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How Negroes Have Taken Advantage of 
Educational Opportunities Offered 

by Friends* 
W. E. B. DU BOIS 

I have not sufficient accurate in- 
formation to confine my paper strictly 
to the limits set down. It would be 
interesting work to study in careful 
detail exactly what Quakers have done 
toward the education of Negroes. But 
in this paper, while I am seeking to 
note their main efforts, I have also 
taken into account the efforts of 
others; and with the knowledge that I 
have it would be rather difficult to 
distinguish wholly the Quaker contri- 
butions to Negro education from the 
efforts of many others. 

EARLY EDUCATIONAL ENDEAVORS 

Nevertheless, the Quakers were 
early in the field of those who broadly 
and insistently advocated the educa- 
tion of emancipated slaves and of 
Negroes eventually to be emancipated. 
To be sure there were others that were 
thinking along the same lines and some 
of these might claim actual priority. 
The Catholics, especially Jesuits in 
Louisiana, began some teaching of Ne- 
groes in the 17th century, on no large 
scale and with no clear philosophy as 
to the future. The Society for the 
Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign 
Parts authorized by the Established 
Church of England in 1701 did con- 
siderable teaching. They had a school 
of 20 Negroes in South Carolina as 
early as 1695 and another in New 

* A paper read during the Centennial Pro- 
gram of the Cheyney State Teachers College, 
Cheyney, Pennsylvania, October 16, 1937. 

York in 1704 which with some viscissi- 
tudes lasted until Negroes were ad- 
mitted into the public schools of that 
state. Dr. Bray and the Bray As- 
sociates continued this teaching in 
Maryland and eventually furnished 
part of the funds for the Negro school 
started by Quakers. The French Black 
Code of 1685 provided for the. educa- 
tion of Negroes but was systematically 
disregarded in that as in other respects. 
George Whitefield, the Methodist who 
advocated slavery in Georgia, never- 
theless wanted them educated after 
they came and in 1740 purchased a 
tract of land in Pensylvania in order 
to found a Negro school. In all these 
cases, however, there developed no 
sustained philosophy and no move- 
ment which put any of these forces 
consistently and continuously back of 
Negro education. 

On the other hand, George Fox as 
early as 1672 was thinking not only of 
emancipation for Negroes but of their 
education. A few years later he was 
speaking boldly and his ideas were 
supported by George Keith and per- 
haps partially by William Penn him- 
self. From this time on there was an 
increasing number of Quakers who in- 
sisted on education for Negroes and 
at no time did the continuity of this 
line of endeavor lapse or suffer serious 
interruption. Early in the 18th century 
this thought took the inevitable dis- 
traction of colonization and African 
missionaries; but it was soon brought 
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back to practicalities by the inner 
struggle with the problem by Quakers 
in the Border States, Virginia and the 
Carolinas, as well as in the North. 
North Carolina tried to stop Quakers 
from teaching Negroes as early as 
1731; and in Virginia in 1782 there 
was a remarkable proposal by Robert 
Pleasants, a Quaker, to establish a free 
school for the instruction of Negroes. 
But such development could not go far 
in the South if slavery was to become 
a permanent economic institution. 

In the North, on the other hand, the 
spread of the emancipation movement 
during and after the Revolutionary 
War was supplemented by certain 
Quakers with renewed demand for 
Negro education. While Hepburn, 
Coleman and Sandiford were attacking 
slavery, Benjamin Lay was working 
for Negro education as the step toward 
emancipation. Into this struggle came 
Anthony Benezet. He was a persecuted 
French protestant who migrated first 
to England and then to Philadelphia. 
For some time he taught a fashionable 
school for young ladies. Then he joined 
the Quakers and afterwards became 
interested in Negroes and began at- 
tacking the slave trade and especially 
advocated Negro education. With the 
help of the Philadelphia Yearly Meet- 
ing he opened a Negro school in 1770 
and found a friend in Benjamin Frank- 
lin who with the Abolitionists came to 
the support of the school in 1774. On 
Benezet's death in 1784 he left his 
small wealth to educate Negroes and 
Indians. His bequest was supplemented 
with funds from England and with a 
gift of 300 pounds from Thomas Sid- 
ney, a Negro of Philadelphia. A school 
house was finally built in 1787. We 
may not forget here that the freedom 

which shrieked when Kosciusko died, 
doubtless remembered the fortune 
which he left in 1798 in the hands of 
Thomas Jefferson to endow Negro 
education. 

THE NEGRO RESPONSE 

From such beginnings the effort to 
educate Negroes grew and this paper 
is interested not so much in what 
Quakers and others did for Negroes as 
in the response which their efforts in- 
spired among the Negroes themselves. 
There was a series of events which 
aroused the American Negro during 
and after the Revolutionary War at a 
time when he numbered 750,000 living 
among something over three million 
whites. First there was his participa- 
tion in the Revolutionary War, where 
it seems probable that as many Ne- 
groes in proportion to their population 
fought in the army as whites. Secondly, 
there was the culmination of the Abo- 
lition Movement which emancipated 
slaves completely in New England and 
gradually in New York, Pennsylvania, 
and New Jersey. There was also a 
large movement of fugitive slaves from 
the South into the new free territory; 
and finally, there came in the dawn of 
the 19th century that vast industrial 
revolution of the modern world caused 
by black labor and free land, which 
sent increasing quantities of tobacco, 
sugar, and cotton into Europe and 
started the domination of the modern 
machine and capitalistic industry. 

All these movements stirred Ameri- 
can Negroes and with the bits of edu- 
cation that they had gained here and 
there from Catholics, Episcopalians, 
Methodists, Quakers, and others they 
began definite efforts for their own up- 
lift. Perhaps the first significant and 
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far reaching step was the revolt of 
Richard Allen and Absalom Jones. 
Richard Allen, a slave in the Chew 
family; and Absalom Jones, a Dela- 
ware Negro, had both been educated 
in Benezet's school. They were men of 
intelligence and real leadership. They 
had bought their freedom and that of 
their families by hiring their time and 
paying their former masters for their 
own bodies. They risked their lives in 
the Philadelphia epidemic of 1792, 
helping to bury the dead and even 
spending their own money; they were 
publicly commended by the mayor in 
1794. 

But they did not like the treatment 
which they were receiving at Saint 
George's Methodist Church, Fourth 
and Vine; and when they were forced 
to retire to the gallery, they left. They 
formed the Free African Society and 
for a while, I surmise, rather hoped 
that they were going to be invited to 
join the Quakers. But the Quakers 
hesitated. After all this was taking a 
rather presumptious social attitude; 
and besides, behind these leaders were 
a mass of uneducated, poverty- 
stricken, working folk who scarcely 
seemed fitted to Quaker fellowship. 
For the Quaker way of solving the 
more difficult of our social problems 
was the simple one of leaving ignor- 
ance and sin outside the fold, and deal- 
ing with these things at long range. 
But, after all, the ignorant and de- 
graded exist and must go somewhere. 
Jones took a part of the flock into the 
Episcopal Church where, on terms but 
slightly better than the Methodists 
offered, he became a priest, segregated, 
insulted, and half recognized and 
yet his flock survives today in the 
50,000 Negroes who hold membership 

in the Episcopal Church and are repre- 
sented by a well-trained priesthood 
and on the bishop's bench. Allen, how- 
ever, did the more startling and logical 
thing. He organized an independent 
Negro church, the African Methodist, 
which today has 550,000 members, 
7,000 churches and property worth 
$32,000,000. The church has staggered 
desperately through a 150 years of de- 
velopment, fighting single-handed and 
without the aid of the Rich, the Good 
and the Pure-poverty, ignorance, dis- 
ease, and superstition; and surviving 
under remarkable and often distin- 
guished leadership and with some as- 
tonishing if not perfect accomplish- 
ments in religion, education, and social 
work. 

Everywhere Negroes helped in their 
own education, cooperated with those 
who were working for them and even 
beyond this, established in many cases 
and financed their own schools early 
in the 19th century. Three free Ne- 
groes founded the first Negro school 
in the District of Columbia in 1807 
and supported it for a number of years. 
It was closed for a while and then re- 
vived in 1818 and is the foundation 
upon which the present magnificent 
Negro school system of Washington 
is built. The Negroes of Cincinnati 
opened their own schools; the Negroes 
of New York rallied to the support of 
the old Neau school; the Negroes of 
Boston taxed themselves for a school. 

Not only was this movement 
hastened in the North but even in the 
slave-ridden South. The Haitian Revo- 
lution drove both whites and blacks 
out of the West Indies. Some of them 
came to Baltimore, and colored Catho- 
lic women educated in France and in 
the Islands began Negro schools. Nel- 



NEGROES AND EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES 127 

son Wells, a Baltimore Negro, left 
$10,000 for Negro education in 1835. In 
Charleston, South Carolina, a school 
was opened as early as 1744 for the 
free Negroes taught by a black West 
Indian; in New Orleans and Savannah 
schools opened and such schools in 
various other Southern cities were kept 
running more or less openly during the 
early 19th century. 

In the meantime, however, other 
forces were beginning to work. Be- 
tween 1790 and 1800 the Negro popu- 
lation of Philadelphia, for instance, 
more than doubled, increasing 176 per 
cent. This was the result of gradual 
emancipation; but it increased the 
poverty and distress in the city. De- 
spite this increase of social problems, 
however; despite the Haitian Revolu- 
tion, Abolitionist sentiment stiffened. 
Anti-slavery supporters refused to let 
the word "white" be inserted in the 
Constitution of 1790 which thus al- 
lowed free Negro property holders to 
vote. The U.S. export slave trade was 
forbidden in 1794 and Absalom Jones 
in 1800 petitioned the Legislature for 
immediate abolition of slavery and 
petitioned Congress against the fugi- 
tive slave law. There was uproar in 
the House of Representatives, and the 
Negroes were roundly censured for 
their contumely. 

Between 1800 and 1810 the city 
Negro population of Philadelphia con- 
tinued to increase. The Negro school 
had 400 pupils and there were six 
churches and many benevolent so- 
cieties. Men like James Forten arose 
to leadership; he too was educated by 
Benezet, and- was a "gentleman by 
nature, easy in manner, and able in 
intercourse." He helped raise colored 
troops when in 1814 the British burned 

Washington. By 1815 Negroes held 
$250,000 of city property. 

As late as 1794 some Quakers still 
held slaves. Nevertheless, the mass of 
Quaker opinion was definitely set 
against slavery and a strong part of it 
toward education. This showed itself 
most effectively in the training of un- 
usual and gifted colored men: Paul 
Cuffee of Massachusetts who fought 
for the entrance of Negroes into public 
schools and took some of the first im- 
migrants to Liberia on his own ship; 
Benjamin Banneker who convinced 
Thomas Jefferson, at least partially, 
of the possibilities of the Negro mind 
and who helped lay out the city of 
Washington; and always men like 
Frederick Douglas and women like 
Sojourner Truth found some of their 
best friends among the Quakers. 

THE BEGINNING OF REACTION 

With 1820 new difficulties loomed in 
Philadelphia, in New York, in the 
West, and in the South. In the South 
came a series of attempted slave re- 
volts, not actually very effective but 
terribly arresting in their possibilities. 
There was Gabriel in Virginia in 1800; 
Denmark Vesey in Charleston in 1822; 
and finally, the murderous and in- 
trepid Nat Turner in Virginia in 1831. 
David Walker of Massachusetts pub- 
lished his burning appeal in 1829: 
"Can our condition be any worse," he 
shrieked. "Can it be more mean or 
abject. I appeal to heaven for my 
motive in writing. My object is, if 
possible, to awaken in the breasts of 
my afflicted, degraded and slumbering 
brethren a sympathy of inquiry and 
investigation respecting our misery 
and wretchedness, in this republican 
land of liberty! !" South Carolina tried 
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to make Massachusetts extradite him. 
But Massachusetts refused in 1829 as 
she did in 1837. 

Reactionary laws were passed in the 
South and in the North; new forces 
were at work. There was the re-bound 
after the War of 1812. There was the 
beginning of foreign immigration. 
There was the nationwide spread of the 
abolition controversy attacking slav- 
ery even in the South. The tide set 
against the Negro stronger and the 
whole period from 1820 to 1840 became 
a time of retrogression for the mass of 
Negroes and of discontenance and re- 
pression on the part of the whites; 
especially was there a fierce battle for 
economic survival between the Negroes 
and the new foreign immigrants. They 
fought for bread and butter; for the 
same jobs; and riots broke out in Bos- 
ton, New York, Philadelphia, and Cin- 
cinnati. Perhaps it will be enough to 
notice the extraordinary series of riots 
in Philadelphia. 

In June, 1829 a Scotch woman, Fan- 
nie Wright Darusmont, gave a series 
of addresses in Philadelphia, advoca- 
tion emancipation and social equality 
between the races. There was great ex- 
citement; and late in the fall, a riot. 
The legislature proposed to make free 
Negroes carry passes. The Quakers 
hastened to advise against sending 
fugitive slaves into the city "as the 
effects of such a measure would prob- 
ably be disastrous to the peace and 
comfort of the whole colored popula- 
tion in Pennsylvania." Edward Bettle 
was afraid that the personal liberty 
laws would be repealed and slave kid- 
nappers given a free hand. There was a 
demonstration against Abolitionists in 
1833 and the next year serious riots 
occurred. On an August night, 1834 

hundreds of boys and men armed with 
clubs marched down 7th Street to the 
Pennsylvania Hospital. On South 
Street near 8th, 400 or 500 people en- 
gaged in a free street fight. Buildings 
were torn down and inmates beaten. 
The policemen and constables quieted 
the tumult but the very next night the 
mob wrecked a Negro church and tore 
down 20 Negro dwellings. The houses 
of the whites had lights in the windows 
to guide the rioters. Steven James, "an 
honest, industrious colored man was 
killed." 

In 1835 rioting began again and 
Negro houses on 8th Street were set on 
fire. In 1838 the mob again marched. 
They burned Pennsylvania Hall, the 
Shelter for Colored Orphans, and dam- 
aged Bethel Church. In a last riot of 
this series in 1842 the district between 
5th and 8th Streets was looted and 
burned; a Negro hall and church 
burned; and the rioting lasted two 
days until it was stopped by the militia 
with artillery! 
- Meantime the courts in 1836 de- 

cided that free Negroes could not vote 
despite the Constitution of 1790 and 
the Reform Convention over the 
earnest protests of Negroes and their 
friends inserted the work "white" in 
the constitution of 1837 thus dis- 
franchizing the Negroes of Pennsyl- 
vania for 35 years. 

The case of the "Amistad" and 
"Creole," slavers captured by their 
slaves and brought to American and 
English waters in 1839 and 1841, 
aroused bitter controversy and gave 
birth to the American Missionary So- 
ciety, which founded the Negro Col- 
lege after the war. 

In the Cincinnati riots of 1829, 
1,200 Negroes were driven out of the 
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city and further riots took place in 
1836 and 1841. In- New York from 
1834 to 1836 there were 25 or more 
efforts to break up abolition meetings 
and New York made a discriminatory 
property qualification against Negro 
voters in 1821. At the same time de- 
spite or because of these happenings, 
an extraordinary succession of Negro 
leaders arose: men in many and vital 
respects equal and sometimes superior 
to their white fellows and yet almost 
unknown outside their race because of 
color-Dr. James McCune Smith, 
graduated in Medicine at the Univer- 
sity of Glasgow; William C. Nell and 
William Wells Brown, writers; Charles 
Reason, a great teacher; Samuel Ward 
the orator; and black preachers like 
Crummel of Cambridge University, 
England; and Pennington of Heidel- 
berg. 

The fine thing about the situation 
was that with such leaders the Ne- 
groes did not despair and did not give 
up their efforts. They proved in 1832 
by actual tax receipts that they owned 
$350,000 worth of taxable property in 
Philadelphia alone. They had then in 
1837, 1,700 children in schools, taught 
mainly by colored teachers; 16 
churches and 100 benevolent societies. 
The record in the West and in the East 
is equally good. But it was clear to 
the Negroes that some positive action 
must repel this nation-wide assault 
upon their liberty and privileges. 

THE FIRST NATIONAL CONVENTION 
OF NEGROES 

They called together in Philadelphia 
in 1831 and again in 1833 the first 
National Convention of Negroes in the 
United States. Five to eight states 
were represented, and William Lloyd 

Garrison and leading Quakers visited 
and spoke at the convention. The con- 
vention took up two problems: first, 
what was to be done for the Negroes 
of Ohio who were being driven by 
mobs out of Cincinnati and other 
places; their schools ruined and their 
occupations taken away. The state 
laws were against them; and the con- 
vention of 1831 arranged for assisted 
migration to Canada. In this way the 
Canadian settlements of Negroes 
above the Great Lakes began. It be- 
came a center for education and agita- 
tion and it was here that John Brown 
repaired for volunteers when he was 
planning his raid on Harper's Ferry. 
These settlements became a refuge for 
fugitive slaves and for emissaries who 
like Harriet Tubman and Josiah Hen- 
son ranged through the South en- 
couraging slaves to run away. Thus 
Negroes planned and instigated the es- 
cape of fugitives while white Quakers 
and others concealed and protected the 
Negroes on their way North. This was 
the celebrated Underground Railroad. 

The second problem of the conven- 
tion of 1831 and 1833 was the problem 
of education. They had schools scat- 
tered here and there chiefly in cities 
but only enough to begin the training 
of the increasing numbers of blacks 
who demanded it. They were especial- 
ly weak in trade schools and means of 
training young Negroes to earn a liv- 
ing. The convention sought to estab- 
lish such a school. They sought to gain 
admission to certain private schools in 
the North which resulted in the well 
known incident of Prudence Crandall. 
They increased the number of their 
self-supported schools in various cities 
and encouraged each other in the fight 
for emancipation and education. 
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Richard Humphreys, a West Indian 
ex-slave owner, living in Philadelphia 
at the time, bequeathed at his death 
in 1832, $10,000 to found an institu- 
tion "having for its object the benevo- 
lent design of instructing the descend- 
ants of the African race in school 
learning in the various branches of the 
mechanical arts and trades and in 
agriculture. In order to prepare, to fit, 
and qualify them to act as teachers." 
The institution was founded in 1837 
and at first taught farming and shoe- 
making to boys on a country tract of 
land. In 1842, it was incorporated and 
Jonathan Zane another Quaker added 
$18,000 to the endowment. An evening 
school was added and then a day 
school in 1852. Finally a building was 
erected on Lombard Street known as 
the Institute of Colored Youth with 
Charles L. Reason of New York in 
charge. Other Quakers furnished fur- 
ther funds and in 1866 the Institute 
was located on Bainbridge above 9th, 
where it stayed until it was moved 
here to Cheyney. 

Between 1840 and 1870 this prob- 
lem of earning a living faced the Ne- 
groes more insistently. White migra- 
tion drove them steadily out of the 
trades but in New York and especially 
in Philadelphia they built up a new 
and successful career in private cater- 
ing. The caterers of Philadelphia be- 
came celebrated throughout the nation 
from Robert Bogle through Augustin, 
the Prossers, Jones, Dorsey, and Min- 
ton. The social condition of Negroes 
improved. Nearly 2,000 Negroes were 
in the Philadelphia schools in 1847 and 
the Negroes had $400,000 in real estate 
and 19 churches. This improvement 
kept on until the Civil War and 
Emancipation. 

THE POST-WAR SCENE 
Leaving now the more local history 

of Negro education and its benefactors 
we pass into that great crusade which 
undertook the education of 4,000,000 
emancipated slaves and another 
1,000,000 black free men after the 
Civil War. It was an astonishing move- 
ment which has not been wholly 
evaluated and appreciated even up to 
our day. In this movement the Quakers 
lagged behind. Among the sects the 
Congregationalists took distinctly the 
lead followed by the Methodists and 
at a greater distance the Baptists and 
Presbyterians. The Quakers helped in 
general contributions to the work but 
perhaps on the whole from tradition 
were rather skeptical about a vast edi- 
fice of education erected so suddenly 
and with such unlimited ambitions. 
They did not generally believe in 
Negro suffrage, and neither for that 
matter did William Lloyd Garrison. 
The Quaker conception of democracy 
was straitly limited. They were not 
sure that Negroes needed colleges. And 
Negro colleges were planted in the 
South which aimed to be universities. 
High schools and normal schools were 
widespread and a system of elementary 
schools was set up in the South for the 
first time in its history by the black 
voters under the Reconstruction Gov- 
ernments. 

The education movement among 
Negroes rose to a flood. Some 90,000 
were in school in 1866 and 150,000 
in 1870. Twenty years later were 
1,250,000; 1,600,000 in 1910; and in 
1930, 2,500,000. Yet this represented 
no complete triumph in education be- 
cause the task of educating a whole 
population far outstriped the Negro 
funds of philanthropists and the 
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meagre provisions of the government. 
Only 60 per cent of the Negro children 
attend school today and hardly one- 
third of these have really adequate 
modern equipment and attention. 
Short terms, poor teaching, double 
sessions, inadequate finance, and lack 
of housing still leave the problem of 
Negro education woefully unsolved. 

The whole structure was at first 
poorly conceived and vulnerable but 
without a shadow of doubt it was the 
salvation of the Negro not only in 
America but in the world. No half-way 
measures at that time were possible. 
Unless the Negro and his friends had 
made every effort to establish in 
America a distinct educated Negro 
leadership the reaction after the war 
and the economic imperialism of 
Europe over the darker races would 
have held American Negroes in a much 
more certain caste and bondage than 
they are in today. For with all the 
Negro's disadvantages in America he 
has this tremendous advantage over 
Negro groups in West, South, and East 
Africa and in the West Indies and even 
over colored groups in India-not to 
mention the difficulties of China and 
the South Seas. He has so large and 
well-constituted a group of educated 
leadership that it has been able to 
convince the modern world that per- 
manent color caste is unthinkable and 
that the continued holding of the 
darker races in subjection to the 
whites is no longer a feasible nor a 
desirable program. For this consum- 
mation, the Negro has the right to 
thank the unselfish efforts of his own 
fathers in the 18th and 19th centuries; 
he has the duty of being especially 
grateful to the mass of abolitionists 

and their co-workers during and after 
the Civil War who established Negro 
education. But above all he has to 
thank that little group of Quaker 
thinkers who in the 18th and 19th 
centuries began to differentiate be- 
tween two problems: the problem of 
freedom and the problem of education 
-and began to see that the emancipa- 
tion of the Negro was not-enough; that 
education even before they were free 
and certainly afterwards was the pri- 
mary and important thing for the race 
and for the world. If their descendants 
hesitated before the logical implica- 
tions of this thesis, all the greater 
honor to the fathers who did not hesi- 
tate. Indeed one part of the program 
for Negro education the Quakers never 
dropped, and that was the keeping of 
the door of opportunity open for the 
individual Negro who showed unusual 
talent. Not that all Quakers did this 
always then or now but it was con- 
tinually the saving grace of a man like 
Alfred Cope who supported the first 
Negro doctor of philosophy at Yale. 
And then down far below this came a 
renewed, even if limited, activity in 
orphanages for the under-privileged 
which sought at the very beginning of 
life to see that the stream of ability 
and health was not hopelessly blocked. 

The response of the Negroes to all 
this help from the day of George Fox 
to Cheyney has been continuous and 
unquestioned; and with everything 
that we may point to of failure and 
carping criticism, there has neverthe- 
less been a solid accomplishment and 
an extraordinary social advance among 
these people which is one of the world 
wonders of our day. 
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