . .

The object of the [14th] amendment was undoubtedly to enforce the absolute equality of the two races before the
law, but in the nature of things it could not have been intended to abolish distinctions based upon color, or to
enforce social, as distinguished from political, equality, or a commingling of the two races upon terms
unsatisfactory to either. Laws permitting, and even requiring their separation in places where they are liable to be
brought into contact do not necessarily imply the inferiority of either race to the other, and have been generally, if
not universally, recognized as within the competency of the state legislatures in the exercise of their police power. .

We consider the underlying fallacy of the plaintiff's argument to consist in the assumption that the enforced
separation of the two races stamps the colored race with a badge of inferiority. If this be so, it is not by reason of
anything found in the act, but solely because the colored race chooses to put that construction upon it. . . .

The argument also assumes that social prejudice may be overcome by legislation, and that equal rights cannot be
secured to the Negro except by an enforced commingling of the two races. We cannot accept this proposition. If the
two races are to meet on terms of social equality, it must be the result of natural affinities, a mutual appreciation of
each other's merits and a voluntary consent of individuals. . . . Legislation is powerless to eradicate racial instincts
or abolish distinctions based upon physical differences and the attempt to do so can only result in accentuating the
difficulties of the present situation. If the civil and political right of both races be equal, one cannot be inferior to
the other civilly or politically. If one race be inferior to the other socially, the Constitution of the United States
cannot put them upon the same plane.



JOHN MARSHALL HARLAN
: *

'DISSENT FROM PLESSY V. FERGUSON

In view of the Constitution, in the eye of the law, there is in
this country no superior, dominant, ruling class of citizens.
There is no caste here. Our Constitution is color-blind, and
neither knows nor tolerates classes among citizens.

After Reconstruction, whites regained control of southern legislatures and:
passed Jim Crow laws to enforce racial segregation and discrimination. The:

most important test of Jim Crow laws was the case of Plessy v. Ferguson in
1898, in which the Supreme Court upheld a Louisiana law segregating rall
passengers by race. Eight of the nine justices reasoned that, so long as the
facilities provided for the races were equal, there was nothing wrong with
racial segregation. If colored persons chose to believe that “enforced sepa-
ration of the two races stamps the colored race with a badge of inferiority!
said the majority, “It is not by reason of anything found in the act, but solely
because the colored race chooses to put that construction upon it” This
decision endorsed *separate but equal” facilities. Since most southern blacks
were disenfranchised and politically powerless, separate facilities were not,
and could not be, equal.

The only Supreme Court justice to dissent from the Plessy decision was

John Marshall Harlan (1833-1911). Harlan achieved a reputation as a .
forceful dissenter, particularly on matters involving the protection of black :
rights. His famous dissent in Plessy v. Ferguson was quoted in the early
1950s by lawyers for the National Association for the Advancement of Col-

ored People in their successful legal attack on racial segregation.

n respect of civil rights, common to all citizens, the Consti-
. . . dtution of the United States does not, I think, permit any
public authority to know the race of those entitled to be protected
in the enjoyment of such rights. Every true man has pride of race,

and under appropriate circumstances when the rights of others, !

his equals before the law, are not to be affected, it is his privilege to

express such pride and to take such action based upon it as to him |
seems proper. But I deny that any legislative body or judicial tri- -
bunal may have regard to the race of citizens when the civil rights |
of those citizens are involved. Indeed, such legislation, as that here :
in question, is inconsistent not only with that equality of rights -

which pertains to citizenship, National and State, but with the per-
sonal liberty enjoyed by every one within the United States. . . . -
The white race deems itself to be the dominant race in this
country. And so it is, in prestige, in achievements, in education, in
wealth and in power. So, I doubt not, it will continue to be for all
time, if it remains true to its great heritage and holds fast to the
principles of constitutional liberty. But in view of the Constitu-

tion, in the eye of the law, there is in this country no superior,
dominant, ruling class of citizens. There is no caste here. Our Con-
stitution is color-blind, and neither knows nor tolerates classes
among citizens. In respect of civil rights, all citizens are equal
before the law. The humblest is the peer of the most powerful. The
law regards man as man, and takes no account of his surroundings
or of his color when his civil rights as guaranteed by the supreme
law of the land are involved. It is, therefore, to be regretted that this

high tribunal, the final expositor of the fundamental law of the
land, has reached the conclusion that it is competent for a State to -

regulate the enjoyment by citizens of their civil rights solely upon
the basis of race. . . .

The arbitrary separation of citizens, on the basis of race, while -
they are on a public highway, is a badge of servitude wholly incon- -
sistent with the civil freedom and the equality before the law estab- -

lished by the Constitution. It cannot be justified upon any legal
grounds. ‘

If evils will result from the commingling of the two races
upon public highways established for the benefit of all, they will be
infinitely less than those that will surely come from state legisla-
tion regulating the enjoyment of civil rights upon the basis of race.
We boast of the freedom enjoyed by our people above all other
peoples. But it is difficult to reconcile that boast with a state of the
law which, practically, puts the brand of servitude and degradation
upon a large class of our fellow-citizens, our equals before the law.
The thin disguise of “equal” accommodations for passengers in
railroad coaches will not mislead any one, nor atone for the wrong
this day done. . . .
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