W.E.B. DuBois, The Talented Tenth, 1903

Background:

William Edward Burghardt “W. E. B.” Du Bois (1868-1963) was born in Great

Barrington, Massachusetts, and excelled in his community’s public schools.
Encouraged by his teachers to pursue academics, DuBois earned bachelor’s
degrees from both Fisk University and Harvard University. He engaged in post-
graduate studies at the University of Berlin and Humboldt University, and later
became the first African-American to earn a Ph.D. at Harvard. He believed that
Booker T. Washington’s focus on technical and vocational education for blacks
did not go far enough, and in this address eight years after Washington’s “Atlanta
Compromise” speech, DuBois explains his approach to education for blacks.

The Negro race, like all races, is going to be
saved by its exceptional men. The problem of
education, then, among Negroes must first of all
deal with the Talented Tenth; it is the problem
of developing the Best of this race that they may
guide the Mass away from the contamination
and death of the Worst, in their own and other
races... If we make money the object of man-
training, we shall develop money-makers but
not necessarily men; if we make technical skill
the object of education, we may possess artisans
but not, in nature, men. Men we shall have only
as we make manhood the object of the work

of the schools—intelligence, broad sympathy,
knowledge of the world that was and is, and of
the relation of men to it-this is the curriculum
of that Higher Education which must underlie
true life...

It is the fashion of to-day to ... say that with
freedom Negro leadership should have begun
at the plow and not in the Senate—a foolish and
mischievous lie; two hundred and fifty years
that black serf toiled at the plow and yet that
toiling was in vain till the Senate passed the
war amendments; and two hundred and fifty
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years more the half-free serf of to-day may toil
at his plow, but unless he have political rights
and righteously guarded civic status, he will

still remain the poverty-stricken and ignorant
plaything of rascals, that he now is. This all sane
men know even if they dare not say it...

All men cannot go to college but some men
must; every isolated group or nation must have
its yeast, must have for the talented few centers
of training where men are not so mystified and
befuddled by the hard and necessary toil of
earning a living, as to have no aims higher than
their bellies, and no God greater than Gold. This
is true training, and thus in the beginning were
the favored sons of the freedmen trained... And
so they did begin; they founded colleges, and
up from the colleges shot normal [teacher-
preparation] schools, and out from the normal
schools went teachers, and around the normal
teachers clustered other teachers to teach the
public schools...

[The college-bred Negro] is, as he ought to
be, the group leader, the man who sets the
ideals of the community where he lives, directs
its thoughts and heads its social movements. It
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need hardly be argued that the Negro people
need social leadership more than most groups...

It has, however, been in the furnishing of
teachers that the Negro college has found its
peculiar function. Few persons realize how vast
a work, how mighty a revolution has been thus
accomplished. To furnish five millions and more
of ignorant people with teachers of their own
race and blood, in one generation, was not only
a very difficult undertaking, but very important
one, in that, it placed before the eyes of almost
every Negro child an attainable ideal. It brought
the masses of the blacks in contact with modern
civilization, made black men the leaders of their

communities and trainers of the new generation.

In this work college-bred Negroes were first
teachers, and then teachers of teachers. And
here it is that the broad culture of college work
has been of peculiar value. Knowledge of life
and its wider meaning, has been the point of the
Negro’s deepest ignorance, and the sending out
of teachers whose training has not been simply
for bread winning, but also for human culture,
has been of inestimable value in the training of
these men...

The main question, so far as the Southern
Negro is concerned, is: What under the present
circumstance, must a system of education do in
order to raise the Negro as quickly as possible
in the scale of civilization? The answer to this
question seems to me clear: It must strengthen
the Negro’s character, increase his knowledge
and teach him to earn a living. Now it goes
without saying that it is hard to do all these
things simultaneously or suddenly and that
at the same time it will not do to give all the
attention to one and neglect the others; we
could give black boys trades, but that alone
will not civilize a race of ex-slaves; we might
simply increase their knowledge of the world,
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but this would not necessarily make them wish
to use this knowledge honestly; we might seek
to strengthen character and purpose, but to
what end if this people have nothing to eat or

to wear? A system of education is not one thing,
nor does it have a single definite object, nor is

it a mere matter of schools. Education is that
whole system of human training within and
without the school house walls, which molds
and develops men... There must be teachers, and
teachers of teachers, and to attempt to establish
any sort of a system of common and industrial
school training, without first (and I say first
advisedly) without first providing for the higher
training of the very best teachers, is simply
throwing your money to the winds. School
houses do not teach themselves — piles of brick
and mortar and machinery do not send out men.
It is the trained, living human soul, cultivated
and strengthened by long study and thought,
that breathes the real breath of life into boys and
girls and makes them human, whether they be
black or white, Greek, Russian or American...

I would not deny, or for a moment seem to
deny, the paramount necessity of teaching
the Negro to work, and to work steadily and
skillfully; or seem to depreciate in the slightest
degree the important part industrial schools
must play in the accomplishment of these
ends, but I do say, and insist upon it, that it is
industrialism drunk with its vision of success, to
imagine that its own work can be accomplished
without providing for the training of broadly
cultured men and women to teach its own
teachers, and to teach the teachers of the public
schools...

[ am an earnest advocate of manual training
and trade teaching for black boys, and for white
boys, too. I believe that next to the founding
of Negro colleges the most valuable addition
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to Negro education since the war, has been
industrial training for black boys. Nevertheless,

I insist that the object of all true education

is not to make men carpenters, it is to make
carpenters men; there are two means of making
the carpenter a man, each equally important: the
first is to give the group and community in which
he works, liberally trained teachers and leaders
to teach him and his family what life means;

the second is to give him sufficient intelligence
and technical skill to make him an efficient
workman; the first object demands the Negro
college and college-bred men—-not a quantity

of such colleges, but a few of excellent quality;
not too many college-bred men, but enough to
leaven the lump, to inspire the masses, to raise
the Talented Tenth to leadership; the second
object demands a good system of common

REVIEW QUESTIONS

schools, well-taught, conveniently located and
properly equipped...

Men of America, the problem is plain before
you. Here is a race transplanted through the
criminal foolishness of your fathers. Whether
you like it or not the millions are here, and here
they will remain. If you do not lift them up, they
will pull you down. Education and work are the
levers to uplift a people. Work alone will not do
it unless inspired by the right ideals and guided
by intelligence. Education must not simply
teach work-it must teach Life. The Talented
Tenth of the Negro race must be made leaders of
thought and missionaries of culture among their
people. No others can do this work and Negro
colleges must train men for it. The Negro race,
like all other races, is going to be saved by its
exceptional men.

1. Compare and contrast the backgrounds of Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. DuBois.

2. What are DuBois’s main ideas in these passages?

3. What virtues and principles of constitutional government are addressed or implied in the

document?

4. With what passages do you most agree? Disagree? How does this document relate to the other
documents in this lesson? Be prepared to explain your reactions to the document.
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