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Document 1: Speech before the Atlanta Cotton States and 
International Exposition by Booker T. Washington, 9/18/1895

Source:
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/speech-before-the-atlanta-cotton-states-and-
international-exposition/ 

Introduction: 
Booker T. Washington was born a slave in Virginia but became free at age 9 years. He came of  age in the 
South during Reconstruction. He emphasized the need for blacks to gain a “practical education,” what we 
might call “vocational training” today. Many whites in the North and the South welcomed his message of  self-
help and his seeming willingness to accept social segregation between blacks and whites. The speech was given 
at the Atlanta and Cotton States Exhibition, an event designed to showcase new agricultural technology in the 
South and encourage more trade between the South and Latin America—a primarily white audience.

Text
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. . . . 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. . . . 

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 labor, 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 labor 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.
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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. . . .

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. . . .

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.
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Document 2: Niagara Movement Speech by W. E. B. Du Bois, 1905

Source:
http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/niagara-movement-speech/ 

Introduction: 
William Edward Burghardt (or W. E. B.) Du Bois was born in 1868 in Great Barrington, Massachusetts. 
Du Bois was the first member of  his family to attend high school and went on to attend Fisk and Harvard 
Universities, earning a doctorate from the latter. An author, teacher, activist, and sociologist, Du Bois 
disagreed with Booker T. Washington’s approach for achieving equality and joined the Niagara Movement, an 
organization charged with seeking justice and quality for African Americans. In this speech, W. E. B. Du Bois 
outlines the movement’s goals and priorities.

Text
In the past year, the work of the Negro hater has flourished in the land. Step by step the defenders 
of the rights of American citizens have retreated. The work of stealing the black man’s ballot has 
progressed and the fifty and more representatives of stolen votes still sit in the nation’s capital. 
Discrimination in travel and public accommodation has so spread that some of our weaker brethren are 
actually afraid to thunder against color discrimination as such and are simply whispering for ordinary 
decencies.

Against this the Niagara Movement eternally protests. We will not be satisfied to take one jot or tittle 
less than our full manhood rights. We claim for ourselves every single right that belongs to a freeborn 
American, political, civil and social; and until we get these rights we will never cease to protest and 
assail the ears of America. The battle we wage is not for ourselves alone but for all true Americans. 
It is a fight for ideals, lest this, our common fatherland, false to its founding, become in truth the land 
of the thief and the home of the Slave—a by-word and a hissing among the nations for its sounding 
pretensions and pitiful accomplishment. Never before in the modern age has a great and civilized folk 
threatened to adopt so cowardly a creed in the treatment of its fellow-citizens born and bred on its soil. 
. . . 

In detail our demands are clear and unequivocal. First, we would vote; with the right to vote goes 
everything: Freedom, manhood, the honor of your wives, the chastity of your daughters, the right to 
work, and the chance to rise, and let no man listen to those who deny this.

We want full manhood suffrage, and we want it now, henceforth and forever.

Second. We want discrimination in public accommodation to cease. Separation in railway and street 
cars, based simply on race and color, is un-American, un-democratic, and silly. We protest against all 
such discrimination.

Third. We claim the right of freemen to walk, talk, and be with them that wish to be with us. No man has 
a right to choose another man’s friends, and to attempt to do so is an impudent interference with the 
most fundamental human privilege.

Fourth. We want the laws enforced against rich as well as poor; against Capitalist as well as Laborer; 
against white as well as black. We are not more lawless than the white race, we are more often arrested, 
convicted, and mobbed. We want justice even for criminals and outlaws. We want the Constitution 
of the country enforced. We want Congress to take charge of Congressional elections. We want the 
Fourteenth amendment carried out to the letter and every State disfranchised in Congress which 
attempts to disfranchise its rightful voters. We want the Fifteenth amendment enforced and No State 
allowed to base its franchise simply on color. . . . 
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How shall we get them? By voting where we may vote, by persistent, unceasing agitation; by 
hammering at the truth, by sacrifice and work.

We do not believe in violence, neither in the despised violence of the raid nor the lauded violence of the 
soldier, nor the barbarous violence of the mob, but we do believe in John Brown, in that incarnate spirit 
of justice, that hatred of a lie, that willingness to sacrifice money, reputation, and life itself on the altar 
of right. And here on the scene of John Brown’s martyrdom we reconsecrate ourselves, our honor, our 
property to the final emancipation of the race which John Brown died to make free.

Our enemies, triumphant for the present, are fighting the stars in their courses. Justice and humanity 
must prevail. . . .

We are men; we will be treated as men. On this rock we have planted our banners. We will never give up, 
though the trump of doom finds us still fighting.

And we shall win. The past promised it, the present foretells it. Thank God for John Brown! Thank God 
for Garrison and Douglass! Sumner and Phillips, Nat Turner and Robert Gould Shaw, and all the hallowed 
dead who died for freedom! Thank God for all those to-day, few though their voices be, who have not 
forgotten the divine brotherhood of all men white and black, rich and poor, fortunate and unfortunate.


