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Abstract

Throughout their experience in the U.S., African Americans, their leaders in
particular, have been wresting with the problem of how to apply the principles of
liberal democracy to them. However, African American leaders differ markedly
in ideologies, leadership styles and tactics. The differences, on the one hand, are
caused by their different life experiences and perceptions of American society,
and on the other hand, are shaped by racial landscapes at given times and in
given places, as well as changes in American social and political developments.
A classical case in point is the differences between two great black leaders,
Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois. Their debate on the road to achieve
freedom and equality for blacks indicates the deep disagreement on strategies
of combating rising segregation and discrimination among African American
community.

To Washington, economic empowerment, not political rights and social equality,
ranks as the first urgent goal for blacks to attain after their emancipation.
Thus,Washington, emphasizing self-help and industrial education, advocates to
gain economic success first and avoid directly confronting the segregation and
disfranchisement issues. Washington believes that blacks as an efficient workers
could gain wealth, and that eventually through their ownership of capital they
would be able to achieve status recognized by the American society. By contrast,

Du Bois rejects racial segregation and blacks’ disfranchisement. Political right
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was a major concern of Du Bois. He firmly maintains that political power is the
beginning of all permanent reforms and the only hope for maintaining gains. Du
Bois believes that higher education would be the real path to racial progress for
blacks, and held the view that high education was for the exceptional part of his
race, namely “the Talented Tenth” who serves as the leadership for blacks.

More importantly, the influence of Washington-Du Bois debate is lasting and
the significance of it is profound. Washington and Du Bois continue to speak to
us beyond their own historical eras. Many of their opposing ideologies can still
be found in today’s discussions on black issues, providing theoretical bases for
black people’ search for progress in America. Washington and Du Bois debate
finds itself in the Civil Rights Movement, Black Nationalism, Black Neo-
Conservatism, etc. The modern black movements are influenced by Washington-
Du Bois debate but also extension of their debate.

This book consists of six parts. In the introductory part, this book firstly
introduces the origins of this book and the problems this book aims to solve.
Then this book moves on to define black leadership, establishing the working
definition for the discussion of African American leadership in this book.
Following that, this book proceeds to the literature review of present study of
Washington and Du Bois, pointing out the dimension that has been researched
and the workable attempts that could be made in further study. Based on the
above endeavor, this book outlines its own research approach and working
framework.

Chapter One first summarizes Washington’s life experience and his main
thoughts concerning racial problems and black people’s progress in America.
Following that, the historical and social background where Washington was set
is discussed, in order to help understand the limitations of Washington’s thoughts
and progressive points in his thinking. And then Chapter One ends with an

evaluation of Washington’s whole life with a detailed discussion on his legacy

and his himitations.
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Following the discussion of Washington, Chapter Two, in the same way, first
summarizes Du Bois’ life experience and his main thoughts concerning racial
problems and black people’s progress in America. Then it goes on to discuss the
historical context in the formation of Du Bois’ thoughts in order to have a deep
understanding of its limitations and progressive points. Similarly, this chapter
ends with an evaluation of Du Bois’ whole life with a detailed discussion on his
legacy and his limitations.

On the basis of the examination both in Chapter One and Chapter Two,
Chapter Three moves on to compare and contrast the similarities and differences
in their thoughts. The conflicts of their thoughts in the political, social, economic
as well as cultural fields are explored one by one. And more importantly, the
second part of this chapter interprets the nature of their conflicts from the
perspectives of American political culture and American history, and argues
that their conflicts reflect the opposing ideologies in America history such as
conservativism vs. liberalism, pragmatism vs. idealism, the North culture vs. the
South culture, as well as different interpretations of American Dream.

Beyond that, Chapter Four, from a historical perspective, goes on to explore
the significance of Washington-Du Bois debate to later African American
leaders with the aim of presenting a clear understanding of the continuity and
development of African American leadership. Washington-Du Bois debate finds
itself in the Civil Rights Movement, Black Nationalism, the reemergence of
Neo-Conservatism, and well as the battle between black Neo-Conservatism and
“Civil Rights Establishment”.

Finally, based on the discussion in the previous chapters, in the conclusion
part, this book argues that the conflicts between Washington and Du Bois are
reflection of contradictions in American culture itself. Washington-Du Bois
debate has evolved into complimentary means that help direct black people in
their search for progress within the transformed and advanced American society.

The divergence and division of the roads to uplift in American society among
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African Americans on the one hand indicate a more profound understanding
of American society on the side of African Americans, and on the other hand

provide more possibilities for African Americans to achieve final equality.

Keywords: Booker T. Washington; W. E. B. Du Bois; Black Leadership; Civil

Rights Movement; Black Nationalism; Neo-Conservatism
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Introduction

0.1 Origins of this Book

Although the American Civil War destroyed slavery, it did not end the “race
problem”. Nor did the Thirteenth, Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to the
U.S. Constitution and a dozen years of “reconstruction” significantly change the
status of African Americans as second-class citizens. Most African Americans
remained inferior to most whites in economic status, political power, and the
exercise of civil rights, to say nothing of self-esteem or social prestige. In the
quest for equality and racial advancement, African Americans have managed
to draw their leaders from their own ranks. Although African American leaders
face the same fundamental dilemma that how can the principles and practices
of liberal democracy be extended and guaranteed to them, they differ markedly
in ideologies, leadership styles and strategies. The differences, on the one
hand, are caused by their different personal life experiences and perceptions of
American society, and on the other hand, are shaped by the racial landscapes
at given times and in given places, as well as changes in American social and
political developments. A classical case in point is the differences between two
great black leaders, Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois. Their intense

debate over the road to achieve freedom and equality for blacks is the first case
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of controversy among African Americans, indicating deep disagreements on
strategies and opinions on combating rising segregation and discrimination, and
on promoting black social and economic progress among black people.

During the years after the failure of Reconstruction in the South, no movement
affecting African Americans life was more important than the program of
Booker T. Washington. In 1895, Washington was invited to make a speech for
the opening of the Atlanta Cotton States and International Exposition before
a biracial audience. This speech was well received by both blacks and whites
and thus made him rise to national prominence and emerge as a powerful
Africa American leader. Certain African Americans raised their voices against
Washington’s stand in Atlanta Exposition Speech. Among them, W. E. B. Du
Bois won recognition as the leader of the opposition by publicly criticizing
Washington’s industrial education program practiced in Tuskegee Institute and
his accommodating racial strategy. On the contrary, Du Bois highlighted the
importance of an overall higher education for African Americans and intensively
condemned the disfranchisement of black people.

The debate between Washington and Du Bois involves such controversies
as accommodation versus protest, segregation versus integration, industrial
education versus liberal-arts education, economic progress versus political
rights. Accordingly, this debate offers two roads for black people to choose from
in order to achieve the ends of freedom and equality. More importantly, the
influence and significance of this debate is lasting and profound. Washington and
Du Bois continue to speak to us beyond their own historical era. Many of their
opposing ideologies can still be found in today’s discussions on black issues,
providing theoretical bases for black people’s search for progress in America.
The Washington-Du Bois debate finds itself in the Civil Rights Movement, Black
Nationalism, Black Neo-Conservatism etc. The modern black movements are
influenced by Washington-Du Bois debate, but they are also extension of their

debate.
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0.2 Research Questions of this Book

Since Washington-Du Bois debate concerns the fundamental issues of black

people such as political rights, economic power and social status from the end of

the Civil War until the present, this book, through a study of the controversy of

the two prominent black leaders, intends to make a modest effort in contributing

to the knowledge and understanding of the impact and influence of the debate

on the leadership of African Americans and shed light on the understanding of

African American political thoughts in general. To this end, this book raises

several related questions as follows:

(M

2)

3)

G

)

What are the key thoughts of Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du
Bois regarding black people’ road to achieve freedom and equality?
In what extent have their personal life experiences and the social
environments that they lived in shaped their perceptions of racial problems?
What are the differences and similarities between Washington’s
key thoughts and Du Bois’? Why did they prioritize political rights,
economic rights and social equality in different ways? To what
extent could the reasons of their differences be interpreted from the
conflicting presence of American political culture itself?

What are the legacies left behind by Washington and Du Bois for
later black leaders? What is the historical significance of Washington-
Du Bois controversy to black movements throughout the twentieth
century? In what ways are their legacies reinterpreted by black
leaders in those movements?

Does Washington-Du Bois debate still possess significance to black
leaders in the twenty-first century, when America is under new

historical conditions? What is the future for black leadership?

3
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0.3 The Significance of This Book

The significance of this book lies in the following aspects:

To begin with, this book argues that there has never been any unanimous voice
among blacks. Since the emancipation of black people, black leaders have sought
diverse ways to achieve first-class citizenship. However, how to reach this goal has
remained debatable among black leaders. At the turn of the twentieth century,
some advocated to use physical violence to force concessions from the whites. A
few urged blacks to return to Africa. The majority, however, suggested that black
Americans use peaceful, democratic means to change undesirable conditions. At
this period of time, Washington encouraged blacks to become skilled workers,
hoping that if they became indispensable to the prosperity of the South, political
and social rights would be granted to them. Du Bois’ advice was to struggle
for civil rights, specifically the right to vote, grounding on the assumption that
once voting rights are achieved, economic and social rights would follow. The
controversy between Washington and Du Bois is the first classical debate on
these black related issues, leaving room for the opposing thoughts to develop
among blacks later. In 1905, W. E. B Du Bois and his colleagues issued the
Niagara Movement, initiating the modern Civil Rights Movement. The Civil
Rights Movement ended in the 1960s, with its basic goals and objectives having
been achieved through passage of the Fair Housing Act of 1968. As a matter of
fact, two years earlier, in 1966, the Civil Rights Movement was challenged first
by the advocates of Black Power, and then by more diverse factions of radicals
and black nationalists. Beginning with an analysis of the opposing thoughts
of Washington and Du Bois, and then moving on to an exploration into the
historical significance of their debate to the divergence among modern black
leaders, this book presents an overall debatable history of African American in

their struggle for freedom and equality.



