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Introduction by WILLIAM M. TUTTLE, JR. 

W. E. B. DuBois' Confrontation with White 
Liberalism During the Progressive Era: 

A Phylon Document 

IT WAS SEPTEMBER22, 1906, in Atlanta, Georgia, and the members of the white 
mob were angry. How else could they put down "an intolerable epidemic rape" 

by black men except by violence? The resources and resolve of the city adminis- 
tration and the police had been insufficient to "save our women" and this epidemic 
like any other pestilence, had to be eradicated. "Are WHITE men going to stand 
for THIS?"shouted the speaker who stood on a dry goods box waving a news- 
paper extra which recounted the story of still another "assault." "No!" the mob 
responded. "Save our women!" "Kill the niggers!" Five days later, after the white 
mobs had brutalized at  will, killing, burning, and marauding, twenty-five black 
men and one white were dead. Hundreds of other black people had suffered gun- 
shot, knife, and club wounds, and over 1,000 others had fled the city.1 

To historians probably the best known result of the Atlanta race riot of 1906 
was a series of magazine articles by Ray Stannard Baker which were also pub- 
lished as a book, Following the Color Line (New York, 1908). Proud of his reform 
journalist role as a "maker of understandings," Baker recalled that he had asked 
himself after reading about the bloodshed in Atlanta: "What better field could 
there be for working at  my self-appointed task. .  .? How were whites and 
Negroes to live together peacefully in a crowded world?"z And so, having decide8 
to undertake an investigation of "the color line," Baker journeyed to Atlanta to 
begin work in November 1906.3 

Although in the next few months Baker talked and corresponded with numer- 
ous Southern officials, black and white spokesmen of many points of view, and 
students of American race relations, perhaps no conversation was as stimulating 
and revealing as that which occurred on January 31, 1907, in the Atlanta study 
of a white Episcopal clergyman, Cary Breckenridge Wilmer. In large part, this 
was true because at  the discussion with Baker and Wilmer was a third man, Dr. 
W.E.B. DuBois, professor of economics and history in Atlanta University, the 
most accomplished black scholar in the United States, author of the profoundly 
influential The Souls of Black Folk, and civil rights protest leader of the Niagara 
Movement.4 

Dr. C. B. Wilmer was a native Southerner who had been born in Virginia. 
Educated at William and Mary and the seminary a t  Kenyon College, Ohio, Wilmer 
was, at forty-seven, almost ten years older than DuBois. Wilmer, too, was a re- 
former, having served, for example, as the Georgia member of the National Child 
Labor Committee. In addition, he had worked with black children for nearly ten 

3Ray Stannard Baker, "Following the C o l ~ r  Line: A Race Riot, ??d After" The American 
Magazine, LXIII (April, 1907), 563-79. The Atlanta iEassacre The hep pendent, LXI 
(October 4, 1906), 799-800: and L'xo al:tic!es by Charles Crowe 'in Th? Jov;rnal Of Negro
Hzstory "Racial Violence and Social Reform -Origlns of the Atlanta Rlot of 1906," LIII (July, 
1968), 284-56: ,and "Racial Massacre In Atlanta, September 22, 1906," LIV (April, 1969), 150-73. 
Baker. Amerzcan Chrclnzcle: The Autob7ography of Ray Stannard Baker (New Yorlr, 1945), 
p. 238. 

V e e  Dewey W. Grantham, Jr., "Pntroduction to the Torchbook Edition" of Following the 
Color Line (New York, 1964). pp. v-vl.

4For contemporary information about the Niagara Movement see in Voice of the Negro the 
fo l lowi~~garticles: "The Niagara Movement," I1 1905), 522-23; Bois, "The( ~ u y l ~ s t , :  Du 
Niagara Movement," TI (September 1905) 619-22. "What 1s the Niagara tdovement?" XI 
(September, 1905), 647-48; The ~iinificaricecf the Niagara Tvlaveme:~t," liX (September,
1905), 600-04; Du Bois, "The Growth of the Niagara Movement." III (December, 1905), 43-45; 
and J. Max Barber, "The Niagara Moyement at  Iiarper's Ferry," 1x1 (October, 1906), 402-11. 
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years, as superintendent from 1891-1898 of the Colored Orphan Asylum in Lynch- 
burg, and he was a member of the Atlanta University Board of Trustees from 
1905 to 1928.6 But also of great significance was the fact that Wilmer, the South- 
erner (like Baker the Northerner), was a disciple of the racial philosophy of 
Booker T. Washington.6 And it was evident, too, that these two white reformers, 
thou.gh benevolent racists, were racists nevertheless; the humanitarianism of 
even "progressive" or "liberal" whites of the times did not extend to enfran-
chising black people or destroying the barriers of racial segregation. 

In their discussion, Baker was the moderator and the questioning reporter and 
Du Bois and Wilmer were the d-ebaters for two distinctly divergent philosophies. 
And having ascertained that neither Du Bois nor Wilmer had ever discussed the 
subject of race relations "face to face" with a person of the other race, the conver- 
sation began. Surprisingly, neither Baker in his many writings nor Du Bois in his 
ever referred to their conversation in Wilmer's study. Fortunately for historians, 
however, a transcript of it was made; and in recent years, it has resided, carefully 
preserved, in the Manuscript Division of the Library of Congress.7 The text of this 
important unpublished document follows. 

Mr. Baker: When I came down here it seemed to me that the better 
class of white men did not know the better class of Negroes, and the 
better class of Negroes had no working touch with the better class of 
white men, and it occurred to me that if the two could be brought to- 
gether in some way to discuss these questions, as a problem vital to 
both, the result might be enlightening, not only to the people down here, 
but to us in the North, who know very little about the race problem. 

Dr. Wilmer: I think that you are quite correct. I t  is not as satisfactory 
to say behind people's backs what you would like to say to them face to 
face; and the experience of people of any fairness at all is usually that 
they are not as far apart as they thought. 

Dr. DuBois: That is perfectly true. When I came here ten years ago 
I knew little about the South, and I wanted to learn. I wished to know 
not only the attitude of the colored people, but that of the white people 
too; I have, however, had little chance to learn white opinion by personal 
contact. I brought some letters of introduction. I delivered one of these 
letters-I did not deliver the others. This is the first time that I have 
ever sat down face to face with a southern white man to talk frankly 
as to what I think and to hear what he thinks. 

Mr. Baker: Have you ever, Dr. Wilmer, discussed the race problem 
face to face with a colored man? 

Dr. Wilmer: I haven't.. . . 
6Who's Who in America,,VII (Chicago, 1912). 2301. 
*Grantham op. cit., vlll-XI; Robert C. Bannister, Jr., Ray Stannard Baker: The Mind and 

Thought df a Progressive (New Haven, 19661, pp. 14, 20, 126-32, 140; and John E. Semonche, 
Rag Stannard Baker: A Quest for Democracy zn Modern Amerzca, 1870-1918 (Chapel H111. 
1969) pp. 124-25, 198-210, 281. 

7"~on;ersation between Rev. C. B. Wilmer of Atlanta, Ga. and Dr. W. E. B. Du Bois of 
Atlanta University -reported by Ray Stannard Baker," January 31, 1907, in Ray Stannard 
Baker Papers (Series 2L1411 G787), Manuscript.Division, Library of Congress. Appreciation is 
due Ray Stannard Baker's faml!~, Whlch dedicated hls Papers at the Library of Congress
to the public; Roy P. Basler, Chief, Manuscript Division, Llbrary of Congress, to the author, 
October 4, 1972. In the Baker Papers, see also Du Bois to Baker, April 3, October 7, 1907 
May 14, 1908; undated draft of letter, Baker to Du Bois: and Wilmer to Baker, ~ovembe; 
19, 1907, January 31, 1908. 
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Dr. DuBois: To plunge then into the subject: Is it possible for two 
groups of people such as we have in the South, white and colored, to 
live together as human beings in mutual help and progress and have 
this doctrine of separation go any further? 

Dr. Wilmer: How far do you think it has gone? 
Dr. DuBois: Too far -beyond rule and reason. We have a separation 

in almost all avenues of life, so that, I following my ordinary round of 
duties, seldom or never come in contact with White people.. . . We are 
separate in our religion, so separate as to mock the doctrines of Jesus 
Christ. Our children are trained separately and into enmity, hatred, and 
contempt for each other. We live on separate streets and in separate 
sections, we ride in separate parts of street cars and trains, we follow 
largely separate occupations and classes of occupations, we are beginning 
to trade at separate stores and read separate Newspapers, we are sent 
to separate parts of jails and hospitals and when we die we are buried 
in separate grave-yards. Now is it possible to let this tendency go on 
unchecked and yet have mutual understanding and mutual courtesy? 
Haven't we got rather to set our faces at least against the further growth 
of that separation? 

Dr. Wilmer: I would like to ask Dr. DuBois what state of things would 
he substitute for this? Would he obliterate the color line entirely.. .and 
in all social life? 

Dr. DuBois: The ideal ought to be that a man should be treated as an 
individual. In human society, a soul should stand on its own merit, and 
should be judged according to its own desert; if people wish to group 
themselves, they should have a perfect right so to do; but they should 
not have the right to forbid other people from associating with whom 
they chose.. .. 

Dr. Wilmer: But suppose that White parents prefer that their children 
go to school together, then the colored children would be compelled to 
go to school together, would they not? Do you think that is unjust to 
the colored people? 

Dr. DuBois: That would depend entirely on whether the two races 
had equal accommodations in the schools, whether or not the separation 
cast a stigma or implication of inferiority on either, and whether the 
separation was voluntary or compulsory. 

Dr. Wilmer: Suppose the schools are of equal accommodations? 
Dr. DuBois: If the accommodation in each of the school systems is 

equally good and the separation is voluntary, I should raise no objection. 
If the accommodations were equal and the separation compulsory I 
should still at present not oppose the policy in the South, although I 
should oppose it elsewhere. I regard the system as wasteful and un- 
democratic, but i t  is one of those cases of separation which the Southern 
Negro can well afford to endure as long as race antipathy is violent. 
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Dr. Wilmer: The next point, I take it, would be this. You raised the 
question as to the possibility of our getting along as members of the 
same community with this separation. Don't you think that in aiming 
at the ideal of human society, you have to make your selection between 
the things which are practical at the time and the things which are not? 
When you find that race feeling, race consciousness, which belongs more 
or less to every race, which is as strong in the colored race as it is in the 
white race, is causing the races to separate in this section, don't you 
think it is the acme of folly to set yourself against this separation? Don't 
you think it better to try to see that as much justice as possible to both 
sides be gotten into the existing situation without undertaking the im- 
possible task of abolishing this race feeling which naturally operates on 
the principle that "birds of a feather flock together"? 

Dr. DuBois: That depends, it seems to me, entirely upon the answers 
to two questions: Is real progress possible under present conditions? 
What will be the result of trying at least to modify these conditions? 
If the result of any attempt to modify present conditions would ag- 
gravate them, so that instead of working toward human brotherhood 
you are increasing human hatred, such action would ceriainly be wrong. 
Then, too, if you have a feeling of gregariousness among different groups 
of a country, and men are working harmoniously and doing kheir best 
in these groups, I should say it was more than folly to disturb them; 
but if present conditions are growing increasingly dangerous to peace, 
morals, and progress, and if "gregariousness" is taking the form of corn- 
pulsory degradation of the weak, and the moral weakening of the strong, 
and if it is possible to cure or even mitigate this, our duty is also clear. 

Dr. Wilmer: Well, the result of any movement is a matter of exper- 
ience, and we are at a point where we have got to decide what to do 
without waiting for the result. Do you think it is possible to get more 
good will into the existing situation without breaking down the color 
line, and do you not think, as a matter of fact, that that movement has 
already begun? 

Dr. DuBois: No, I cannot say that it has already begun. I should be 
very glad i1 it had; as I say, I am not talking now about breaking down 
the color line at a blow; I know very well it would be impossible to 
change suddenly opinions and prejudices on both sides that have been 
built up with so terrible a history. But here you have a situation that is 
growing worse and the only way you will ever correct that situation is 
for the people who are interested in it to understand each other; yet the 
basic creed, almost, of that situation, is that the races should be so 
separated that it is impossible for them to understand each other. You 
have got therefore to put your face against further separation, and more 
than that, you have got to see if the separation has not already gone to 
the extent which is foolish and dangerous. 
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Dr. Wilmer: Now, Dr. DuBois, you reject my suggestion as to the line 
of policy on which to work for harmony, the policy of peace and justice. 

Dr. DuBois: No, I do not say that we should not work along the lines 
you suggest, accepting for the present much of the present separation 
in the South, such as separate schools and churches. But I do say that 
we should not accept as right or workable all the present separations 
or the tendencies toward further separation. If your progress means that 
what we ought to do today is to accept and work within certain lines 
of separation, stop it from going further, and to see if we cannot even 
bring the races nearer together, then I should agree with you. 

Mr. Baker: What do you mean by bringing them nearer together? 
Dr. DuBois: I mean to provide a larger opportunity for knowledge, 

sympathy and mutual understanding, and particularly a lessening of 
personal annoyance and insult. For instance, to come right down to 
specific cases: the latest and perhaps the most aggravating form of at- 
tempted separation is the separation on trains, streetcars and elevators. 
I remember the first time I ever had this fact forced upon me. I was 
going down to the Equitable Building on important business and was in 
a great hurry, as I wanted to get back to my classes. I rushed in and 
started for the elevator for I was to go to the tenth floor. The boy 
slammed the door in my face and said "Next Elevator." I said nothing 
and went to the next elevator which was just as good and ran just as 
often. The same thing happened again: I was roughly ordered out and 
again told "The Next Elevator." I turned to the third elevator and found 
it filled with mops and pans and brooms and pails of filthy water. There 
were one or two dirty looking men lounging in it, who had been 
scrubbing, and the elevator apparently ran about every half hour, at 
any rate it had not started once while I had been there. I suddenly 
realized that I must either ride in the freight elevator or walk. I walked. 
Neither of you, of course, can under how a man feels when that sort of 
thing is thrust into his face. You cannot understand that crawling, 
beaten feeling, that makes one wish to sneak like a dog under the house 
and out from the sight of men. 

Dr. Wilmer: I have tried to put myself in the place of men of excep- 
tional thought, brain, and character amongst the Negroes, and I feel 
a personal sympathy with these men. At the same time there is here 
a question of emphasis. . . . Now there are a great many of the things 
which Dr. DuBois says which, applying to a few individuals, I should 
have to think he was right about; but here are a great mass of colored 
people in this country who have been suddenly endowed with liberty as 
a free gift, who, in addition to that, have been given suddenly the right 
of the ballot, whose minds have been inflamed by doctrinaires telling 
them of social equality with those who formerly owned them, and who 
have had schemes of education put before them which tend to make 
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them still more intoxicated and even delirious, and the great mass of 
whom would be doing well if they did honest labor in the lower walks 
of life. When we attack what is called the "race problem" along the 
line of arbitrarily preventing the separation of the races, the whole 
effect on these poor, ignorant, deluded, misguided people, for whom I 
have the greatest sympathy, is to make them think that they are the 
victims of a cruel injustice . . . when there are things that are very much 
more important for them to know. It is much more important to talk 
to them about their duties than their supposed rights. I think it is the 
opinion of those who know, not the choice Negro, bu t the  masses of 
them, that they misunderstand these things. For instance, I have been 
told by an intelligent Negro, and I believe it to be true, that when the 
Northern people in the newspapers and in gatherings of Negroes, declaim 
against lynching, and say little or nothing about the causes that lead 
to the lynchings, the great mass of ignorant, blinded Negroes take 
that as a quasi-endorsement of crime. 

Dr. DuBois: The first thing I feel like criticising in what Dr. Wilmer 
has said is his assumption that the oppression of extreme race separation 
is felt only by the select few, who, on account of their exceptional 
training, are simply suffering from being out of or ahead of time. I 
agree that a rule ought not to be made simply for the exceptional man; 
but the rising, pushing, exceptional man, in any race, exists not simply 
for himself but as an incentive or ideal for the mass. If he fails, they 
lose their guide. If when he raises his head he is pounded back, they 
sink lower because of it. What incentive is there for the ordinary Negro 
to make the most of himself, when he knows that intelligence, thrift or 
ambition gain no more consideration for his race than ignorance and 
crime? It is then upon the humble laborer that the real burden eventu- 
ally falls. For instance, in the street cars the insult and discomfort fall 
not upon me, for I can walk . . . but upon the mass of common people. 
While my work easily allows me to go on foot, the mass of the working 
people cannot; they have got to go on the street cars and get the sort 
of treatment meted out to colored people there, which culminates some- 
times in riot and absolute murder. It is that class which suffers. More- 
over, this is a sensitive class -piteously sensitive to the grosser form 
of insult and discrimination. When a man who is himself clean is con- 
tinually treated as though he were dirty; when if he has been an honest 
hard-working man, he is talked about as though he were a criminal and 
a rascal, when if he saves and accumulates property he is treated like a 
pauper, when he can be gruffly ordered about by any White man at 
any time -what can be more discouraging,-more crushing? 

The second thing that I take exception to is that theory that colored 
people are inflamed regarding what is known as "social equality." I 
have no doubt but that a certain class of colored people directly after 
the [Civil] War, dreamed that the time had come when color alone 
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was to be no bar to human association and preferment. I know today 
that the mass of thinking Negroes in the United States hope for a time 
when human courtesy, friendship and sympathy, will not be barred by 
any merely physical peculiarities. But nowhere can there be found 
among Negroes, South or North, the slightest desire to force their 
company on any person who does not desire it. They do demand equal 
civil rights in public accommodations. But they would bitterly despise 
themselves for desiring marriages or dinners with any person or 
races who did not respect them and seek and value their company. So 
true is it that there has been an actual shrinking from White people, and 
a sensitiveness about finding themselves in places where they were not 
wanted, that has kept Negroes from pushing ahead in many lines of work 
and ambition when they ought to have done so. The idea expressed by 
Dr. Wilmer that the lower class of colored people, actually think that a 
protest against lynching is a condonement of rape is inconceivable. I 
cannot think how any colored man could ever give him that idea. In 
the first place, the kind of people who commit these terrible crimes 
know nothing about what the Northern people are talking about; they 
do not real the papers; they are almost without exception from the 
very lowest strata of the race. If the colored people were seeking social 
recognition in the narrower sense of that term, that is, seeking to be 
invited to certain people's houses, and to be suitors for their daughters 
the strife for this would come from the wealthier and more intelligent 
class of them, and not from those down at the very bottom of society. 
So far, however, are the best class of Negroes from attempting to 
force social recognition where they are not wanted, that they withdraw 
almost utterly to themselves and their very existence is for precisely 
this reason so often overlooked. 

Finally, it seems to me, that Dr. Wilmer succumbs to the temptation 
to separate colored people into simply two classes, one an educated 
class, which is sometimes represented as wonderfully educated and 
exceptional, and then the mass. Now, such a division no more applies to 
colored people than it applies to other people. There are a few college- 
bred men and graduates of high schools and their significance, as in 
any group, is far beyond their numbers; there is a criminal and a semi- 
criminal class, all too large, but the wildest Negrophobist could not class 
one Negro in ten here. This leaves the great middle class of Negroes- 
fully two-thirds, if not three-fourths of all, as the real typical represen- 
tatives of their race. The justice or injustice of the treatment given this 
class is the really significant criterion. 

Mr. Baker: What sort of people would you put into that middle class? 
Dr. DuBois: I would put into that class the rank and file of Negroes 

from the regular servants and common laborers up to the farmers, 
artisans and small business men. 

Mr. Baker: Would they compare about equally with the class of 
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workingmen among the Whites? 
Dr. DuBois: The class would average in intelligence and efficiency 

lower than corresponding classes of Americans. 
Mr. Baker: The lower class, whom would it include? 
Dr. DuBois: The criminals and the floating population not criminal, 

but just on the edge of criminality. If these latter are encouraged, if 
they are helped, if their surroundings are good and times good, they 
become fairly good workingmen, and give no trouble. On the other 
hand, in times of stress and in times of riot and upheaval, they get over 
the line among the criminal classes. That is the class for the sins of 
which the whole middle class is usually judged. 

Dr. Wilmer: . . . Dr. DuBois's criticisms of my statement are so micro- 
scopic as to miss my main point. My point was that the general method 
of attacking the race problem, by setting ourselves, first of all, against 
separation, must have an effect upon the great mass of the Negroes of 
making them misunderstand the situation, and making them regard 
themselves as far more the victims of injustice than as a matter of fact 
they are. If Dr. DuBois cannot conceive that Negroes do regard the 
denunciation of lynching apart from the denunciation of the crime 
which leads to the lynching as being a practical endorsement of the 
crime, I can only say that I do not think that he knows the mass of 
Southern Negroes as well as we Southern people, both white and black, 
who have been born here and raised up with them. . . . 

Dr. DuBois: The social education of ignorant masses certainly requires 
restraint and forethought, but it is surely far-fetched to make denuncia- 
tion of mob law the cause of crime, or the desire to be treated as a man 
the cause of rape. 

Then, too, I have advocated not a violent crusade against all present 
separation of races in the South but an endeavor to stop further separa- 
tion and to abolish recent and extreme attempts which cause bitterness 
and stir race hatred. There are three kinds of race separation in the 
South: voluntary grouping as in homes and private association; compul- 
sory separation which follows the lines of voluntary grouping and often 
works harm but endurable harm as in schools; arbitrary and compulsory 
attempts at separation which cannot be enforced without humiliation 
and injustice, as "Jim Crow" cars. It is the last category I would attack 
now, for where you have a separation as in the street cars or railway 
cars, it is practically impossible, in the way the economic world is 
organized, that the races should be given equal accommodations; to do 
so would bankrupt the corporations. The result is not separation but an 
arrangement whereby Whites go anywhere they please and Negroes 
anywhere they can. 

Mr. Baker: Do you complain of this separation as an economic handi- 
cap? 
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Dr. DuBois: Yes, I do. 
Mr. Baker: Wherein lies the disadvantage? 
Dr. DuBois: My wages are lowered because my money can purchase 

less satisfaction dollar by dollar than my White fellows; my health may 
be endangered by exposure; law and order is endangered by continued 
bickering, and the public humiliation lowers self-respect and efficiency. 

Mr. Baker: As I understand it, there are two classes of measures you 
would apply. Dr. DuBois would set his face against excessive separation, 
he would wipe out some of the so-called "Jim Crow" laws. Dr. Wilmer, 
on the other hand, would create a new spirit in both races through moral 
and industrial education, and religious instruction, by means of which 
these things would disappear naturally. 

Dr. Wilmer: Yes sir. Dr. DuBois continues to work on evils of separa- 
tion. . . . Admit, for the sake of argument, that there are as many evils 
as you please connected with these separations, but you have not, after 
all, touched the real question. The practical problem is, how shall we 
strive to better things? . . . One may criticize the human nature which 
would make such a state of things possible, but if such a state of things 
exists, then separation must be recognized [as] preferable to the alter- 
native course. 

Mr. Baker: In other words, extreme separation is better than con-
tinual riot. 

Dr. Wilmer: Yes sir. . . . and if the Negro emphasizes that separation 
in  the way that the Niagara School of Negroes do, the effect on the 
masses of the Negroes is to call their attention away from their own 
sins and crimes and from the necessity of their own moral and in- 
dustrial developn~ent, to the sins of the white people -to reform whom 
is hardly their task, and certainly is beyond their power. I am in the 
business of reforming white folks myself and advise the Negroes to let 
that alone. 

Dr. DuBois: And I would say to White people, being myself a Negro 
teacher of Negroes, that to make a man who is unjustly treated stop 
complaining is a difficult proposition and I advise White people to let it 
alone. Yet is this not precisely what Southern Whites continually refuse 
to do? Are they not devoting a very large part of their time to telling 
the colored people what they ought to do and what they ought not to 
do? Once in a while we hear from Dr. Wilmer and some other people in 
the City, a good strong sermon, which stands up and says to the 
white people, "you haven't done your duty," but that is an exceptional 
thing in  the South. 

Dr. Wilmer: Suppose it is exceptonal. What do you expect? In every 
epoch, and in every country under heaven, reforms are brought about in  
this way. There is more of significance, more of promise for the future 
in the exceptional than in the usual. . . . aceptional instances are the 
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seeds of future civilization. In the Spring of the year one violet is of 
more consequence than all the ice and snow. 

Mr. Baker: In other words, you have the colored man complaining of 
the whites and the whites complaining of the colored, rather than each 
looking after it own faults. 

Dr. Wilmer: That is what Dr. DuBois says, and I think there is too 
much of that on both sides. But I pursue my point; my last statement 
was an indictment of the educated colored man on account of the way 
in which he treats the occasional injustice arising from the separation in 
the street cars; that he puts a false emphasis upon that, and that if he 
would tell his own people, "don't worry about this, but see that your 
lives are above reproach, and so live that the white man will be ashamed 
to treat you with anything less than justice," he would help both races. 
While that course might require some sacrifice on the part of the edu- 
cated colored man, in the shape of denying themselves the pleasure of 
telling the white people what they are to do [and] stirring up blind 
hopes among their own people, they would be helping the situation more. 
There are white men who stand for justice to the Negro on the street 
cars, in Atlanta, but their efforts are not aided, but retarded, when the 
colored men put such a disproportionate emphasis upon the matter. 
If Dr. DuBois will permit me to be personal in speaking to him as a 
representative of a certain school of thought amongst educated Negroes, 
that so intent are they upon pointing out the evils of separation, that 
they minimize and even absolutely ignore movements of far-reaching 
significance for betterment right under their noses, or for instance, here 
in Atlanta since the riot. 

Dr. DuBois: I have tried both here and in other places, to emphasize 
the fact that I appreciate deeply the difficulty of this problem from the 
White point of view, but, at  the same time, I should be untrue to myself 
if I said that I thought the White people of the South had arisen to this 
problem with the moral courage that they ought to. I feel more and more 
as I live in the South, the lack of true moral courage among White people. 

Dr. Wilmer: I would not claim that the South as a whole had risen to 
sublime heights in this matter, but after all, we are not lacking in  
courage merely because we decline to carry out Dr. DuBois' program. 
Besides, the Southern White man had something else to do for some 
time after the war. He had to preserve his civilization and lift off his 
back the incubus of the infamous reconstruction regime, put there by 
doctrinaire fanatics. A good deal of good has been left undone; but when 
the provocation is considered, there is a good deal to the credit of the 
Southern white man. 

Mr. Baker: What would you do, then? In other words, what ought to 
be done in the South? 
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Dr. DuBois: Three things ought to be done now: 1.The Negroes should 
be given good common schools. 2. They should be allowed to vote on the 
same terms as other people. 3. They should be given humane treat- 
ment. I mean by this last a beginning right now to treat colored men 
with the idea that after all they are human beings, just as other people 
are, with the same right to consideration and deference according to 
their individual deserts. 

Dr. Wilmer: I have no objection to any of these three any further 
than to say that I do not believe in full manhood suffrage. 

Mr. Baker: Either for the white or black? 
Dr. Wilmer: No sir, but I believe with Dr. DuBois that there should 

be suffrage qualifications impartially adopted to both races. If, however, 
the Southern States should adopt suffrage qualifications which allowed 
the white man to vote and put qualifications on the Negro, I should urge 
the Negro simply to qualify himself. No matter how much one may 
criticize existing suffrage laws in the South there is not a single one 
of them which does not in theory at any rate, offer the open door 
particularly to the Negro who will qualify himself; the negro is not 
excluded as a negro. . . . So far as humane treatment is concerned, I, of 
course, agree with the modification that it is not practicable in the 
present state of human society always to treat the individual absolutely 
as an individual, but we can get a whole lot more of humanity into the 
situation than exists now and the first duty of the white people today 
is to recognize the difference between the good and the bad Negro, and 
to show that they recognize that difference by their manner of treat- 
ment of the good Negro. . . . The refrain that runs through Dr. DuBois's 
treatment of this whole matter, that a man cannot preserve his self- 
respect unless he gets the kind of treatment he thinks he is entitled to, 
is itself a surrender of manhood. I am not advocating the putting of 
difficulties in the Negro's way, but I am saying that the right sort of 
man is going to be a man and keep his self-respect anyhow. To blame 
the white folks because they keep the Negroes from having self-respect, 
is a confession of lack of manhood. And while it is true as a part of the 
transition period of all of us, white and black alike, that the independent 
Negro is resented by some, Dr. DuBois makes no place at all for the 
Negro who is not "subservient" but simply courteous. . . . 

And while it is true, no doubt, that the changed type of Negro to 
which Dr. DuBois refers, is not going to arouse any immediate en-
thusiasm on the part of all white people; especially the "average" white 
man; yet he is mistaken if he thinks that real self-respecting character 
does not have its effect more or less on every one that comes in contact 
with it. It is this blindness to the growing good elements in this dark and 
complex situation that I have to complain of in Dr. DuBois's whole 
treatment of the race problem. 
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Dr. DuBois: It  is not the educated Negro with full developed self- 
respect and determination whom disrespect and discrimination is going 
to permanently injure. He can . . . retire within his own soul and find 
peace. But I do contend that the average honest Negro laborer can not 
and will not maintain his self-respect under the continued and em-
phasized and legalized contempt of his neighbors; he will gradually sur- 
render his manhood and ambition. The better class of Negro thinks that 
the colored man who is the especial object of the average white man's 
dislike is not the criminal or semi-criminal Negro, but the independent 
Negro, the man who has self-respect, the man who if insulted, resents it, 
who does not cringe or is not obsequious. What I mean by humane treat- 
ment is to allow such a man his self-respect, realizing that he is in his 
blind way groping towards independence. Crushing that spirit of in-
dependence crushes the very best out of that class of colored people. 
Here comes a workman to your house to do a job of work, and he is 
"sassy," he is not pleasant to get along with, but does his work, does it 
well, and he is the man after all that through his honesty of purpose is 
doing more to raise labor throughout the United States than is the 
other man who is obsequious and cringing and does you a contemptible 
job. ...We need in Negroes as in Whites, independence, honesty, sturdy 
self-assertion. 

Dr. Wilmer: . . .Dr. DuBois . . . omits from his classification the Negro 
who is neither obsequious nor "sassy" but . . . inefficient. 

Dr. DuBois: "Sassiness" and self-assertion are not pleasant things in 
half-trained people, and while they lead to progress on the one hand, on 
the other they sometimes lead to crime and debauchery. But this is not 
peculiar to any race or time. Indeed, crime in the South is a perfectly 
natural phenomenon. Ask any criminologist what will happen among a 
people, changed in a single generation from slaves to quasi-freemen, 
treated in courts by a double standard of justice, hindered in their 
natural development toward self-assertion and self-respect, and per- 
verted by past ideas of work. He will easily predict the rise of a criminal 
class. But criminals will not appear suddenly, but gradually among the 
children and grandchildren of the freedmen -the celebrated "second 
generation." These youthful and wayward degenerates should be taken 
hold of, not by mobs and in fury, nor be trafficked in for money, but 
rather every effort should be made to separate the careless from the 
vicious, the young from the old, and to try to develope in the redeemable 
a sense of self-respect and a habit of regular work. 

Dr. Wilmer: I think that the conferring of suffrage upon the Negro 
with the opening of offices to the Negro so soon after he is coming out 
of slavery, was one of the most demoralizing, and therefore, crime pro- 
ducing things that have been imposed upon the Negro. If I am willing . . . 
to now accept a qualified suffrage for the Negro, it is because this is 
forty years after the War, and revolutions do not go backward. 
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Dr. DuBois: It  seems to me that if there had been at the end of the 
War this alternative -to let the Negroes become citizens and voters, 
as they qualified themselves, or to take the whole mass of voters a t  
once, that no sane person could possibly have hesitated. That was not 
the alternative that was before the people at that time. It  was a time 
of turmoil and excitement. It was a time when the great mass of 
thinking people in the South undoubtedly believed thoroughly . . . as 
they considered it then, that it was impossible for free White people and 
free Negroes to live together. They were going to accept the result of the 
war as to slavery only so far as the name was concerned, and were 
nevertheless, going to make practical slaves of the Negroes; the laws 
that they passed and the laws that they attempted to pass at that time 
show what they intended to do; they would never have enfranchised the 
Negro or given him any power of voting; it was the 14th and 15th 
amendments that stopped this program and made the continuation of 
slavery in the South impossible. I t  was by no means the ideal solution -
the whole war was not ideal -but it was the only solution at the time. 
Its bad results hurt Negroes more than it did the Whites, because the 
harm the Negro did to the ballot was very small. In years of extrav- 
agance some of them stole money, but . .  .they did not steal nearly as 
much as their White colleagues stole in the South. 

Dr. Wilmer: Where did these White people come from? 
Dr. DuBois: Some from the North and some from the South. I t  seems 

to me that present disfranchisement has done more to encourage crime 
than former enfranchisement ever did. There was not much crime in 
Reconstruction days on the part of the Negro. There was turmoil, there 
was disorder, but almost all of that was due to the Whites, -partially 
to Northern Whites, but more largely to the Southern Whites. If Negro 
crime had been due to enfranchisement, it ought to have come then 
and not now. Men forget the slow way in which things shape them- 
selves in society. Nor is the differentiation of the Negro into classes a 
cause of crime -it is rather a result of the inability of some classes to 
keep up with the advance of others. 

Mr. Baker: Of course, progress is expensive. In producing the higher 
type of Negro, you will necessarily get the lower type too -the 
criminal. 

Dr. DuBois: Yes, that is the price we have had to pay. And it is the 
same among the Whites. Now another thing: A class that is conservative, 
that is honest, that is accumulating property, can not without the ballot 
protect itself, not simply against the envious and lawless among the 
Whites, but even the criminals of their own class. . . . 

Dr. Wilmer: I do agree that the Negro, with certain qualifications, 
should be allowed to vote. . . . [But] for all that, I stand to my original 
proposition, which was that whatever explanation be given, universal 
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suffrage being given to the Negro, that the result was more or less of 
demoralization and consequent crime, even if that crime did not make 
its appearance at once. 

In addition to the fact that a bad effect is produced on the Negroes by 
the constant reiteration and emphasis of their rights to the exclusion 
of their duties, the more that they have been intoxicated with license. I 
wish to say that while I believe higher education is a right which should 
be accorded to the gifted individuals of any race, and while the Negro 
race in its highly educated men, can see through their eyes as perhaps 
no white man can, their problems, yet I am [of the belief] that there is 
not sufficient emphasis placed by educated Negroes upon the necessity 
of moral and industrial training, as the two great requisites of the over- 
whelming mass of Negroes. My own contention is that for thousands and 
thousands of women of the Negro race, for instance, that to become 
efficient cooks and domestics, in general, would mean a distinct rise in 
the scale of real worth. Education must, it seems to me, be administered 
with some regard to the actual state of human society, so that persons 
may be able to fit into the general social scheme. 

Dr. DuBois: To describe the colored people as a people "intoxicated 
with license" is going far beyond the facts. I think if you had said a 
bewildered group largely repressed into inactivity, frightened almost 
for its very existence, and choked into subserviency you would come 
much nearer expressing the facts. They are not an "intoxicated" people 
in any sense of the word, and as for "license" it is all they can do to 
be able to live peacefully in their own houses without being knocked in 
the head by their white neighbors. Perhaps the best thing I could say 
about the preachment of rights and duties would be to speak of my own 
evolution on that point. I started out distinctly with the idea to talk to 
the colored people about their duties, to say little of their rights, of 
what they ought to have,- to speak to them about what they were to 
do, because if they did their duty, then the White people of the country 
were going to be chivalrous enough and honest enough to give them 
their rights; but ten years of living in the South has convinced me of 
this -that no amount of desert on the part of the colored people, no 
amount of desert that they can reasonably be expected to attain, year by 
year, and day by day, is going to induce the White people of the South, -
or at least the dominating class today -to grant them their rights; and 
in proof of this, see what has happened: There is no doubt that the 
colored people of the South today are better property holders, that they 
are working harder, are more intelligent and that they are a more 
efficient group of people than they have ever been before, and on the 
other hand, right along with that, have come more oppressive laws, 
less money for their common schools, a greater tendency to mob 
violence, a greater tendency to inflict public humiliation on them, and 
a deeper determination to do everything to kill the self-respect and 
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stop the advance of this class of people. Side by side these two move- 
ments have gone, until it seems to me unless the Negro turns around 
and asserts his rights and tries to impress upon his own people and 
upon the people of the country, and especially upon the Silent White 
minority of the South that certain fundamental rights are absolutely 
essential at present-unless he does this, he is going to sink into a 
state where it will be impossible for him intelligently or effectively to 
do his duties. In other words we have got to a place where you cannot 
expect the colored people to do their duties unless you offer them 
certain essential rights. The rights they are fighting for now are funda- 
mental, in modern economic organization; it is impossible that they 
should do their duty without having these rights, e.g., -the right to 
vote; it is utterly impossible that the working class of colored people here 
in Atlanta should come into contact and into competition with a similar 
class of white workingmen and be able to hold their own unless they 
have a vote, just as the white workingmen have. It is utterly im-
possible that you should take two boys, a white boy and a colored boy 
and instill into the head of the one that he is the lord of creation, that 
he can do anything he pleases, that there is nothing too high for his 
ambition, and then instill into the other that he is nobody, that he is 
to be under the feet of all people, that he is to have no self-respect or 
self-assertion- you cannot do that, and expect the colored boy to 
amount to anything. The one is going to have every incentive to do his 
best, and the other will have every incentive to do his worst. 

Dr. Wilmer: Dr. DuBois says he came South expecting to talk to 
the colored people about their duties; but that ten years of experience 
had caused him to change his mind; that no amount of desert on the 
part of colored people is going to induce the white people of the South 
to grant them their rights. In other words he expects to get from the 
white folks by force what he cannot win for the Negro race by merit. In 
other words he has pessimistically thrown overboard all reliance upon 
these moral and spiritual forces to which the human race owes its 
progress. I can tell him that he as little understands the Anglo-Saxon 
sense of justice as he understands the mass of Negroes (not Mulattoes). I 
can tell him that what position of justice the Negro holds in the South 
today, he holds by virtue of the same sense of justice in the Anglo-Saxon 
race, and by virtue of what character the Negro has. Character in the 
Negro is the only thing that will continue to appeal even to the Northern 
man, now that his sentimental view of the Negro is passing away, and 
he is becoming acquainted with the actual Negro. It is a well known 
fact that the Northern man moving South, has, in a few years, less use 
for the Negro . . . than [does] the Southerner. It was the character of 
many Negroes that rallied so many whites to the defense of the Negroes 
in the late riot; as it was the character of some of the murdered negroes 
that made and still makes its mute but powerful appeal to so many 
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white men in the South today. When DuBois abandons the ground of 
character for the Negro and takes up the role of agitator, he may well 
be pessimistic, for he is engaged in a hopeless task. He could not do a 
more pernicious thing for his people than to tell them that the whites of 
the South will never give them justice in answer to their deserts. . . . 
The Negro's appeal to the white for consideration based on his being a 
child-race, and weaker in every way, is one thing; his demand for equal 
rights is another and inconsistent thing. . . . A people who cannot de- 
velope self-respect under the conditions here existing, is not a people 
to be treated as political equals. If they are children, they ought to be 
treated as children, kindly but firmly, and with a minimum of respon- 
sibility thrust upon them. When a child clamors for rights that belong 
only to grown up people it shows a defective sense of responsibility on 
his part. 

Dr. DuBois: And when a nation seeks to prevent a child from be- 
coming a man by denying him all initiative and responsibility, it cer- 
tainly shows a defective sense of Justice on its part. But I have not 
answered Dr. Wilmer's argument as to education. The work of our grad- 
uates at Atlanta University is well known and carefully followed year 
by year.. ..They are not hired servants and neither are the graduates 
of Hampton or Tuskegee. Why? Because these graduates can command 
better paying positions. It is, however, untrue to say that the higher 
Negro schools discourage common work and humble service. There is 
scarcely an industrial school in the South that has not got or has not had 
graduates of the Atlanta University working with them.. . . Atlanta Uni- 
versity was the first school in the South that had regular courses in man- 
ual training. No boy today can go through our high school without having 
a fairly thorough training in wood-working, in iron-working and in 
mechanical drawing. We teach them these things, not as trades but as 
methods of education. We try to teach the whole boy. 

So, too, we teach the whole girl. No girl can graduate from our full 
course without good training in cooking, sewing and housework. Do our 
graduates despise housework? No, [many] ...are housewives happily 
conducting their own homes. But if you charge that our school and the 
schools [in] which our graudates teach do not especially encourage 
hired domestic service, the same can be said of White schools North 
and South. The problem is not a race problem, nor is it a mere problem 
of education. ...It is a matter of the conditions and difficulties surround- 
ing that branch of work; and so distasteful are these conditions that as 
soon as any class, White or Black, North or South, can get its sons and 
daughters out of domestic service, they do so, even at a clear money loss. 
The present organization of domestic service the world over is mediaeval. 
This organization must be changed, and until it is, the servant problem 
will persist. If this is true in general, it is peculiarly true in the South. 
There, domestic service in treatment and pay is least removed of all oc- 
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cupations from the slave system of the past. Payment is still made largely 
in kind and in a manner which shades into quasi-stealing of food and 
clothes on the part of servants. Then, too, the Mulatto of the South both 
during and since slavery has been peculiarly the product of domestic 
service. The contempt for a colored woman's virtue still persists more in 
that work than any other.. . . Is it strange that under such conditions the 
best class of Negroes are withdrawing from hired domestic service and 
the graduates of Negro schools, higher, lower and industrial, are shun- 
ning it? 

Dr. Wilmer: That is a very strong presentation of the case, and one 
that I am very glad indeed to hear. So far as there are evils connected 
with domestic service in the South.. .those evils should be weeded out 
by the white race.. ..At the same time I find here the same weakness 
that I find in the other part of Dr. DuBois's programme, -that it over-
looks the fact that some things in certain stages of the evolution of 
human sociey must be done; it overlooks in particular the fact that there 
are millions of Negroes for whom domestic training would mean a dif- 
ferent thing-promotion. That, I claim, is the point of view through 
which the matter would be studied. 

Mr. Baker: Do you admit that, Dr. DuBois? 
Dr. DuBois: Yes, it is perfectly true that the Negro needs domestic 

training sorely and that the opportunity to serve in respectable Southern 
families would be promotion for thousands, perhaps millions today. But 
when these lower thousands come and offer themselves for hire as they 
are doing, the South complains that they are dirty and inefficient and 
demands the trained servants of yesterday. But the children of the older 
servants are not going into domestic service. They are stepping higher 
than this through the aid of schools like Hampton and Atlanta Univer- 
sity. ... [And] one can see [that] a very large numbers of Negroes have 
in a generation been raised above domestic service by purely economic 
forces and education. If, then, school training and natural evolution have 
left fewer and poorer servants for Southern Whites, this is not the fault 
of the schools and but an inevitable result of changing social conditions. 
During slavery and just after, the White race had the pick of the colored 
race for domestic servants, so that the Negro domestic servants held their 
heads above the field hands. Now the Whites can not have their pick; 
the pick of the race is going into the other avenues of work, and more- 
over, the conditions of domestic service are such that even the best of 
those fitted for service are not willing to enter it if they can possibly find 
other work. 

Dr. Wilmer: That is very largely true but it does not meet my conten- 
tion. I am not one of those who object to the evolution Dr. DuBois has 
spoken of, but my point is this: That there are millions, on the other 
hand, that might with benefit to themselves go into domestic service. I 
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am not asking that the Atlanta graduate go into domestic service, but I 
am asking that the Atlanta graduate, if he, or she, is a teacher, should 
urge others to go into domestic service.. . . If you find that your morals 
are threatened in any particular instance, that is sufficient reason for not 
going there. .. . 

Dr. DuBois: I see no objection at all to the graduates of Atlanta Uni- 
versity recommending to suitable persons the vocation of hired service 
as a worthy career. They have done so often in the past and I hope they 
will in the future. There is no more natural objection to the labor of 
keeping a man's house clean and in order than there is to the labor of 
building that house, and certainly the matter of preparing proper and 
suitable, clean wholesome food for the human body ought to be honor- 
able work; but, nevertheless, the plain fact remains that so long as the 
conditions under which domestic service is done involve social stigma, 
material discomfort, and moral danger, American girls are going to avoid 
it whenever they can; and this not because they are White or Black, but 
because they are human. 

The After-Thought 
Hear my cry, 0 God the Reader; vouchsafe that 

this my book fall not still-born into the world- 
wilderness. Let there spring, Gentle One, from out 
its leaves vigor of thought and thoughtful deed to 
reap the harvest wonderful. Let the ears of a guilty 
people tingle with truth, and seventy millions sigh 
for the righteousness which exalteth nations, in this 
drear day when human brotherhood is mockery and a 
snare. Thus in Thy good time may infinite reason 
turn the tangle straight, and these crooked marks 
on a fragile leaf be not indeed. 

(from The Souls of Black Folk) 


