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Black Educator Booker T. Washington Advocates Compromise and Self-Reliance, 1901 

I was born a slave on a plantation in Franklin County, Virginia. I am not quite sure of the exact place 

or exact date of my birth, but at any rate I suspect I must have been born somewhere and at some 

time. As nearly as I have been able to learn, I was born near a cross-roads post-office called Hale’s 

Ford, and the year was 1858 or 1859. I do not know the month or the day.… So far as I can now recall, 

the first knowledge that I got of the fact that we were slaves, and that freedom of the slaves was 

being discussed, was early one morning before day, when I was awakened by my mother kneeling 

over her children and fervently praying that Lincoln and his armies might be successful, and that one 

day she and her children might be free.… The night before the eventful day, word was sent to the 

slave quarters to the effect that something unusual was going to take place at the “big house” the 

next morning. There was little, if any, sleep that night. All was excitement and expectancy. 

The most distinct thing that I now recall in connection with the scene was that some man who 

seemed to be a stranger (a United states officer, I presume) made a little speech and then read a 

rather long paper—the Emancipation Proclamation, I think. After the reading we were told that we 

were all free, and could go when and where we pleased. My mother, who was standing by my side, 

leaned over and kissed her children, while tears of joy ran down her cheeks. She explained to us what 

it all meant, that this was the day for which she had been so long praying, but fearing that she would 

never live to see. 

For some minutes there was great rejoicing, and thanksgiving, and wild scenes of ecstasy. But there 

was no feeling of bitterness. In fact, there was pity among the slaves for our former owners. The wild 

rejoicing on the part of the emancipated colored people lasted but for a brief period, for I noticed 

that by the time they returned to their cabins there was a change in their feelings. The great 

responsibility of being free, of having charge of themselves, of having to think and plan for 

themselves and their children, seemed to take possession of them. It was very much like suddenly 

turning a youth of ten or twelve years out into the world to provide for himself. In a few hours the 

great questions with which the Anglo-Saxon race had been grappling for centuries had been thrown 

upon these people to be solved. These were the questions of a home, a living, the rearing of children, 

education, citizenship, and the establishment and support of churches.… 

I now come to that one of the incidents in my life which seems to have excited the greatest amount 

of interest, and which perhaps went further than anything else in giving me a reputation that in a 

sense might be called National. I refer to the address which I delivered at the opening of the Atlanta 

Cotton states and International Exposition, at Atlanta, Ga., September 18, 1895.… 

The receiving of this invitation brought to me a sense of responsibility that it would be hard for 

anyone not placed in my position to appreciate. What were my feelings when this invitation came to 

me? I remembered that I had been a slave… It was only a few years before that time that any white 

man in the audience might  have claimed  me as his slave;  and it was easily possible  that some of my 

former owners might be present to hear me speak.… 

I was determined to say nothing that I did not feel from the bottom of my heart to be true and 

right.… The following is the address which I delivered:—… 



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 

neighbour, I would say: “Cast down your bucket where you are”—cast it down in making friends in 

every manly way of the people of all races by whom we are surrounded. Cast it down in agriculture, 

mechanics, in commerce, in domestic service, and in the professions.… 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.… 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 sickbed 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.… 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.… 

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 an 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 

exercises of these privileges. The opportunity to earn a dollar in a factory just now is worth infinitely 

more than the opportunity to spend a dollar in an opera-house.… 

The  colored  people  and  the  colored  newspapers  at  first  seemed  to  be greatly  pleased  with  

the  character  of  my  Atlanta  address,  as  well  as  with  its reception. But after  the first burst  of 

enthusiasm  began  to  die  away,  and  the colored people began reading the speech in cold type, 

some of them seemed to feel that they had been hypnotized. I think that for a year after the 

publication of this article every association and every conference or religious body of any kind, of my 

race, that met, did not fail before adjourning to pass a resolution condemning me, or calling upon me 

to retract or modify what I had said.… 

During the whole time of the excitement, and through all the criticism, I did not utter a word of 

explanation or retraction. I knew that I was right, and that time and the sober second thought of the 



people would vindicate me.… I believe it is the duty of the Negro—as the greater part of the race is 

already doing—to deport himself modestly in regard to political claims, depending upon the slow but 

sure influences that proceed from the possession of property, intelligence, and high character for the 

full recognition of his political rights. I think that the according of the full exercise of political rights is 

going to be a matter of natural, slow growth, not an over-night, gourd-vine affair.… 

Source: 

Booker T. Washington, Up From Slavery by (Doubleday, 1901), pp. 1, 7, 20–22, 206, 210–211, 218–236. 
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NAACP Founder W. E. B. DuBois Denounces Compromise on Negro Education and Civil Rights, 1903 

Mr. [Booker T.] 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 

over- shadow 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.… 

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 this 

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 

meager 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 working-men 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…. 

…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. 

Source: 

W. E. B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Signet, 1969), 87–89. 

 


