


[image: image]



THE BATTLE FOR THE SOULS OF BLACK FOLK

W.E.B. Du Bois, Booker T. Washington, and the Debate That Shaped the Course of Civil Rights

Thomas Aiello

[image: image]


Copyright © 2016 by Thomas Aiello

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in a review, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Aiello, Thomas, 1977– author.

Title: The battle for the souls of Black folk : W.E.B. Du Bois, Booker T. Washington, and the debate that shaped the course of civil rights / Thomas Aiello. Other titles : W.E.B. Du Bois, Booker T. Washington, and the debate that shaped the course of civil rights.

Description: Santa Barbara, California : Praeger, an imprint of ABC-CLIO, LLC, [2016] | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2016000777 | ISBN 9781440843570 (hard copy : alk. paper) | ISBN 9781440843587 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Du Bois, W.E.B. (William Edward Burghardt), 1868–1963. | Du Bois, W.E.B. (William Edward Burghardt), 1868–1963—Political and social views. | Washington, Booker T., 1856–1915. | Washington, Booker T., 1856–1915—Political and social views. | African American civil rights workers—Biography. | African American intellectuals—Biography. | African American leadership—History—20th century. | African Americans—Civil rights—History—20th century. | African Americans—Intellectual life—20th century. | Civil rights movements—United States—History.

Classification: LCC E185.97.D73 A84 2016 | DDC 323.092/2 [B]—dc23 LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016000777

ISBN: 978-1-4408-4357-0

EISBN: 978-1-4408-4358-7

20  19  18  17  16        1  2  3  4  5

This book is also available as an eBook.

Praeger

An Imprint of ABC-CLIO, LLC

ABC-CLIO, LLC

130 Cremona Drive, P.O. Box 1911

Santa Barbara, California 93116-1911

www.abc-clio.com

This book is printed on acid-free paper [image: image]

Manufactured in the United States of America

The author wishes to thank the following for reprint permission:

Crisis Publishing Co., Inc., the publisher of the magazine of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, for the use of material first published in the September 1924, March 1926, July 1927, February 1929, June 1929, and June 1931 issues of Crisis.

University of Massachusetts Press, the publisher of The Correspondence of W.E.B. Du Bois, Volume 1: Selections, 1877–1934. Copyright © 1973 by the University of Massachusetts Press.

Howard University, the publisher of W.E.B. Du Bois (1932). Education and work. The Journal of Negro Education, 1, 60–74.

University of Chicago Press, the publisher of Ida B. Wells, Crusade for Justice: The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells, ed. Alfreda M. Duster. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970, pp. 261–268, 280–281, 321–324, 329–331.


for Soo


A conversation is a dialogue, not a monologue. That’s why there are so few good conversations: due to scarcity, two intelligent talkers seldom meet.

Truman Capote

This may look to outsiders as a petty squabble of thoughtless self-seekers. It is in fact the life and death struggle of nine million men.

W.E.B. Du Bois
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Preface

I remember as a student so many years ago first encountering Studs Terkel’s The Good War. It was a tremendously affecting portrait of World War II for someone who was not tremendously affected by war stories. Unlike other analyses of the conflict, Terkel’s gave us a virtually silent narrator, steering the narrative through his questions but otherwise allowing the participants themselves to tell their stories, the collective whole standing as testament to what the fight against fascism was like for so many, from so many places in so many different situations. Although those stories provided his account with a particular intimacy, their combination also had larger arguments to make about the conduct of the war, racism in the military, the tensions that ultimately became the Cold War, and many other aspects of the fight. It was not simply a combination of intimate stories and big ideas. It was the use of intimate stories to find them.

Terkel’s was a work of oral history. This is not. But it is still a story told by the participants. Inspired by the work of Studs Terkel, as well as more recent histories by James Andrew Miller and Tom Shales, I have tried to tell the story of the debate between W.E.B. Du Bois and Booker T. Washington by presenting their own voices. In other analyses of the leaders, that debate is treated as one motivating factor in a larger whole that theorizes the role of protest in early century rights debates, economic nationalism in the progressive era, and so many other realities of black life in the wake of Jim Crow retrenchment. Rightly so. Many of those studies appear in the notes to this volume. What this volume is doing, however, is fundamentally different. It seeks, like Terkel, to find those big ideas through intimacy. It tells the story of the ideological and personal battle between Du Bois and Washington through the stories told by them, their allies, aides, and enemies.

Unlike Terkel, of course, and unlike Miller and Shales, I was not able to interview the participants. Instead, I have used their writings and the writings of others, both published and unpublished, public and private, to shape a portrait of the conversation. Oral history, of course, has its own theory and development that is not included here. This is not oral history. But it is, I hope, a completely different way of viewing a controversy that defined the lives of both Du Bois and Washington, set the strategic considerations for how black America would respond to Jim Crow, and created the two distinct theoretical lines that would define the quest for civil rights throughout the 20th century. And it provides the best measure of its two main participants because each is allowed to present his own case.

This book begins by allowing them to introduce themselves, establishing their development in the decades before the seminal year of 1895, when Frederick Douglass died, Washington made his infamous Atlanta Compromise speech at the Cotton States Exposition, and Du Bois completed his doctorate from Harvard. The book moves chronologically from there, Chapter 3 describing the first sustained contact between Washington and Du Bois, when the latter began searching for teaching jobs after the completion of his degree. The first real rift between the two occurred in 1898, when criticism of Washington from Boston rights advocates (and friends of Du Bois) led Tuskegee’s leader to resign from the board of an Alabama industrial school founded by a friend of Du Bois. It grew from there. Du Bois felt slighted when he did not get a job recommendation from Washington for a school superintendency in the nation’s capital, then Washington plagiarized his National Negro Business League from a format developed by Du Bois and his colleagues at Atlanta University. Washington published his autobiography Up From Slavery in 1901, then Du Bois issued a scathing critique of it later that year. In 1903, Du Bois published his The Souls of Black Folk and included an essay deriding Washington, then William Monroe Trotter and other Du Bois allies interrupted a Washington address to the Boston chapter of the National Negro Business League later that year.

Chapter 10 describes a summit between the two leaders and their supporters at Carnegie Hall, an attempt at a truce that ultimately fell flat. The conference created a Committee of Twelve to coordinate racial leadership, but Washington excluded Du Bois from meeting preparations and he resigned in response. Washington, for all of his better qualities, lorded power over black political appointments, the black press, and white philanthropy to black causes, and his sensitivity to criticism often made him vindictive, bringing the full force of what became known as the “Tuskegee Machine” to bear on his opponents. The Machine demonstrated that vindictiveness against Du Bois’s Niagara Movement beginning in 1905, and against the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People beginning in 1909. That domestic conflict then became international, as described in Chapter 16, when Washington made statements about improving U.S. race relations while on tour in England, and Du Bois responded with an open letter to the British denying his counterpart’s optimism.

The conflict would continue in the years that followed, continuing until Washington’s death in 1915. As explained in Chapter 19, his death returned the divide between the two leaders back to the front pages and led many to theorize about the Tuskegee leader’s complicated legacy. More than anything else, however, his death would allow Du Bois to shape the narrative in the years and decades to come. That narrative would obviously preference Du Bois and hurt the reputation of Washington.

This is the story of a 20-year war of words that helped to shape the course of the 20th-century debate about the role of civil rights activism.

It is the story of a war of words that cauterized the divide in black higher education between a liberal arts curriculum and agricultural and industrial training.

It is the story of a war of words that would frame the conversation about how best to pull the souls of black folk up from slavery.

And it was a good war.

The italicized text is my own, but everything else is original to the designated speaker. Ellipses mark cuts to the contemporary text where that narrative veered into discussions of material ancillary to The Battle for the Souls of Black Folk. The notes provide context where appropriate and sources for each individual entry. For purposes of permissions and ease of access, source notes refer to published instances of primary sources, although all correspondence is available as archival material. Archives consulted are listed in the bibliography.


Introduction

On February 20, 1895, Frederick Douglass attended a meeting of the National Council of Women in the nation’s capital. He was in his late seventies, but he ambled to the podium with help nonetheless, where the assembly gave him a standing ovation. Douglass was gracious, then ambled back down, then ambled home. That evening, he was felled by a massive heart attack, leaving the women’s rights movement, the black rights movement, and minority rights in general badly damaged.

Perhaps even more importantly, his death would leave a power vacuum at the top of the African American political community. It was a coveted position, to be sure, and so later that year a 39-year-old schoolteacher—the president of Tuskegee Institute in Alabama—gave a speech in Atlanta that made him famous. Booker Taliaferro Washington accepted segregation as a temporary accommodation between the races. In return, he wanted white support for black efforts for education, social uplift, and economic progress. “In all things that are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers,” he famously argued, “yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress.” Washington’s Atlanta Compromise (as it came to be known) was not trumpeting permanent second-class citizenship for African Americans. Instead he wanted black self-improvement that would ultimately earn white respect and thus a seat at the negotiating table as equals somewhere down the road.

Many black critics, however, saw Washington’s compromise as a slippery slope that would cause more problems than it could ever hope to solve. Born into slavery in western Virginia in 1856 to a black mother and unknown white father, Booker Washington was raised by his mother on a small farm. After a childhood of hard work, diligence, and Christian morality, he attended Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute, founded in 1868 by white missionary Samuel Chapman Armstrong to teach both African Americans and Native Americans hard work, diligence, and Christian morality. Washington taught there for a couple of years, before moving to Alabama in 1881 to found Tuskegee Institute, built on the Hampton model, an ideal that Washington would champion until the day he died in 1915.1

Chief among his critics would be William Edward Burghardt Du Bois, although he would come to his anti-Washington position slowly. In fact, he originally celebrated the speech and had a cordial if not productive relationship with Tuskegee’s leader. Du Bois was 12 years younger than Washington, and he did not grow up in slavery, poverty, or southern racism. He grew up in the largely white New England town of Great Barrington, Massachusetts, where he experienced little overt, openly hostile racism. After high school, he went to Fisk, then to Harvard where he became the first black man to earn a PhD. He was a scholar and an activist. He wrote two dozen books, but he was also determined to confront disfranchisement, Jim Crow, and lynching. Unlike Washington, he did not believe in a gradual approach to eliminating white supremacy. And he had little tolerance for black people who were unwilling to demand their civil and political rights.2 And so by 1898, the relationship started to falter, and the two would become personal and ideological foes whose public battle would engulf the movement for black rights and begin a substantive discussion of how to get them.

Their conflict would ultimately frame the debate about civil rights throughout the 20th century. Despite the common caricature, the two were not divided by conservative and radical politics: if Du Bois in the pre-World War I era is the lynchpin of a lineage that runs from Frederick Douglass to Martin Luther King, it is just as easy to pinpoint Washington as the connective tissue that binds Martin Delany and Malcolm X.

In fact, in the Hegelian reductionist model of black history after Reconstruction, new incarnations of leadership followed a relatively reliable trend. Two leaders emerged, representing two sides of the rights-bearing coin, striving after a revolution in citizenship and voting rights, considered separately. First there was Frederick Douglass and Martin Delany, struggling to set the agenda of black America following the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. Last there was Martin Luther King and Malcolm X, setting new agendas that would ultimately lead to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Voting Rights Act of 1965. In between these two poles there was Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois, struggling for the souls of black folk following the onset of segregation laws and constitutional voting restrictions.

Of course, this kind of problematic oversimplification creates more dilemmas than it solves, omitting the cacophony of voices surrounding these leaders, forgetting the legitimate influential leadership of others, and assuming a two-party bipolar caste to debates involving the best methods for countering white supremacy. Still, such cribs exist for a reason. There were massive numbers of influential backers of Tuskegee, but all tended to defer to Washington on major policy issues. William Monroe Trotter was a Du Bois ally and staunch opponent of Tuskegee, but his radicalism left him far less influential than Du Bois. The same could be said of Ida Wells’ gender. (Of course, the voices of the Tuskegee Machine, Trotter, and Wells will all loudly participate in the conversation that follows.) Marcus Garvey is sometimes placed alongside Du Bois and Washington in such debates, but he did not even arrive in the United States until after Washington’s death.

And so it was that in the twenty years between 1895 and 1915, two leaders shaped the contours of the struggle for African American rights in the 20th century. This feud is usually treated by biographers of one or the other, always cited, always assumed, but rarely given pride of place in any influential manuscript. August Meier published an early attempt to sketch the debate in the year of Du Bois’s death with his 1963 Negro Thought in America, 1880–1915: Racial Ideologies in the Age of Booker T. Washington. Hugh Hawkins followed in the next decade with a brief essay collection in the 1970s titled Booker T. Washington and His Critics.3 Hawkins, however, would be eclipsed by Washington’s most influential and prolific biographer, Louis Harlan. It was Harlan, along with Du Bois authorities Herbert Aptheker and, later, David Levering Lewis, who ultimately provided our most cogent understanding of the debate.4

No matter how cogent the understanding, however, questions persist. Harlan is one of many, for example, who argue that Du Bois “would join the anti-Washington camp” in 1903, presumably with the publication of The Souls of Black Folk.5 Lewis traces the feud back to a 1900 controversy over an appointment to a superintendent position in the Washington, D.C. public school system. This manuscript will revise both of those assumptions, arguing that the split between Du Bois and Washington began as early as 1898.

Regardless, it is clear that a relationship that began with a reasonable dose of mutual respect soured along the way, and the acrimony it engendered fed the distinctions that both camps would draw between the two leaders. And it is ultimately those distinctions that lead to the common caricature of Du Bois as a radical and Washington as an Uncle Tom, neither of which is accurate.

Washington, for his part, viewed himself as a pragmatist. David Levering Lewis portrays him as an inscrutable calculator who guarded his status as a perceived necessity in a racist climate. “Whether or not he truly believed” his regular public jokes about his fellow black Americans is less an issue for Lewis than Washington’s belief that they were ultimately a necessity. At various times, for example, Tuskegee’s leader jokingly advocated lynching and slavery.6 This, however, seems an untenable position, as the constant money and effort placed on the destruction of black newspapers and their message, of the organizations put together by Du Bois, and of the intellectual clique so opposed to him centered in Boston go against all pragmatic calculation. The first thing that someone who uses lynching jokes to ingratiate himself to white audiences learns is that it is counterproductive to eliminate a foil, particularly one as relatively harmless as a northern intellectual. It is true that the actual words of Du Bois and Washington leave the Harvard man looking like a disingenuous intellectual bigot in his worst moments, but so too do they leave his Tuskegee counterpart appearing as a distracted, petty megalomaniac with anything but racial pragmatism on his mind.

Of course, there were pragmatic benefits to Washington’s actions. In the wake of his Atlanta Compromise speech, white leaders flocked to him as the new Douglass. Andrew Carnegie built 29 buildings on the campuses of HBCUs because of Washington. Julius Rosenwald, the president of Sears, Roebuck, built a series of black secondary schools across the South with Washington’s guidance. Between 1913 and 1932, more than 5,300 “Rosenwald schools” were built, at a cost of more than 28 million dollars. In addition, graduates of Tuskegee went all around the South helping industrial and agricultural education proliferate, fundamentally altering the educational landscape for African Americans.7 At the same time, however, it is harder to defend as pragmatic the Tuskegee Machine’s actions against, for example, Du Bois’s Niagara Movement. Washington used every means at his disposal to undermine the seminal early civil rights campaign, paying editors to attack Du Bois in print and sending spies to Niagara meetings to report on the group’s activities. After its dissolution, he tried to subvert Du Bois’s next attempt, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), whenever possible. He again employed spies in the organization to discover what it was doing and discredit it. He again paid editors of newspapers to write about him favorably and about the NACCP negatively. Washington was obsessed. He would even alert white newspapers of certain meetings so that white supremacists could have all the information ahead of time.8 It was behavior that would better be termed mania than pragmatism.

Still, that does not mean that Washington’s belief in the role of black activism was not both sincere and valid. “If today, we have fewer political convictions,” he argued in 1898, “we have more economic gatherings. If we have fewer political clubs, we have more building and loan associations. If we cherish fewer air-castles, we own more acres of land and more homes than has ever been true in the history of the Negro race. If we have fewer men in Congress, we have more merchants and more leaders in commerce.”9

He believed that white southern intransigence was such that there was no fundamental advantage for advocating publicly and dramatically for rights. He had many examples at his disposal to prove his point. In such a situation, the only way to fight was to grow stronger within the paradigm, rather than trying to change the paradigm itself, just as a military unit would wait for reinforcements when hopelessly outmanned. “I do not favor the Negro’s giving up anything which is fundamental and which has been guaranteed to him by the Constitution,” he argued. “It is not best for him to relinquish his rights; nor would his doing so be best for the Southern white man.” There was, however, an essential difference between relinquishment and outright advocacy. Overreach could only set everything back.10

But advocacy was something Washington was willing to do. He spoke to the Louisiana legislature in 1898, for example, urging them to reconsider the state’s grandfather clause. He also organized and raised money for the cause behind the scenes. He did the same for Alabama’s voting restrictions in 1901. He provided funds for antidiscrimination railroad suits and for suits challenging jury exclusion. He also funded the successful challenge to southern debt peonage.11

Washington’s problem was his belief that disagreement with his core philosophy must be the result of jealousy or naiveté. Du Bois, he assumed, was an outsider, and therefore was incapable of an authentic understanding of the black southern experience. As Lewis has explained, although Du Bois was working in the South, his knowledge of the region was that of an explorer. Washington’s was that of a native.12

Regardless, accommodation failed, only allowing white redeemers to strengthen their position and to disenfranchise almost all black southerners. But black opposition to Washington’s policies came well before that failure. Du Bois’s frustration with Washington, for example, began with the Tuskegeean’s attacks on the liberal arts and higher education. What originally began as Washington’s ingratiating jokes about the simplicity of southern blacks morphed in Du Bois’s mind into a version of classism, or at least a revulsion against high society. And Du Bois was nothing if not a progenitor of all things high society. That made Washington’s assaults seem directed specifically at him. In his 1898 commencement address at his alma mater Fisk, for example, Du Bois told his audience that those trained at industrial schools would supply skilled labor and service industry jobs. Fisk graduates were “gentlemen and ladies, trained in the liberal arts and subjects in that vast kingdom of culture that has lighted the world from its infancy and guided it through bigotry and falsehood and sin.”13

That being the case, the division of “northern” and “southern” blackness could also be a method of subtly denoting class. It could imply urban and rural distinctions. It could imply divisions of education and culture, all exacerbated by the social context of the debate between Du Bois and Washington. Lewis argues that the debate was inevitable and would have happened even without two powerful leaders to espouse the positions. The arguments of each would represent responses to two different white supremacies in two very different regions of the country at a very specific time and place.14

That time and place were dominated by white southern retrenchment in the Gilded Age, prompting black southerners to escape the region in the first wave of what would come to be known as the Great Migration. That retrenchment took many forms, but one of the most significant was a series of electioneering amendments to state constitutions in southern states specifically designed to abrogate the Fifteenth amendment. Literacy tests, property qualifications, and poll taxes ensured that black voters would be disenfranchised, and none of them ever mentioned “race, color, or previous condition of servitude.” South Carolina, for example, passed the Eight Box Law in 1882. It required voters to deposit separate ballots for separate election races in the proper ballot box. Illiterate voters could not identify the boxes without white election officials “helping” them.15

It was also during these years that states began passing “Jim Crow” laws, mandating segregation in almost all public facilities. That imperative for segregation would take over every facet of southern life, but it began on railroads. In 1889, for example, black Baptists from Savannah bought first-class tickets to travel to a convention in Indianapolis. News was telegraphed ahead, and the black Baptists were confronted by a white mob at a railroad stop in Georgia, where they were threatened and beaten. A white man shoved a pistol into the breast of a black woman who had screamed in fear. He demanded, “You goddamned heffer, if you don’t hush your mouth and get out of here, I will blow your goddamned brains out.” And so it was deemed necessary to make such things into law. Tennessee mandated segregation on railroad cars in 1881. Florida in 1887. Louisiana took its turn in 1890, when it passed the Separate Car Act, a law that would ultimately lead to the Supreme Court’s Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) decision, validating the doctrine of “separate but equal.”16

But along with disenfranchisement and segregation, black life in the Gilded Age was also dramatically affected by continued violence. In Phoenix, South Carolina, in 1898, a white Republican candidate for Congress tried to convince black voters to fill out affidavits claiming they were denied the right to vote. White Democrats responded violently, shooting the candidate, then going on a rampage killing an uncertain number of black men. Such race riots were commonplace, but so too were individual lynchings. Between 1889 and 1932, 3,745 people were lynched, an average of between two and three every week. In the 1890s alone there was an average of more than 180 lynchings per year.17

In response to the violence and restrictions, many in the South decided to flee. Thus began the Great Migration. Of course, in the 19th century, most black southerners were far more likely to emigrate to Africa, to the American west, or to urban hubs within the South than they were to large industrial cities in the North. And it was a slow move at first. In the 1910s, for example, 90 percent of black Americans still lived in the South. The larger Great Migration to northern urban industrial hubs did not really begin until the middle of the 1910s. Still, the early migration was significant, inaugurating the massive demographic upheaval that would change so much for black America, economically, culturally, and politically.18 It was against the backdrop of this white southern retrenchment and the birth pangs of African American demographic upheaval that the ideological contest between Washington and Du Bois would take place.

Adolph L. Reed has argued that the divide between the two “derived largely from the fact that Washington had established a monopoly over access to patronage sources,” although Reed still sees any real conflict as impossible without the clear strategic and ideological rifts resulting from the racial mores of the white South.19

In Hugh Hawkins’ famous 1962 collection of essays concerning Washington “and his critics,” he placed the genesis of the public divide in 1903 with the publication of The Souls of Black Folk. Hawkins mentioned the Tuskegee Machine’s continual machinations to maintain influence and power but placed Du Bois in the role of instigator, arguing that his frustration with what he saw as Washington’s role in the black loss of political rights and the overemphasis on industrial over academic education drove the initial split and continued to widen the gulf as the years progressed. For Hawkins, the growth of the feud between Du Bois and Washington in the years before its public explosion in 1903 occurred simultaneously to Du Bois’s move away from academic sociological work and into more activism and writing for popular audiences. It was not a move caused by Washington, but Du Bois’s need to serve as a counterweight to what he saw as overtly problematic accomodationism emanating from Tuskegee surely played a role in that transition.20

Such analyses lead to the general conclusion that “Du Bois and Washington, in speaking for two dissimilar socioeconomic orders, were really speaking past each other rather than to the same set of racial problems and solutions; but Du Bois, for all his Victorian sensibilities and elitism, had the advantage of speaking to the future, while Washington, business-oriented and folksy, spoke, nevertheless, for the early industrial past.”21

And thus we have circled back around to the caricature.

Caricature holds sway as it does in the Washington–Du Bois controversy only when the issue being caricatured is consistently treated as tertiary to a broader narrative. There are dozens of books that discuss the rivalry, so many in fact that among black history scholars it is an assumed part of the broader narrative. Those books, however, are biographies of one party or another, they are books about the struggle for rights during the early period of Jim Crow, they are books about Tuskegee or books about the NAACP. More recently, Aldon Morris’s pioneering work in The Scholar Denied: W.E.B. Du Bois and the Birth of Modern Sociology focuses on Washington’s relationship with Robert Park and the case of academic forgetting that all but erased Du Bois’s role as a foundational pioneer in the discipline of sociology.22

This book, however, is different from its predecessors. It seeks to situate the conversation between Washington and Du Bois in a place of primacy in order to fully examine its contours. In so doing, it comes to some significant new conclusions.

First, the split between the two began much earlier than presumed by most accounts. The nascent onset of the dispute generally appears in most tellings in 1900, in what Du Bois saw as a betrayal by Washington in a recommendation dispute over a school superintendency position in Washington, D.C. That first sign of weakness in the relationship was then exacerbated by the formation of the National Negro Business League, Du Bois’s review of Up From Slavery, the Boston Riot of 1903, and the publication of The Souls of Black Folk. The relationship between Du Bois and Washington, however, was problematic even before the Washington School District problems of 1900. A relationship that was for all practical intents cordial between 1894 and 1897 felt its first strain two years before Washington, D.C., with the Tuskegee leader’s early rhetorical stumbles in Boston and an Alabama controversy surrounding William E. Benson’s Kowaliga Academic and Industrial Institute in 1898.

Second, even though it has an earlier beginning than is normally acknowledged, the great battle between the two was really kept aflame by others and events that were out of their control. These pages are filled with advisors, sycophants, and neophytes pressing each of the men to further exacerbate a program against the other. It was such behavior that encouraged broad-brush caricatures of the leaders. Of course, Du Bois was definitely condescending and Washington’s victim complex definitely made him overcompensate to the point where he sometimes appeared to be an evil overlord, but even during their debate, there were moments of agreement and contact. Those moments of agreement were opportunities for a broader coalition that could have fostered a rights program that included more than one approach. Although there were real points of theoretical and practical contention between them, the plans of Du Bois and Washington could have coexisted far more easily than their representatives ever allowed.

Finally, those caricatures mentioned earlier, particularly the caricature of Washington, stuck for so long after the death of Washington in 1915 largely because Du Bois lived longer. That Du Bois got such a long-lasting last word shaped the perception of the conflict and allowed him to influence American thinking about the debate and about Washington. That influence ultimately affected the academic narrative just as it did the popular narrative, ensuring that Du Bois would be cast as an uncompromising progressive and Washington would forever be a rude conglomeration of Uncle Tom and Simon Legree. Neither depiction, of course, was wholly accurate.

From the death of Frederick Douglass on February 20, 1895, to the death of Booker T. Washington on November 14, 1915, black America split in two. The conversation between Washington and Du Bois would define the age and lay the foundation for the ideologies of the post-World War II civil rights movement. It was a conversation that included many voices, many opinions. It evolved over time, becoming fiercer and more personal as the years progressed. It produced a cacophony of ideas that made it anything but a bipolar debate, even though it would ultimately shape the contours of two influential biographies and the two dominant strains of activist strategy. But despite its complexities and steadily accumulating bitterness, it was still, at base, a conversation—a contest at the turn of the century to capture the souls of black folk.
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Before the Cotton States

Booker Taliaferro Washington was born into slavery in western Virginia in 1856 to a black mother and an unknown white father. He was raised by his mother on a small farm before attending Virginia’s Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute, founded by white missionary Samuel Chapman Armstrong. The school’s star pupil, he taught at Hampton after graduation before moving to Alabama in 1881 to found Tuskegee Institute, built on the Hampton model. While Washington worked to build Tuskegee, a younger Du Bois worked to get through school, first attending Fisk, then Harvard, then graduate school in Germany. His childhood in Massachusetts was far more comfortable than that of Washington, as was his education. Still, Washington was 12 years older than Du Bois, with a far more direct experience with southern racial intransigence. Du Bois did attend Fisk with the woman who would become Washington’s third wife, but the Tuskegee leader’s experience and notoriety would ensure that in the years before 1895, the student would be far more aware of the teacher than the other way around.

BOOKER TALIAFERRO WASHINGTON

I was born a slave on a plantation in Virginia in 1857 or 1858, I think. My first memory of life is that of a one-room log cabin with a dirt floor and a hole in the center that served as a winter home for sweet potatoes, and wrapped in a few rags on this dirt floor I spent my nights, and clad in a single garment about the plantation, I often spent my days.

The morning of freedom came, and though a child, I recall vividly my appearance with that of forty or fifty slaves before the veranda of the “big house” to hear read the documents that made us men instead of property. With the long-prayed-for freedom in actual possession, each started out into the world to find new friends and new homes. My mother decided to locate in West Virginia, and after many days and nights of weary travel we found ourselves among the salt furnaces and coal mines of West Virginia. Soon after reaching West Virginia I began work in the coal mine for the support of my mother. While doing this I heard in some way, I do not now remember how, of General Armstrong’s school at Hampton, Virginia. I heard at the same time, which impressed me most, that it was a school where a poor boy could work for his education, so far as his board was concerned. As soon as I heard of Hampton, I made up my mind that in some way I was going to find my way to that institution. I began at once to save every nickel I could get hold of. At length, with my own savings and a little help from my brother and mother, I started for Hampton, although at that time I hardly knew where Hampton was or how much it would cost to reach the school. After walking a portion of the distance, traveling in a stage coach and cars the remainder of the journey, I at length found myself in the city of Richmond, Virginia. I also found myself without friends, money or a place to stay all night. After walking about the city till midnight, and I had grown almost discouraged and quite exhausted, I crawled under a sidewalk and slept all that night. The next morning, as good luck would have it, I found myself very near a ship that was unloading pig iron. I applied to the captain for work, and he gave it, and I worked on this ship by day and slept under the sidewalk by night till I had earned money enough to continue my way to Hampton, where I soon arrived with a surplus of fifty cents in my pocket. I at once found General Armstrong, and told him what my condition was and what I had come for. In his great hearty way he said that if I was worth anything he would give me a chance to work my way.

At Hampton I found buildings, instructors, industries provided by the generous; in other words, the chance for me to work for my education. While at Hampton I resolved, if God permitted me to finish the course of study, I would enter the far South, the Black Belt of the Gulf states, and give my life in providing as best I could the same kind of chance for self-help for the youth of my race that I found ready for me when I went to Hampton: And so in 1881 I left Hampton and started the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute in a small church and shanty, with one teacher and thirty students. Since then the institution at Tuskegee has gradually grown, so that we have today over 1,000 students, 88 officers, 26 industries, 42 buildings, 2,267 acres of land, and $300,000 worth of property.1

WILLIAM EDWARD BURGHARDT DU BOIS

… My name is William Edward Burghardt Du Bois; I was born at Great Barrington, Massachusetts, on the 23rd day of February, 1868, being the sole issue of the marriage of Mary S. Burghardt and Alfred Du Bois.

My paternal great-grandfather was a French doctor in the West Indies, and brought my grandfather and his brother to the United States when quite young. My grandfather settled in Connecticut and afterward removed to New Bedford, Mass. He was a boat steward by trade. My father was one of many children, and a barber by trade. He died when I was young.

My mother was a mulatto, the fourth in direct descent from Thomas Burghardt, who when young, was brought from Africa as a slave to the Dutch in New York state, early in the 18th century. He fought in the Revolutionary war. His son Jack Burghardt had several children, among whom was Othello, my grandfather. Othello and his wife, Sally Lampman, were both born slaves, but freed at majority. My mother was the youngest of several children, and received a good common-school education.

Both grandfathers and my father had good common educations. Alexander Du Bois, as my grandfather was named, had accumulated some property, but most of it went to his maintenance in his old age. There was some property in my mother’s family but none of it reached me. My father saved nothing, and after his death we were often near pauperism. Nevertheless my mother kept me in school until she was disabled by paralysis, when I managed to keep on by means of work after hours and on vacation. In 1884 I graduated from the Gt. Barrington High School, and in the fall of 1885 I went south on the advice of friends, and entered the sophomore class at Fisk University. My mother died in the spring of 1885.

I remained at Fisk three years, graduating with the degree of A.B., in 1888. My vacations were spent in teaching country schools. I now determined to come to Harvard and pursue a course for the degree of Ph.D. On the strength of my recommendations I was appointed to $250 of Price Greenleaf Aid at Harvard before coming. During the summer of 1888 I worked in a hotel in the northwest, and in the fall entered the Junior class at this place. I managed to pay the expenses of the first year by the Aid, lecturing, loan fund, and a prize; the next year I was granted a Matthews Scholarship, which added to a series of summer readings and another prize enabled me to finish that year. For the year ’90–’91, I was appointed to the H.B. Rogers Memorial Fellowship in Political Science, and re-appointed to the same for 1891–92.

Of the four years spent at Harvard, the first was spent in general studies (e.g. Chemistry, Geology, Ethics, Economics &c), the second year in Philosophy, and Economics, and the last two in History and Political Science. My doctor’s thesis has been written and is on the suppression of the slave trade in the United States, including colonial times. My future study will be in political science with especial reference to the history of social problems.2

BOOKER T. WASHINGTON

To work from seven o’clock in the morning till six o’clock at night, and then study from seven o’clock till nine or half past nine, is an undertaking that few young men would be willing to stick to through all the seasons of the year. Yet this is just what thirty-five young men at Hampton have done for the past year. All of them came here with no capital but their determination to get an education, and hands that could work for it.

It was thought at first that it would be hard to keep them awake, but a few jokes, their own earnestness, and many interesting questions reduced this supposed obstacle to nothing. It was a rare thing to find one asleep. Their hard work in the day seemed to give them an appetite for study at night. They studied and recited the same night. They digested a good deal of what they studied at night, while at work in the day. Passing by them at work, one could almost always hear them discussing some point in grammar or some problem in arithmetic. They would generally have a number of questions to ask at night, which they had failed to agree upon or to understand during the day. One was noticed to carry a broken piece of slate about with him on which he could work examples while the wheel-barrow of dirt he had loaded, was being emptied. Their books were in their hands at every spare moment. No teacher ever had a more interesting class.

With all their zeal for study, they made excellent workers, and the superintendent of the Industrial works, by whom most of them were employed, showed his appreciation of their services by making each one a nice present at the end of the year … 

These young men not only enter school with enough knowledge to pay them for this year’s work, but they have saved an average of seventy dollars apiece, after buying their clothes. This amount, with their earnings during school and in vacation, will keep them in school two years. Thus, seven have saved enough in one year to graduate them at the institution, and the others enough to take them into their senior year. What these have done, others can do. With such privileges offered to our young men, poverty can no longer be pleaded as an excuse for ignorance. There are thousands of young men all over this country who could, if they would sacrifice a few evenings’ pleasure for a while, open the door to a respectable education. How much better this would be than to be compelled by ignorance to spend the remainder of their lives as the lowest kind of servants! They would not then go through the world as mere pretenders to an education, as so many do, nor would they then feel the necessity of spending all their money for fine clothes with which they vainly hope to hide the poverty of the inner man.

Give a man a chance to work out his own education, and, as a general thing, you do far more for him than you would by paying his way in school for three or four years. A man who is not willing to work for his education will do nothing with it after he gets it …3

ALABAMA LEGISLATURE

An Act to establish a Normal School for colored teachers at Tuskegee.4

Section 1. Be it enacted by the General Assembly of Alabama, There shall be established, at Tuskegee, in this State, a normal school for the education of colored teachers. Pupils shall be admitted free of charge for tuition in the school, on giving an obligation in writing to teach in the free public schools in this State for two years after they become qualified. The school shall not be begun or continued with a less number than twenty-five pupils, nor shall the school be taught for a less period than nine months in each year.

Sec 2. Be it further enacted, There is appropriated out of the general school revenue, set apart to the colored children, the sum of two thousand dollars, annually, for the maintenance and support of the school; and the apportionment of the general fund for the colored race shall be made to the different counties of this State, after the deduction of the sum of two thousand dollars herein appropriated for the school at Tuskegee.

Sec. 3. Be it further enacted, The school shall be under the direction, control and supervision of a board of three commissioners, who shall consist of the following persons, to-wit: Thos. B. Dryer, M.B. Swanson, and Lewis Adams,5 who may fill any vacancy that may occur in the board of commissioners. The commissioners shall elect one of their number chairman, and they shall report quarterly to the Superintendent of Education, how many pupils have been in attendance, what branches have been taught, and other facts of interest and importance appertaining to the school … 

Approved February 10, 1881.6

SAMUEL CHAPMAN ARMSTRONG (Armstrong was a Union veteran, the founder, in 1868, of Hampton Normal and Agricultural Institute, and Washington’s mentor.)

[Hampton, Va.] May 31 81

Gentlemen Yours of the 24th is recd.

The only man I can suggest is one Mr. Booker Washington a graduate of this institution, a very competent capable mulatto, clear headed, modest, sensible, polite and a thorough teacher and superior man. The best man we ever had here.

I am satisfied he would not disappoint you.

He cannot well be spared till Oct. 1st.

Could you give him time and how much?

Are the buildings all ready?

Is the appropriation one to be depended on from year to year?

Is his being colored an objection?

He can find first [rate] colored assistants.

I am confident he would not disappoint you.

I know of no white man who would do better.

He has been teaching in this institution the past year & I am ready to promote him because he so richly deserves it … 

S C Armstrong7

BOOKER T. WASHINGTON

Dear friends: I arrived here four weeks ago. Instead of finding my work in a low marshy country as I expected, I find Tuskegee a beautiful little town, with a high and healthy location. It is a town such as one rarely sees in the South. Its quiet, shady streets and tasteful and rich dwellings remind one of a New England village. After my arrival I had one week in which to prepare for the opening of the Normal School. I utilized this time in seeing the teachers and others who wished to enter the school, and in getting a general idea of my work and the people. Sunday I spoke in both churches to the people about the school, and told all who wished to enter to come and see me at my boarding place during the week. About thirty persons called and had their names enrolled, others called whose names, for various reasons, I could not enroll. With the young people many of their parents came. I was particularly impressed with the desire of the parents to educate their children, whatever might be the sacrifice.

On Friday I rode about fourteen miles into the country to visit the closing exercises of one of the teachers. From this trip I got some idea of the people in the country. Never was I more surprised and moved than when I saw at one house, two boys thirteen or fourteen years old, perfectly nude. They seemed not to mind their condition in the least. Passing on from house to house I saw many other children five and six years old in the same condition. It was very seldom that I saw children anything like decently dressed. If they wore clothing it was only one garment, and this so black and greasy that it did not resemble cloth. As a rule, the colored people all through this section are very poor and ignorant, but the one encouraging thing about it is that they see their weakness and are desirous of improving. The teachers in this part of Alabama have had few advantages, many of them having never attended school themselves. They know nothing of the improved methods of teaching. They hail with gladness, the Normal School, and most of them will be among its students. If there is any place in the world where a good Normal School is needed, it is right here. What an influence for good, first on the teachers, and from them on the children and parents.

I opened school last week. At present I have over forty students—anxious and earnest young men and women. I expect quite an increase in September and October. The school is taught, at present, in one of the colored churches, which they kindly let us have for that purpose. This building is not very well suited to school purposes, and we hope to be able to move to a more commodious place in a short time. The place referred to is on a beautiful and conveniently located farm of one hundred acres, which we have contracted to buy for $500. The state pays for tuition. The farm I hope to pay for by my own exertions and the help of others here. As a rule, the colored people in the South are not and will not be able for years to board their children in school at ten or twelve dollars per month, hence my object is, as soon as possible, to get the school on a labor basis, so that earnest students can help themselves and at the same time learn the true dignity of labor. An institution for the education of colored youths can be but a partial success without a boarding department. In it they can be taught those correct habits which they fail to get at home. Without this part of the training they go out into the world with untrained intellects and their morals and bodies neglected. After the land is paid for, we hope to get a boarding department on foot as soon as possible.

The good-will manifested towards the school by both white and colored is a great encouragement to me to push the work forward. I have had many kind words of encouragement from the whites, and have been well treated by them in every way. The trustees seem to be exceptional men. Whether I have met the colored people in their churches, societies or homes, I have received their hearty co-operation and a “God bless you.” Even the colored preachers seem to be highly in favor of the work, and one of the pastors here, fifty years old, is one of my students …8

BOOKER T. WASHINGTON

Editor Southern Workman: Please allow me through your paper to express my heart felt thanks to the “vacation” students of Hampton for their noble efforts in behalf of the Tuskegee Normal School.

We were all no little surprised and gratified when we received a letter a few days ago, from Mr. [Morgan] M. Snowden, stating that the students had raised, through an entertainment $60 or $75 to help us in the purchase of our farm.

To all who in any way aided in raising the money, the teachers at this school join me in words of praise and thankfulness.

With this generous gift and the aid of other friends, we are already nearly able to return the $200 borrowed to make our first payment. We have directed nearly all our efforts towards paying for the land, because this will give us a sure foundation on which to work.

That the colored people begin to help each other, is the best evidence of their progress. I was about to say that every dollar that we can get out of the colored people themselves, for educational purposes is worth two coming from elsewhere.

There is hope for an individual or a race when they begin to look outside of themselves.

In my last letter I reported that the school opened with thirty students. Now we have an enrollment of sixty.

We have made some efforts to interest the people in the different counties, in education. Many of the teachers and others begin to see their deficiencies and new students come in every week.

The people in this state have suffered not so much from the failure of the state to support the free schools, but from incompetent teachers. We hope within a few months to make our humble efforts here felt in the surrounding counties. Of course we have to labor under many disadvantages, not having apparatus, school furniture and suitable buildings. This ought not to be so, for when teachers come here thirsty for knowledge and with only money enough to remain in school a few months, we ought to be able to give them the best advantages at once. Some of these wants are being supplied by friends and we hope in a few months to double the advantages of the school. There is much that is encouraging in the work. The students are anxious to improve and they pin themselves down to study without coercion.9

As Washington was developing his reputation and that of Tuskegee, Du Bois was busy being a teenager. He attended an integrated high school, and although he experienced racism as a boy, he was also surrounded by a supportive group of adults in his home, school, and church—many of them white—that black southerners simply did not have. When he decided to attend Fisk University, for example, members of his church took a collection to help defray part of the cost of his tuition.10

W.E.B. DU BOIS

New Bedford July 21, 1883.

Dear Mam, I arrived here safely friday after noon [to visit his paternal grandfather, Alexander Du Bois]. It was just noon when I got to Hartford. After eating my lunch & buying my ticket I went up to the capitol which is but a little ways to the depot. The grounds are laid out beautifully and the building is magnificent. It consists of a main part and two wings. The main part is surmounted by a tower & dome, which, by the way, is gilded, & upon this is a bronzed statue. As you go in the main entrance the first thing you see is a very large statue of a woman holding a wreath. On either side in cabinets are the different flags, the floor is of colored marble. The staircases are also of marble, if here is a book to write your names there & of course my illustrious name is there. I looked into the chamber of the House of representatives. It is very nice. The chairs & desks are arranged in a semicircle. The chairmans seat is in the middle. In front are seats for the clerks & at the side for reporters, there is an elevator which anybody can go up & down in when they wish to. The whole building is frescoed splendidly. On the outside there are niches for statues. There is a picture gallery in the state library room. I cannot tell you 1/2 what I saw there. I did not go up in dome fearing that the train would leave me. When I came down to the depot & finding that I had a little time left I took a walk up a street near by. When I got back to the depot the train was gone, & news agent told me there was no other to providence that afternoon, imagine my situation! At last however I found out there was another train out on another road, so I had to sell my ticket which I paid $2.70 for, for $1.50 because I had my baggage checked on it & baggage had gone by the other train. At last I was on the way to providence. The railroad runs down parelal with the Connecticut river & the
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