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Preface and  Acknowledgments 

T his shor t boo k chart s i n outlin e th e progres s o f African-American s 
in their ques t fo r civi l rights in the United State s from 190 0 to 1990 . 

Primarily a  political an d socia l history , i t is not a  history o f achievement s 
on th e par t o f African-America n artists , musicians , an d performers , 
often outstandin g thoug h thes e hav e been . However , som e chapter s d o 
contain summarie s o f th e wor k o f African-America n historian s an d 
novelists, especially where these have emphasized blac k consciousnes s o r 
made peopl e mor e keenl y awar e o f th e political , intellectual , an d artisti c 
contributions o f African-Americans t o American culture . 

The boo k cam e t o b e writte n a s a  resul t o f ver y particula r circum -
stances. I n th e 1980 s I  wrot e fou r interdisciplinar y historie s o f th e 
United State s fo r Ne w Yor k Universit y Pres s covering i n su m th e perio d 
1865—1945. Havin g conclude d th e fourt h boo k wit h th e Japanes e sur -
render a t th e en d o f Worl d Wa r I I i n 194 5 an d th e onse t o f th e Col d 
War, I  foun d mysel f poise d t o begi n writin g abou t moder n Americ a a s 
the Unite d State s move d towar d th e clos e o f th e twentiet h century . No t 
only doe s th e moder n perio d see m remarkabl e fo r th e par t th e Unite d 
States ha s playe d an d fo r it s commitmen t t o economic , political , an d 
military involvemen t acros s th e globe ; fo r bein g a n affluen t societ y 
despite povert y ami d plenty ; an d fo r it s continuin g revolution s i n com -
munications an d transportation ; bu t als o fo r th e emergenc e o f protes t 
for an d b y African-American s a t th e for e o f th e politica l stag e an d it s 
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PREFACE AN D ACKNOWLEDGMENT S 

later shif t i n emphasi s fro m civi l right s t o blac k power . Indeed , i n th e 
recent pas t th e story o f protes t b y African-Americans carrie s a  principl e 
key to the evolving history o f the United States . 

The book wa s drafted i n 198 8 an d 1989 . However, i t grew out o f th e 
many year s I  ha d previousl y spen t i n th e Departmen t o f America n 
Studies a t the University o f Manchester , England , severa l o f the m teach -
ing interdisciplinary course s with my versatile colleague Godfrey Kearns . 
I owe a  particula r deb t t o Chri s Harries , forme r graduat e student , wh o 
had undertake n a  thoroug h revie w o f African-America n histor y sinc e 
slavery. H e allowe d m e t o dra w fro m wha t h e ha d writte n an d als o 
identified variou s article s an d othe r material s fo r m e t o study . H e wa s 
especially perceptiv e abou t th e root s o f th e civi l right s movement ; de -
bates ove r Washington , Garvey , an d D u Bois ; th e earl y protest s o f 
African-Americans agains t Jim Cro w racis m i n the South; an d th e laten t 
political powe r o f th e African-America n church . Th e earl y chapter s o f 
the book ow e muc h t o hi s contribution . Lik e many readers , I  have bee n 
moved b y th e profoun d novel s o f Richar d Wright , Ralp h Ellison , an d 
their heirs . I  have als o bee n muc h influence d by , an d hav e draw n from , 
the works o f historian s an d analyst s Godfre y Hodgson , Mannin g Mara -
ble, James T. Patterson, an d William Julius Wilson . 

The book begin s and end s with broa d strokes , covering the history o f 
African-Americans befor e an d afte r th e zenit h o f th e grea t civi l right s 
movement of the 1950 s and 1960 s in only four chapters . By comparison , 
the intens e activit y an d significan t achievement s o f civi l right s a t floo d 
tide are discussed i n greater detai l i n five chapters. Thus th e book move s 
from lon g sho t t o close-u p an d bac k again . I t borrows directl y fro m on e 
of it s companion volume s i n American histor y fo r Ne w Yor k Universit y 
Press. This i s particularly tru e of the first  and secon d chapters , which ar e 
drawn fro m America  in  the  Twenties  and  Thirties  wit h som e additiona l 
material fro m it s sequel , America,  Roosevelt,  and  World  War  II.  Th e 
rest of the book , however , i s new. 

During th e perio d covere d i n thi s histor y th e preferre d descriptiv e 
name fo r America n citizen s descende d fro m bot h Afric a an d th e Unite d 
States ha s move d fro m Negr o t o colore d i n mid-centur y t o blac k fro m 
the lat e 1960 s t o th e 1980 s an d then , a s w e com e t o th e clos e o f th e 
twentieth century , t o African-American. W e have chosen to use African -
American throughou t whil e respectin g whateve r ter m i s use d i n th e 
various books an d article s that ar e quoted directl y in the text . 

Colin Jones , directo r o f Ne w Yor k Universit y Press , responde d cou -

xiv 



PREFACE AN D ACKNOWLEDGMENT S 

rageously to the idea o f a  short history abou t African-Americans an d th e 
quest fo r civi l right s an d offere d helpfu l advice . Th e manuscrip t wa s 
typed b y Mrs . Eilee n Grime s o f th e Universit y o f Mancheste r an d b y 
Mrs. Le e Plaut , Mrs . Doroth y Kreppein , an d Mrs . Mauree n Boerne r o f 
Adelphi University . Ms . Mar y Ison , Ms . Maj a Felaco , an d Mr . Jerr y 
Kearns of the Library o f Congress , Washington, D.C. , were most helpfu l 
in the selection o f illustrations , as was Ms. Terri Geeski n o f the Museu m 
of Modern Art , New York . 
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P A R T O N E 

Before 

Whether the  task  was  journalism  or  organizing  African-American  asso-
ciations, W.  E.  B. Du  Bois  remained  a  highly active  radical  and  polemi-
cist throughout  his  long  life  (1868—1963),  continuously  moving  his 
politics to  the  left  in  the  NAACP,  which  he  served  in  1910-1934  and 
1944—1948. He  also  served  in  the  Department  of  Sociology  at  Atlanta 
University in  1933—1944  and  on  the  Council  on  African  Affairs  in 
1949—1954. Carl  Van  Vechtens  portrait  brings  out  Du  Bois's  humanity 
towards the  end  of  his  career  rather  than  the  profound  alienation  from 
American politics  that  led  him  to  renounce  his  U.S.  citizenship  and  live 
in Ghana,  where  he  died. (Library  of  Congress.) 
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Southern Efficiency  and 
Northern Charm 

The stor y o f African-American s an d thei r ques t fo r civi l right s i n th e 
twentieth century , th e subjec t o f thi s book , i s a  stor y wit h dee p 

resonances. I t i s abou t nothin g les s than th e transformatio n o f African -
American citizens ' plac e i n America n society—constitutional , social , 
and cultural—an d i t tell s u s somethin g o f th e transformation s whit e 
society had t o ask o f itself . 

In a  centur y wher e on e o f th e primar y theme s o f ar t ha s bee n th e 
relationship o f th e individua l an d society , th e continuousl y shiftin g for -
tunes o f African-America n citizen s i n America n societ y hav e prove d 
fertile subject s fo r argumen t an d discussion . Moreover , th e experienc e 
of African-American s make s a  star k commen t o n a  centra l parado x o f 
American history—ho w a  natio n compose d o f suc h divers e ethni c group s 
and belief s coul d endur e an d survive . Thu s novelis t Jame s Baldwi n 
declared, "Th e stor y o f th e Negr o i n Americ a i s th e stor y o f America , 
or, mor e precisely , i t i s the stor y o f Americans. " Hi s mos t fundamenta l 
point seem s t o hav e bee n that , a s the African-America n experienc e move d 
from slaver y an d incarceratio n t o freedo m an d citizenship , African -
Americans were , ironically enough , especially privileged t o articulat e th e 
problems an d preoccupations o f me n an d wome n i n modern society . 

The histor y o f th e nineteent h an d twentiet h centurie s ha s include d 
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BEFORE 

various nationa l struggle s fo r liberation , mas s migrations , an d bot h 
freedom o f politica l expressio n an d th e lac k thereof . The fragmentatio n 
of societ y an d th e alienatio n o f th e individua l fro m societ y an d fro m 
himself o r hersel f ar e als o importan t cultura l phenomena . Becaus e o f 
their experiences , African-American s hav e bee n deepl y involve d i n an d 
have becom e identifie d wit h thes e things . The y hav e expresse d thei r 
responses i n words , i n music , an d i n thei r politica l struggl e fo r recogni -
tion an d rights . They benefitte d fro m thei r double alienation fro m Afric a 
and fro m America n societ y a t a  tim e whe n Americ a wa s respondin g t o 
them an d becomin g read y t o mee t them, a t least culturally , on thei r ow n 
terms. 

What i s meant b y civi l rights ? Fo r th e generation s wh o witnesse d th e 
apogee o f th e dram a i n th e Secon d Reconstructio n o f th e 1950 s an d 
1960s, civi l right s ha d a  ver y precis e meaning : the y wer e th e political , 
social, an d economi c right s o f African-America n citizen s t o vot e an d t o 
enjoy equalit y o f opportunit y i n education , employment , an d housing . 
This als o entailed fre e acces s to places of publi c accommodation suc h a s 
parks, bars , cafe s an d restaurants , an d publi c transport . Th e essentia l 
means o f th e loose coalition w e call the civi l rights movement t o addres s 
its ends were litigation an d demonstration , whethe r b y rallies and marches , 
economic boycotts , o r debat e i n th e mas s media . However , suc h a 
precise definitio n o f civi l right s an d o f th e tactic s o f th e civi l right s 
movement mus t als o tak e int o accoun t th e socia l an d cultura l conditio n 
of African-Americans—thei r locatio n an d dispersa l followin g th e Grea t 
Migration an d thei r work , economi c prospects, and play . 

The original circumstance s fo r th e development o f a  civil rights move-
ment t o restor e thei r du e dignit y t o African-America n citizen s ha d no t 
been promisin g a t th e tur n o f th e centur y an d fo r severa l decade s there -
after. O f th e tota l America n populatio n o f 76,094,00 0 i n 1900 , 8,833,00 0 
were African-Americans—abou t 11. 5 percen t o f th e whole . Ove r 8 5 
percent o f the m live d i n the South—the eleve n state s o f th e old Confed -
eracy an d five  others , Oklahom a an d Kentuck y t o th e wes t an d Dela -
ware, Maryland , Wes t Virginia , an d th e Distric t o f Columbi a t o th e 
north. O f th e tota l populatio n o f 24,524,00 0 o f thi s "Censu s South, " 
7,923,000 wer e African-American . Thus , wherea s th e rati o o f African -
Americans t o white s acros s th e countr y a s a  whole was , approximately , 
one i n nine , i n th e Sout h i t wa s on e i n three . In  tw o states , Mississipp i 
and Sout h Carolina , they predominated . 

The abolitio n o f slaver y an d th e destructio n o f th e rebe l Confederac y 
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Although th e crowdin g thron g waitin g fo r a  bu s a t th e Greyhoun d Bu s Termina l i n 
Memphis, Tennessee , i n Septembe r 1943 , mixe s whit e an d African-America n citizens, th e 
waiting roo m i n th e bu s statio n i s clearl y designate d fo r white s only . I n a  centur y tha t 
witnessed severa l remarkabl e revolutions i n transportation , it wa s th e continuin g presenc e 
of segregatio n i n interstat e transpor t facilitie s tha t reminde d th e Unite d State s tha t th e 
deep Sout h ha d barel y entere d th e twentiet h centur y wit h appropriat e socia l values . A s 
public pressur e upon transportatio n resources increased , i t was inevitabl e tha t segregatio n 
of interstat e transportatio n facilitie s woul d b e amon g th e firs t target s o f th e civi l right s 
movement. (Photograp h take n fo r the Offic e o f W a r Informatio n b y Esther Bubley; Librar y 
of Congress. ) 
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in th e Civi l Wa r (1861-1865 ) ha d le d t o th e grantin g o f equa l socia l 
and politica l right s to African-Americans i n the period o f Reconstructio n 
(1865-1877). Th e Thirteent h Amendmen t (1865 ) proscribe d slavery . 
The firs t sectio n o f the Fourteenth Amendmen t (1866 ) define d America n 
citizens a s al l thos e bor n o r naturalize d i n th e United States . I t enjoine d 
states from abridgin g thei r rights to life , liberty, property, an d process of 
law. The secon d sectio n o f th e amendment threatene d t o reduce propor -
tionately the representation i n Congress of any state denying the suffrag e 
to adul t males . Congres s determine d t o protec t African-America n suf -
frage i n the South b y the Fifteenth Amendmen t (1869-1870) , accordin g 
to whic h th e righ t t o vot e wa s no t t o b e denie d "o n accoun t o f race , 
color, o r previou s conditio n o f servitude. " Ye t fort y year s late r thes e 
rights ha d bee n assaile d o r erode d b y whit e racists . The abjec t positio n 
of African-American s wa s suc h tha t historia n Rayfor d Loga n i n The 
Betrayal of  the  Negro  (1954 ; 1969 ) describe d th e turn o f th e centur y a s 
"the nadir " o f African-America n history , notwithstandin g th e existenc e 
of slaver y up to 1865 . 

The Tyrant  Custom —Race Relations  at  Their  Nadir 

The regula r intimac y o f contac t unde r slaver y wa s bein g supersede d b y 
a cast e syste m wit h nex t t o n o sustaine d contact , whic h resulte d i n a n 
inexorable gul f betwee n African-American s an d whites . Althoug h Afri -
can-Americans were the largest of America's ethnic minorities, they were 
segregated i n schooling , housing , an d place s o f publi c accommodation , 
such a s parks , theaters , hospitals , schools , libraries , courts , an d eve n 
cemeteries. Th e variet y an d fluidit y o f acces s o f th e lat e nineteent h 
century wer e abandone d a s state afte r stat e adopte d rigi d segregatio n i n 
a serie s o f so-calle d Ji m Cro w laws . ("Ji m Crow " wa s th e titl e o f a 
minstrel son g of 183 0 that presented African-American s a s childlike an d 
inferior.) 

In The  Strange  Career  of  Jim Crow  (1955 ; 1974 ) historia n C . Van n 
Woodward argue s tha t cast-iro n segregatio n wa s a  produc t o f th e lat e 
nineteenth an d earl y twentiet h centurie s an d tha t th e avalanch e o f Ji m 
Crow law s began when poor whit e farmers cam e to power. Moreover , a 
new generatio n o f African-American s ha d grow n u p wh o ha d neve r 
known slavery . Previously , aristocrati c southerner s ha d show n a  pater -
nalistic attitude t o African-Americans , protectin g the m fro m som e over t 
racist attack s b y poo r whites . The y kne w tha t the y di d no t nee d segre -
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gation law s to confirm thei r own privileged socia l position. Nevertheless , 
none o f th e state s passe d a  singl e comprehensiv e segregatio n law . In -
stead, the y proceede d piecemea l ove r a  perio d o f thirt y t o fifty  years . 
Thus Sout h Carolin a segregate d th e races in successive stages , beginnin g 
with train s (1898 ) an d movin g t o streetcar s (1905) , trai n depot s an d 
restaurants (1906) , textile plants (191 5 an d 1916) , circuses (1917) , pool 
halls (1924) , an d beache s an d recreatio n center s (1934) . Georgi a bega n 
with railroad s an d prison s (1891 ) an d move d t o sleepin g car s (1899 ) 
and, finally,  poo l hall s (1925) , bu t refuse d t o segregat e place s o f publi c 
accommodation unti l 1954 . 

Another facto r i n turnin g th e tid e o f whit e resentmen t wa s th e mov e 
of African-American s t o ne w minin g an d industria l communitie s where , 
for the first time, white hillbillies were not only thrown int o daily contac t 
with the m bu t als o int o competitio n fo r th e sam e low-cast e job s a t 
rockbottom wages . For low-class whites , social segregatio n wa s a  mean s 
of assertin g thei r superiority . A s C . Van n Woodwar d put s i t i n hi s The 
Origins of  the  New  South  (1951) , "I t too k a  lo t o f ritua l an d Jim Cro w 
to bolste r th e cree d o f whit e supremac y i n th e boso m o f a  whit e ma n 
working fo r a  blac k man' s wages. " Th e Sout h ha d mad e sur e tha t 
African-Americans wer e sociall y an d academicall y inferio r b y denyin g 
them a  decent education. Southern legislatures starved African-America n 
schools o f adequat e funds , thereb y makin g i t impossibl e fo r the m t o 
approach anywher e nea r th e sam e standards . In  191 0 th e eleve n south -
ern state s spen t a n averag e o f $9.4 5 o n eac h whit e pupi l bu t onl y $2.9 0 
on each African-American pupil . 

The Sout h reacte d agains t th e natura l tid e o f resentmen t b y African -
Americans t o it s ne w restrictiv e policie s wit h mor e repression . Missis -
sippi wa s th e first  stat e effectivel y t o disfranchis e African-America n 
citizens by a constitutional conventio n i n 1890 . It was followed b y South 
Carolina i n 1895 , Louisian a i n 1898 , Nort h Carolin a (b y a n amend -
ment) i n 1900 , Alabam a i n 1901 , Virginia i n 190 1 an d 1902 , Georgi a 
(by amendment) i n 1908 , and th e ne w stat e o f Oklahom a i n 1910 . Fou r 
more state s achieve d th e sam e end s withou t amendin g thei r constitu -
tions: Tennessee , Florida , Arkansas , an d Texas . Thre e perniciou s an d 
sophistical argument s wer e advance d b y the proponents o f disfranchise -
ment. Th e remova l o f th e African-America n vote , the y said , woul d en d 
corruption a t elections . I t would preven t African-American s fro m hold -
ing th e balanc e o f powe r i n contest s betwee n riva l faction s o f whites . 
Moreover, i t woul d oblig e African-American s t o abando n thei r fals e 
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hopes o f bettermen t and , instead , mak e the m accep t thei r tru e socia l 
place. As a result, race relations would steadil y improve . 

The Mississipp i Constitutio n o f 189 0 se t th e pattern . I t require d a 
poll ta x o f tw o dollar s fro m prospectiv e voter s a t registration . Thos e 
who intended to vote at elections had to present their receip t a t the polls. 
Thus anyon e wh o mislai d hi s receip t forfeite d hi s vote . Mor e insidiou s 
was th e requiremen t that , i n orde r t o register , prospectiv e voter s ha d t o 
be "abl e t o rea d th e Constitution , o r t o understan d th e Constitutio n 
when read. " I t also excluded thos e convicte d o f bribery , burglary , theft , 
and bigamy . Racis t official s use d th e variou s ordinance s t o discriminat e 
in favor o f poor , illiterat e whites an d agains t African-Americans . 

The rulin g elite s i n othe r state s approve d o f th e ne w Mississipp i pla n 
and severa l state s borrowe d fro m on e another . I n s o doin g the y im -
proved o n previou s attempt s t o disfranchis e African-Americans . Fo r 
example, Louisian a believe d tha t th e understandin g claus e wa s s o ob -
viously suspec t tha t i t could b e invalidated i n a  court case . Thus i t hit on 
the grandfathe r claus e a s being , legally , mor e secure . Onl y thos e wh o 
had ha d a  grandfather o n th e electoral rol l o f 186 7 could vote . 

These device s wer e nothin g i f no t effective . I n Louisian a 130,34 4 
African-Americans wer e registere d t o vot e i n 1890 ; i n 190 0 ther e wer e 
5,320. I n 190 9 ther e wer e onl y 1,342 . I n Alabam a ther e wer e 181,00 0 
African-American voter s i n 1890 ; in 190 0 there were three thousand. I n 
the Sout h a s a  whole African-America n participatio n fel l b y 6 2 percent . 
In 190 0 Be n ("Pitchfork" ) Tillma n o f Sout h Carolin a boaste d o n th e 
floor o f th e Senate , "W e hav e don e ou r best . W e hav e scratche d ou r 
heads t o fin d ou t ho w w e coul d eliminat e th e las t on e o f them . W e 
stuffed ballo t boxes . We sho t them . W e ar e no t ashame d o f it. " Despit e 
concessions to poor whites , white participation i n elections also decline d 
—by 2 6 percent. Thus while , on average , 73 percent o f men voted i n th e 
1890s, onl y 3 0 percen t di d s o i n th e earl y 1900s . Oppositio n partie s 
dwindled awa y an d th e Democrat s wer e lef t undispute d champion s o f 
the South . 

Social segregatio n wa s als o uphel d b y th e Suprem e Court . It s mos t 
notorious decisio n cam e i n Plessy  v . Ferguson  i n 1896 . Louisian a stat e 
law require d "separat e bu t equal " accommodation s fo r African-Ameri -
can an d whit e passenger s o n publi c carrier s an d provide d a  penalt y fo r 
passengers sittin g i n th e wron g car . Home r Pless y wa s a n octoroo n s o 
pale tha t h e usually passe d fo r white , bu t whe n h e sa t i n a  whit e ca r h e 
was arrested . H e argue d tha t th e stat e la w o f Louisian a violate d th e 
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The Georgi a Capito l i n Atlant a rise s abov e nearb y slum s i n th e bloc k betwee n Fai r an d 
Hunter Street s a t th e corne r o f Frase r Street . Building s t o th e lef t ar e whit e dwellings ; 
those i n th e cente r ar e occupie d b y African-Americans . (Photograp h take n fo r th e Federa l 
Public Housing Authority , Octobe r 1938 , b y Oliver ; Librar y of Congress. ) 

Fourteenth an d Fifteent h Amendments . Justice John Marshal l Harlan of 
Kentucky agreed with him, maintaining, "Ou r constitution i s color-blind 
and neithe r know s no r tolerate s classe s amon g citizens. " Moreover , 
"What ca n mor e certainl y arous e rac e hate , wha t mor e certainl y creat e 
and perpetuat e a  feelin g o f distrus t betwee n thes e races , tha n stat e 
enactments whic h in fact proceed on the ground tha t colored citizens are 
so inferio r an d degrade d tha t the y canno t b e allowe d t o si t i n publi c 
coaches occupied by white citizens?" However, he was overruled b y th e 
other eigh t justices , wh o approve d o f th e doctrin e o f "separat e bu t 
equal." Justic e Henr y Billing s Brow n o f Michigan , speakin g fo r th e 
majority o n Ma y 18 , 1896, ruled wit h corrosiv e racia l candor , "I f on e 
race b e inferio r t o th e othe r socially , th e Constitutio n o f th e Unite d 
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States cannot pu t them upo n th e same plane." In Williams  v . Mississippi 
on Apri l 25 , 1898, the Cour t wen t furthe r an d approve d th e Mississipp i 
plan fo r disfranchisin g African-Americans . Th e Cour t unanimousl y up -
held th e opinio n o f Justic e Josep h McKenn a tha t " a stat e doe s no t 
violate the equal protection claus e of th e fourteenth amendmen t whe n i t 
requires eligible voters to be able to read, write , interpret, o r understan d 
any part o f the Constitution. " 

Edgar Gardne r Murphy , a  humanitaria n journalist , reporte d i n The 
Basis of  Ascendancy  (1909 ) ho w extremist s ha d move d "fro m a n undis -
criminating attac k upo n th e Negro' s ballo t t o a  lik e attac k upo n hi s 
schools, hi s labor , hi s life—fro m th e contentio n tha t n o Negr o shal l 
vote t o th e contentio n tha t n o Negr o shal l learn , tha t n o Negr o shal l 
labor, an d [b y implication] tha t n o Negr o shal l live. " The resul t was a n 
"all-absorbing autocrac y o f race, " a n "absolut e identificatio n o f th e 
stronger rac e with th e very bein g o f th e state. " In 190 3 analys t Charle s 
W. Chestnut t sai d tha t "th e right s o f th e Negroe s ar e a t a  lowe r eb b 
than a t an y tim e durin g th e thirty-fiv e year s o f thei r freedom , an d th e 
race prejudice mor e intense and uncompromising. " 

Racist scientist s trie d t o prov e tha t African-American s wer e inferio r 
to whites. In 192 9 Lawrence Fick in the South African  journal  of  Science 
declared tha t African s showe d " a marke d inferiority " t o Europea n white s 
and tha t th e numbe r wh o coul d benefi t fro m educatio n wa s limited . 
Americans measure d intelligenc e on th e basis of a  tes t first  developed b y 
Frenchman Alfre d Bine t in 190 5 an d base d on the skills expected of , an d 
acquired by , educate d childre n fro m th e middl e class . Not surprisingly , 
such a  tes t foun d undereducate d children , whethe r poo r white , immi -
grant, or African-American, les s intelligent. The final, conclusive "proof " 
of th e inferiorit y o f African-American s cam e whe n African-America n 
soldiers score d wors e tha n white s i n intelligenc e test s give n i n Worl d 
War I . Subsequen t investigatio n showe d tha t African-American s fro m 
the Nort h score d highe r tha n souther n whites . Her e wa s disturbin g 
proof o f the inferiority o f souther n educatio n a s a whole . 

The Early  Contours  of  Civil  Rights 

The respons e b y African-American s t o ra w oppressio n wa s confused . 
The mos t rigorou s leader s struggle d t o obtai n equa l right s fo r African -
Americans. But , a s the y wer e trappe d hal f i n an d hal f ou t o f America n 
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society, thi s struggl e alternate d betwee n a  desir e fo r assimilatio n wit h 
white society an d a  desire to asser t independence fo r African-Americans . 
W. E . B . D u Boi s describe d th e dilemm a o f African-American s i n The 
Souls of  Black  Folk  (1903) : "On e feel s hi s twoness , a n American , a 
Negro, tw o souls , two thoughts , two unreconcile d striving s i n on e dar k 
body." Novelis t Jame s Baldwi n observe d year s late r ho w th e African -
American wa s ofte n "gloomil y referre d t o a s tha t shado w tha t lie s 
athwart our nationa l life. " That shadow bega n to take shape and impos e 
its wil l o n America n societ y despit e th e considerabl e obstacle s i n th e 
way. 

As fa r a s th e ques t fo r civi l right s i s concerned , w e ca n interpre t th e 
period 1900-194 5 a s a  journey ove r a  gian t suspensio n bridg e acros s a 
turbulent river , th e dar k water s o f racism . O n nea r an d fa r sides , th e 
bridge i s suspende d betwee n th e pole s o f tw o ver y differen t Suprem e 
Court decisions . The first  i s the notorious "separat e bu t equal" rulin g i n 
Plessy v . Ferguson  o f 1896 , symbo l o f th e heinou s institutiona l racis m 
of th e perio d 1890-1910 ; th e secon d i s th e rulin g tha t separat e i s 
unequal i n Brown  v . Board of  Education  o f 1954 , the mos t momentou s 
post-World Wa r I I court decisio n ye t an d a  might y symbo l o f th e victo -
ries o f th e grea t civi l right s movemen t o f th e 1950 s an d 1960s . Th e 
outlying buttresses o f the bridge are provided b y the enduring civi l right s 
or separatis t group s tha t wer e forme d i n th e period : i n 191 0 th e Na -
tional Association fo r th e Advancement o f Colore d Peopl e (NAACP) ; in 
1911 th e Urba n League ; i n 193 1 th e Natio n o f Islam ; an d i n 194 3 th e 
Committee, late r th e Congress , fo r Racia l Equalit y (CORE) . Th e ape x 
of th e suspensio n bridg e i s provide d b y th e grea t flowerin g o f cultura l 
talent o f th e 1920s , know n variousl y a s th e "Black " o r "Negro " o r 
"Harlem Renaissance. " During these years fou r charismati c leader s guide d 
their follower s acros s a  bridge , albei t t o differen t destination s beyon d 
the river: Booker T . Washington, W. E. B. Du Bois , Marcus Garvey , an d 
Asa Philip Randolph . 

Although ther e were specific politica l organization s tha t focuse d thei r 
attention upo n th e ques t o f African-American s fo r civi l right s i n th e 
period 1900—1945 , ther e wa s n o mas s civi l right s movement . Wha t 
existed fro m th e variet y o f groups—th e NAACP , UN I A, th e Natio n o f 
Islam, an d others—wa s th e potentia l fo r one . Thu s th e stor y o f th e 
preface t o th e civi l right s movemen t i s composed o f a  tissu e o f factors . 
These includ e no t onl y th e laten t politica l powe r o f African-America n 
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people bu t als o th e powe r o f thei r art s t o rais e nationa l consciousnes s 
about th e contributio n o f African-American s t o th e socia l fabri c an d 
provide poignant expression s o f thei r dilemmas . 

Moreover, certai n o f th e phenomen a tha t accoun t fo r th e wa y civi l 
rights move d t o th e cente r o f th e politica l stag e i n th e 1950 s an d the n 
shifted emphasi s t o blac k powe r i n the course o f th e 1960 s were alread y 
present earl y i n th e century . Thes e includ e th e Grea t Migratio n o f Afri -
can-Americans fro m countrysid e t o cit y an d fro m th e Sout h t o th e 
North, makin g African-America n problem s know n t o th e Nort h an d 
transforming African-American s int o a  potentially poten t politica l forc e 
to b e courte d b y bot h mai n partie s an d b y radica l groups ; increasin g 
literacy amon g African-American s an d thei r awarenes s o f th e discrep -
ancy betwee n th e ideal s o f th e America n Constitutio n an d th e blatan t 
practice o f racism , mos t notabl y i n Worl d Wa r II ; th e developmen t o f 
nonviolent tactic s to protest discrimination , initiall y b y religious groups ; 
and variou s Suprem e Cour t an d lesse r cour t hearing s tha t provide d 
forums fo r suc h eloquen t African-America n attorney s a s Moorfield Sto -
rey, Walte r F . White , an d Thurgoo d Marshal l t o pres s fo r ruling s o n 
racial equalit y tha t expose d discrimination , establishe d th e lega l princi -
ple of equalit y befor e th e law, and legitimize d th e civil rights movement . 
Furthermore, th e late r tensio n betwee n civi l right s an d blac k powe r wa s 
anticipated i n th e 1920 s b y th e controvers y betwee n W . E . B . Du Boi s 
and A . Phili p Randolp h o n on e sid e an d Marcu s Garve y an d hi s short -
lived Unite d Negr o Improvemen t Associatio n (UNIA ) organizatio n (1914 ) 
on the other . 

Before 1900 , protest b y African-Americans existe d onl y i n loca l groups , 
apart fro m a  serie s o f convention s summone d t o endors e presidentia l 
candidates. Nevertheless , stat e an d loca l convention s debate d th e ne w 
laws o n publi c accommodatio n an d disfranchisement . Thei r protest s 
were handicappe d b y poverty , illiteracy , an d fragmentation . Leader s 
found i t almos t impossibl e t o develo p consciousnes s amon g African -
Americans an d unit y o n a  scale to comba t th e considerabl e whit e force s 
arrayed agains t them , notabl y th e advers e politica l climate , the indiffer -
ence o f th e Suprem e Court , an d whit e intimidatio n an d violence . Thei r 
political voic e wa s silenced . Ther e wa s n o African-America n congress -
man fo r twenty-seve n years , betwee n 1901 , when Georg e H . Whit e o f 
North Carolin a lef t Congress , an d 1928 , whe n Osca r D e Pries t wa s 
elected fo r Chicago . 
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Booker T.  Washington  and  W.  E.  B. Du  Bois 

Since African-American s wer e bein g displace d fro m thei r traditiona l 
trades an d confine d t o menia l job s i n th e towns , those wh o di d succee d 
in enterin g th e world s o f busines s an d th e profession s wer e oblige d b y 
white societ y t o adop t it s attitude s i n orde r t o retai n thei r hard-wo n 
position. Thei r undeclare d leade r wa s Booke r T . Washington , hea d o f 
Tuskegee Industria l Institute , Alabama . 

Booker Taliaferr o Washingto n wa s bor n a t Hale' s Ford , Frankli n 
County, Virginia , i n 1856 , th e so n o f a  whit e fathe r an d a n African -
American mothe r wh o wa s enslaved . A t th e en d o f th e Civi l Wa r h e 
worked i n a  coa l min e an d sal t furnac e a t Maiden , Wes t Virginia , whil e 
he attended school . From 187 2 to 187 5 n e studie d a t Hampton Institute , 
the Negr o vocationa l schoo l i n Virginia , wher e h e earne d hi s kee p b y 
working a s a janitor. H e also taught schoo l a t Maiden (1875-1877 ) an d 
subsequently studie d a t Waylan d Seminary , Washington , D.C . In  187 9 
he returned t o Hampto n Institute , wher e h e was i n charg e o f th e India n 
dormitory an d nigh t school . I n 188 1 h e wa s selecte d t o organiz e a n 
African-American norma l schoo l a t Tuskegee chartere d b y the Alabam a 
legislature. 

Thereafter, hi s name was practically synonymou s wit h African-Amer -
ican education . I n fact , Booke r T . Washington create d thre e majo r insti -
tutions: th e Norma l an d Industria l Institut e fo r Negroes , th e colleg e i n 
rural Alabam a devote d primaril y t o agricultura l an d technica l educa -
tion; th e Tuskege e Machine , a  lobb y o f African-America n intellectuals , 
politicos, and educators and white philanthropists wh o supported Wash -
ington's politica l an d economi c aims ; an d th e Nationa l Negr o Busines s 
League, committe d t o establishin g an d consolidatin g a  syste m o f Afri -
can-American entrepreneur s withi n th e existin g framewor k o f whit e 
capitalism. Washington believe d tha t th e optimu m strateg y fo r th e rura l 
masses o f African-American s wa s t o concentrat e a s much a s possible o n 
economic independence b y thrift an d the acquisition o f property . Fo r th e 
time being they were t o disregard disfranchisemen t an d Jim Cro w socia l 
segregation. Th e encouragemen t Washingto n an d hi s schoo l o f though t 
gave t o a  ne w generatio n o f African-America n entrepreneur s an d thei r 
clients t o "bu y black " an d t o thin k i n term s o f blac k nationalis m al -
lowed the m t o ris e commerciall y a t th e expens e o f a  differen t grou p o f 
artisans, caterers , an d porter s wh o wer e essentiall y integrationist s an d 
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who had had the lion's share of the market among African-Americans i n 
the 1870 s and 1880s . 

Washington wa s a s wel l know n a s a  propagandist an d polemicis t a s 
he was a s an educational leader . He was invited to speak a t the openin g 
of the Cotton States and International Expositio n in Atlanta on Septem-
ber 18 , 1895 , by businessmen who recognized his remarkable powers of 
expression. Hi s addres s wa s on e o f th e most effectiv e politica l speeche s 
of the Gilded Age, a model fusion o f substance and style. 

In what wa s late r calle d th e Atlanta Compromis e h e abandone d th e 
postwar idea l o f racia l equality in favor of increase d economic opportu-
nity for African-Americans. "Th e wisest among my race understand that 
the agitatio n o f question s o f socia l equalit y i s th e extremes t foll y an d 
that progress i n the enjoymen t o f al l the privileges tha t wil l com e t o u s 
must be the result of severe and constant struggle rather than of artificia l 
forcing." H e preache d patience , propose d submission , an d emphasize d 
material progress . Thos e African-American s wh o rejecte d th e Atlant a 
Compromise, suc h a s risin g activis t W . E . B . D u Bois , considere d hi s 
stance a  capitulatio n t o blatan t racism . Bu t Washingto n wa s tellin g 
white societ y exactl y wha t i t wante d t o hear—tha t African-American s 
accepted th e Protestan t wor k ethic . Hi s mos t widel y reporte d remar k 
was a  subtl e metapho r abou t racia l harmony : "I n al l thing s socia l w e 
can b e a s separat e a s th e fingers,  ye t on e a s th e han d i n al l thing s 
essential to mutual progress." 

Washington's emphasi s o n racia l pride , economi c progress , an d in -
dustrial educatio n encourage d whit e politician s an d businessmen , suc h 
as stee l tycoo n Andre w Carnegie , t o subsidiz e th e institution s fo r Afri -
can-Americans tha t h e recommended . Throug h hi s clos e connection s 
with busines s h e wa s abl e t o rais e th e fund s necessar y t o creat e th e 
National Negr o Business League in 1900 . Moreover, he used money no t 
to advanc e acquiescenc e b y African-Americans bu t to fight  segregation . 
Others sought a  more open insistence on racia l pride. In 189 0 T. Thomas 
Fortune, a  journalis t o f Ne w York , persuade d fort y African-America n 
protection leagues in cities across the country to join in a national body , 
the Afro-America n League . Historia n C . Van n Woodwar d assesse s 
Washington's work thus: "Washington's lif e mission was to find a prag-
matic compromis e tha t would resolv e th e antagonisms , suspicions , an d 
aspirations o f 'al l thre e classe s directl y concerned—th e Souther n whit e 
man, the northern white man , and the Negro.' It proved, he admitted 'a 
difficult an d a t times a  puzzling task. ' Bu t he move d wit h consummat e 
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One o f th e mos t controversia l of al l African-America n leaders, Booker T . Washington , th e 
wizard o f Tuskegee , no t onl y create d a n agricultura l and technica l institut e t o educat e an d 
train African-American s to achiev e economi c self-sufficienc y bu t als o create d a n effectiv e 
bloc o f politica l an d financial  backers . (Librar y o f Congress. ) 
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diplomacy, tradin g renunciatio n fo r concessio n an d playin g sentimen t 
against interest. " 

Five week s int o hi s presidenc y (1901-1909) , Theodor e Roosevel t 
invited Booker T. Washington t o the White House on Octobe r 18 , 1901. 
Roosevelt wa s als o committe d t o tryin g t o reconcil e th e Sout h t o th e 
Republican party . Hi s invitatio n wa s intende d a s a  symboli c gestur e t o 
African-Americans an d wa s widel y interprete d a s such . There wa s terri -
ble logi c i n th e subsequen t outrag e o f racis t southerner s whe n th e stor y 
broke. Th e Ne w Orlean s Times-Democrat  though t Roosevelt' s actio n 
mischievous: "Whe n Mr . Roosevel t sit s down t o dinner with a  negro, he 
declares tha t th e negr o i s th e socia l equa l o f th e Whit e Man. " Senato r 
Benjamin ("Pitchfork" ) Tillma n declared , "Th e actio n o f Presiden t Roo -
sevelt i n entertainin g tha t nigge r wil l necessitat e ou r killin g a  thousan d 
niggers in the South befor e the y wil l learn thei r place again. " 

Despite Washington's insistenc e on patience, some African-American s 
began to agitate fo r desegregatio n o n trains , a prime target o f the protes t 
movement tha t wa s th e forerunne r o f civi l rights . The y reckone d tha t 
railroads woul d realiz e tha t i t wa s mor e expensiv e t o hav e segregate d 
seating an d woul d thu s yield , i f onl y fo r th e sak e o f economy . In  189 8 
the Afro-American Leagu e called fo r a  boycott o f trains in protest o f Jim 
Crow laws . I n 190 4 th e Marylan d Suffrag e Leagu e bega n campaignin g 
against th e ne w Ji m Cro w la w ther e an d financed a  successfu l lawsui t 
against segregate d trave l i n 1905 . Als o i n 1905 , th e Georgi a Equa l 
Rights League declared tha t African-Americans shoul d b e able "to trave l 
in comfort an d decenc y an d receiv e a just equivalent fo r ou r money , an d 
yet we are the victims of the most unreasonable sor t of caste legislation. " 
In 190 9 th e Nationa l Negr o Conferenc e denounce d segregatio n an d th e 
oppression o f African-Americans . White s were taken abac k b y the effec -
tiveness o f boycott s whe n African-American s eithe r simpl y stoppe d us -
ing white-owned transpor t o r establishe d smal l companie s o f thei r own . 
White streetca r companie s eithe r ende d segregatio n o r wen t ou t o f busi -
ness, suc h a s th e streetca r compan y i n Richmond , Virginia . However , 
the wave of protest s was shor t lived . 

Washington's approac h o f so-called gradualis m coul d b e justified a s a 
necessary complemen t t o th e fearfu l atmospher e o f prejudic e an d vio -
lence in the South. However, African-American intellectual s in the Nort h 
grew impatien t wit h hi s time-servin g an d ambiguity . Willia m Trotter , 
son of Cleveland' s recorder o f deeds and a  graduate of Harvard, founde d 
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The Niagar a Conferenc e o f 190 5 dre w togethe r African-America n an d whit e activist s t o 
promote th e du e civi l right s o f African-American s an d le d i n 191 0 t o th e foundin g o f th e 
National Associatio n fo r th e Advancemen t o f Colore d Peopl e (NAACP) , th e mos t venera -
ble o f al l civi l right s organizations . I n thi s histori c photograp h take n i n a  studi o befor e a 
backdrop o f Niagar a Falls , W . E . B . D u Boi s i s seate d i n th e middl e ro w secon d fro m th e 
right. (Librar y o f Congress. ) 

the mos t vehementl y critica l paper, th e Boston  Guardian,  i n 1901 , and 
roundly abuse d Washingto n fo r hi s associatio n wit h Roosevelt , calling 
him a  "sel f seeker " an d a  "skulkin g coward." Trotter criticize d Wash-
ington at the 190 3 annual conventio n of the Afro-American Council and 
created uproar a t a  meeting of the Boston Business League later the sam e 
year whe n h e heckle d Washingto n a s h e trie d t o speak . Th e uproa r 
resulted i n "th e Bosto n riot " tha t ende d wit h th e imprisonmen t o f 
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