Booker T. Washington’s “Atlanta Compromise Speech”

B.T. Washington gave a speech in Atlanta (1895) advocating for
an “accommodationist” strategy to fix Southern race relations

40pts

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….
To those of my race who depend on bettering their condition in a foreign land or who underestimate the importance of
cultivating friendly relations with the Southern white man, who is their next-door neighbor, I would say: “Cast down your bucket where
you are”— cast it down in making friends in every manly way of the people of all races by whom we are surrounded….
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, 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 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 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 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...
The wisest among my race understand that the agitation of questions of social equality is the extremist folly, and that progress
in the enjoyment of all the privileges that will come to us must be the result of severe and constant struggle rather than of artificial
forcing. No race that has anything to contribute to the markets of the world is long in any degree ostracized. It is important and right
that all privileges of the law be ours, but it is vastly more important that we be prepared for the exercise of these privileges. The
opportunity to earn a dollar in a factory just now is worth infinitely more than the opportunity to spend a dollar in an opera-house.
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, coupled with our material prosperity, will bring into our beloved South a new heaven and a new earth.

Source: Excerpt from Booker T. Washington’s ‘Atlanta Compromise’ speech, 1895.

W.E.B. DuBois’ “The Souls of Black Folk”

W.E.B. DuBois rejected & critiqued (1903) B.T. Washington’s accommodation strategy by
calling for immediate political power, insistence on civil rights, and the higher education
of AA youth

Easily the most striking thing in the history of the American Negro since 1876 is the ascendancy of Mr. Booker T. Washington. It began
at the time when war memories and ideals were rapidly passing; a day of astonishing commercial development was dawning; a sense
of doubt and hesitation overtook the freedmen's sons,—then it was that his leading began. Mr. Washington came, with a simple definite
program, at the psychological moment when the nation was a little ashamed of having bestowed so much sentiment on Negroes [during
Reconstruction], and was concentrating its energies on Dollars….His program of industrial education, conciliation of the South, and
submission and silence as to civil and political rights, was not wholly original…[but] Mr. Washington…put enthusiasm, unlimited energy,
and perfect faith into this program, and changed it from a by-path into a veritable Way of Life.
It startled the nation to hear a Negro advocating such a program after many decades of bitter complaint; it startled and won
the applause of the South, it interested and won the admiration of the North; and after a confused murmur of protest, it silenced if it
did not convert the Negroes themselves.
To gain the sympathy and cooperation of the various elements comprising the white South was Mr. Washington’s first task….
Next to this achievement comes Mr. Washington’s work in gaining place and consideration in the North….
Among his own people, however, Mr. Washington has encountered the strongest and most lasting opposition, amounting at
times to bitterness…. Some of this opposition is, of course, mere envy…[but] aside from this, there is among educated and thoughtful
colored men in all parts of the land a feeling of deep regret, sorrow, and apprehension at the wide currency and ascendancy which some
of Mr. Washington’s theories have gained….
Mr. Washington represents in Negro thought the old attitude of adjustment and submission; but adjustment at such a peculiar
time as to make his program unique. This is an age of unusual economic development, and Mr. Washington’s program naturally takes an
economic cast, becoming a gospel of Work and Money to such an extent as apparently almost completely to overshadow the higher aims
of life. Moreover, this is an age when the more advanced races are coming in closer contact with the less developed races, and the racefeeling is therefore intensified; and Mr. Washington’s program 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, and accumulation of wealth,
and the conciliation of the South. This policy has been courageously and insistently advocated for over fifteen years, and has been
triumphant for perhaps ten years. As a result of this tender of the palm-branch, what has been the return? In these years there have
occurred:
1. The disfranchisement of the Negro.
2. The legal creation of a distinct status of civil inferiority for the Negro.
3. The steady withdrawal of aid from institutions for the higher training of the Negro.
These movements are not, to be sure, direct results of Mr. Washington’s teachings; but his propaganda has, without a shadow
of doubt, helped their speedier accomplishment….
The growing spirit of kindliness and reconciliation between the North and South…ought to be a source of deep congratulation
to all…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.
First, it is the duty of black men to judge the South discriminatingly. The present generation of Southerners are not responsible
for the past, and they should not be blindly hated or blamed for it. Furthermore, to no class is the indiscriminate endorsement of the
recent course of the South toward Negroes more nauseating than to the best thought of the South. The South is not “solid”; it is a land
in the ferment of social change, wherein forces of all kinds are fighting for supremacy; and to praise the ill the South is to-day
perpetrating is just as wrong as to condemn the good. Discriminating and broad-minded criticism is what the South needs, — needs it
for the sake of her own white sons and daughters, and for the insurance of robust, healthy mental and moral development.
To-day even the attitude of the Southern whites toward the blacks is not, as so many assume, in all cases the same; the
ignorant Southerner hates the Negro, the workingmen fear his competition, the money-makers wish to use him as a laborer, some of
the educated see a menace in his upward development, while others—usually the sons of the masters—wish to help him to rise. National
opinion has enabled this last class to maintain the Negro common schools, and to protect the Negro partially in property, life, and limb….
[Mr. Washington’s] doctrine has tended to make the whites, North and South, shift the burden of the Negro problem to the
Negro’s shoulders and stand aside as critical and rather pessimistic spectators; when in fact the burden belongs to the nation, and the
hands of none of us are clean if we bend not our energies to righting these great wrongs.
The South ought to be led, by candid and honest criticism, to assert her better self and do her full duty to the race she has
cruelly wronged and is still wronging. The North—her co-partner in guilt—cannot salve her conscience by plastering it with gold. We
cannot settle this problem by diplomacy and suaveness, by “policy” alone. If worse comes to worst, can the moral fibre of this country
survive the slow throttling and murder of nine millions of men?
The black men of America have a duty to perform, a duty stern and delicate,—a forward movement to oppose a part of the
work of their greatest leader. So far as Mr. Washington preaches Thrift, Patience, and Industrial Training for the masses, we must hold
up his hands and strive with him…. But so far as Mr. Washington apologizes for injustice, North or South, does not rightly value the
privilege and duty of voting, belittles the emasculating effects of caste distinctions, and opposes the higher training and ambition of
our brighter minds,—so far as he, the South, or the Nation, does this,—we must unceasingly and firmly oppose them. By every civilized
and peaceful method we must strive for the rights which the world accords to men, clinging unwaveringly to those great words which
the sons of the Fathers would fain forget: "We hold these truths to be self-evident: That all men are created equal; that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness."

Source: W. E. B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (Chicago, 1903).

1. Before you can clearly answer these questions you need to have a basic biographical understanding about B.T. Washington
and W.E.B. DuBois. Go here: https://www.biography.com/news/web-dubois-vs-booker-t-washington and read the short
bio on these two influential early Civil Rights leaders. BRIEFLY fill in this chart:
Booker T. Washington

W.E.B. DuBois

Birth
Death
Education
Life
2. What exactly is Booker T. Washington’s argument for curing racial tensions?
3. Washington has been a very controversial figure. Some historians say that he was a sell-out who kissed up to white
people; others say he was realistic about the situation in the South, and tried to avoid inciting white hostility. What
do you think?
4. Washington and DuBois were very different and yet they held some similarities. In what ways were these two men’s
perspectives similar? In short, in what ways and on what did they both agree?
5. What was DuBois’s critique of Washington? Do you think he makes a good point? Why or why not?
6. Why might some of Washington’s supporters say that DuBois didn’t understand what life was like in the South? Based
on what he wrote, do you think DuBois was clueless about what was happening in the South?
7. Based on these documents, who do you think was a stronger advocate for the rights of African Americans: Booker T.
Washington or W.E.B. Dubois?

