
Du Bois vs. Booker T. Washington: The
Debate That Shaped the Course of Civil Rights
When discussing the history of civil rights in the United States, it is impossible to
ignore the significant contributions and debates between W. E. B. Du Bois and
Booker T. Washington. These two influential activists had contrasting approaches
to racial equality and shaped the trajectory of the civil rights movement during the
late 19th and early 20th centuries.

The Background

W. E. B. Du Bois was born in 1868 in Massachusetts, while Booker T. Washington
was born in 1856 into slavery in Virginia. Both men faced immense challenges
due to the prevalent racism and discrimination during their time, but they pursued
different strategies to tackle these issues.

The Ideological Divide

Du Bois believed in confronting racial inequality head-on and advocated for
immediate civil rights protections for African Americans. He was a prominent
scholar and activist, emphasizing the importance of education and the
development of a strong African American intellectual class. Du Bois co-founded
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and
used his platform to critique Washington's more conciliatory approach.
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On the other hand, Washington emerged as the dominant voice for African
Americans in the late 19th century. He believed in gradual integration and
economic self-reliance as key steps towards racial progress. Washington's
famous Atlanta Compromise speech in 1895 outlined his views, emphasizing the
need for African Americans to focus on vocational training and economic
opportunities instead of demanding immediate political and social equality.

The Great Debate

The clash between Du Bois and Washington came to be known as the "Great
Debate" and had a profound impact on the civil rights movement. Du Bois
criticized Washington's vision for perpetuating a system of economic
subservience and argued that true equality could only be achieved through
political and social rights. He saw education as the essential tool to empower
African Americans to challenge racism.

Washington, on the other hand, believed that economic progress would
eventually lead to social and political recognition for African Americans. While he
acknowledged the realities of racial discrimination, Washington felt that focusing
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on vocational training and entrepreneurship would create a foundation for future
progress.

The Legacy

Du Bois and Washington's debates influenced the course of civil rights in the
United States, leading to a split within the movement itself. Du Bois's intellectual
and political approach laid the groundwork for the Civil Rights Movement of the
1950s and 1960s, where the focus shifted towards challenging segregation laws
and demanding equal rights.

However, Washington's emphasis on economic empowerment left a lasting
impact as well. His advocacy for vocational training and entrepreneurship
resonated with many African Americans, as they sought to attain economic
independence in the face of systemic racism.

The debate between Du Bois and Washington represents a pivotal moment in the
history of civil rights. While there were differences in their approaches, both men
passionately fought for racial equality and upliftment of African Americans. Their
contributions continue to shape discussions surrounding civil rights and serve as
a reminder of the complexities involved in the pursuit of true equality.
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The debate between W.E.B. Du Bois and Booker T. Washington on how to further
social and economic progress for African Americans lasted 20 years, from 1895
to Washington's death in 1915. Their ongoing conversation evolved over time,
becoming fiercer and more personal as the years progressed. But despite its
complexities and steadily accumulating bitterness, it was still, at its heart, a
conversation—an impassioned contest at the turn of the century to capture the
souls of black folk.

This book focuses on the conversation between Washington and Du Bois in order
to fully examine its contours. It serves as both a document reader and an
authored text that enables readers to perceive how the back and forth between
these two individuals produced a cacophony of ideas that made it anything but a
bipolar debate, even though their expressed differences would ultimately shape
the two dominant strains of activist strategy. The numerous chapters on specific
topics and historical events follow a preface that presents an overview of both the
conflict and its historiographical treatment; evaluates the legacies of both
Washington and Du Bois, emphasizing the trajectories of their theories beyond
1915; and provides an explanation of the unique structure of the work.
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