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Race Relations in the United States 
By W. E. BURGHARDT Du Bois 

Editor of The Crisis 

IN our present discussion of the rela- 
tions between the white and black 

races in the United States, we are facing 
an astonishing paradox. In the first 
place, the increasingly certain dictum 
of science is that there are no "races," 
in any exact scientific sense; that no 
measurements of human beings, of 
bodily development, of head form, of 
color and hair, of psychological reac- 
tions, have succeeded in dividing man- 
kind into different, recognizable groups: 
that so-called "pure " races seldom, if 
ever, exist and that all present man- 
kind, the world over, are "mixed " so 
far as the so-called racial character- 
istics are concerned. 

Notwithstanding these facts, and in- 
deed, in the very face of them, we have 
serious discussions of race in the United 
States and of race relations; scientific 
investigations, based on race meas- 
urements; and widespread assumption 
among intelligent people that there are 
between certain large groups of men in- 
eradicable, and, for all practicable pur- 
poses, unchangeable racial differences; 
and that the limitations of race can, to 
some extent, be measured; and that the 
question of the relations between these 
groups is the greatest of social prob- 
lems. 

When, now, a nation of reasonable hu- 
man beings faces such a contradiction 
and paradox, the danger to their devel- 
opment and culture is great. The 
greatest danger lies not in the so-called 
"problems'" of race, but rather in the 
integrity of national thinking and in the 
ethics of national conduct. Such a na- 
tion, if it persists in its logical contra- 
dictions, is bound to develop fools and 

hypocrites: fools, who in the presence 
of plain facts, cannot think straight; 
and hypocrites, who in the face of clear 
duty, refuse to do the right thing and 
yet pretend to do it. 

PROBLEMS OF LOGIC AND ETHICS 

It is, of course, clear as to what most 
people mean by races and race prob- 
lems in the United States; they refer to 
national groups who are not of English 
descent; religious groups like Jews; 
"colored " people like the Japanese and 
Chinese; or, more especially, they have 
in mind the group of twelve million 
Americans who are descended from 
former Negro slaves. This group has a 
certain historical unity, a large percent- 
age of common blood and the average 
level of their intelligence, efficiency and 
income, is below that of the average of 
the nation. But with this broad gen- 
eral unity, goes great diversity: these 
"Negroes" represent a wide intermix- 
ture of blood; they have produced 
individuals of unusual intelligence and 
efficiency, and they have accumulated 
large amounts of property. Neither 
their blood nor their condition con- 
stitute them a closed racial group, and 
yet we treat them as such, in flat 
contradiction of well-known facts and 
scientific proof. 

This paradox in the United States 
has given rise to a series of subtle reac- 
tions which we loosely denominate 
"race problems," but which are in 
truth problems of logic and ethics. 
Take the matter of lynching: we have 
in the last forty-three years allowed 
mobs to murder over 4,000 persons 
accused of crime. Public opinion has 
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largely condoned this because most of 
these victims were of Negro descent. 
Men have refused to take into account 
the fact that slavery, ignorance and 
poverty are a sufficient explanation of 
crime among American freedmen, with- 
out any additional subtle and im- 
measurable racial characteristics; and 
that "racial" crime is no different and 
calls for no other remedies than any 
other kind of crime. 

On account of the "Negro problem" 
we are making democratic government 
increasingly impossible in the United 
States. When the two old parties be- 
come corrupt and inefficient, no Third 
Party can hope to win because the mi- 
nority party is too strong to disappear. 
This arises because we have let the 
Democratic party establish itself in per- 
petuity by permitting it to use the polit- 
ical power of the black men and white 
men which it has illegally disfranchised. 
And we excuse this because of argu- 
ments of race inferiority. Yet it is 
clear that the political corruption of 
the Negro is a result of inexperience, 
ignorance and poverty and not of the 
color of his skin. This has been proven 
by numberless Negro officials of ability 
and honor from Reconstruction times 
down to our own day. 

We have submitted in the United 
States to widespread customs, some- 
times written into law, and sometimes 
enforced by mob violence, which in- 
sult the manhood and sense of decency 
of self-respecting human beings. In 
various parts of the United States a 
traveler may be compelled to pay 
first-class fare for third-class accom- 
modations, may be publicly stigmatized 
and affronted despite his dress, charac- 
ter and attainment, and simply because 
he has or is suspected of having a Negro 
ancestor; families may be ousted from 
their homes and made to lose their 
property without due process of law; 
children may be deprived of their 

proper education; youth kept from an 
opportunity to work and age from the 
public enjoyment of wealth which it 
has helped create, not for any individ- 
ual fault or failing, but because the 
majority of the group, thus singled out 
for public insult, are descendants of 
slaves, and, therefore, as a class, less 
well-clothed, less well-educated, with 
smaller incomes and with more difficul- 
ties to encounter than other people. 

We have submitted to corrupt politi- 
cal conditions in great cities, like 
Philadelphia, Chicago and Memphis, 
because we would rather have corrup- 
tion than recognize the manhood of the 
best class of Negro citizens. Classi- 
fying all persons of Negro descent in 
one conglomerate heap, we make it im- 
possible for them to achieve even a 
semblance of municipal freedom ex- 
cept by submission to political bosses 
of the lowest type. Negroes get col- 
ored school teachers and policemen in 
New York by serving Tammany; they 
get representation in the Civil Service 
and in the city council in Philadelphia 
by following Vare; they get to the leg- 
islature and to Congress by supporting 
Thompson in Chicago. Much as South- 
erners, Quakers and Illinoisians may 
want decent government, numbers of 
them prefer government by bootleggers 
and scoundrels rather than by the 
highest type of colored voters and 
officials. 

We treat crime in the United States, 
not as a curable social phenomenon, 
but as a chance for the exhibition of 
class and racial hatred. And in large 
areas of the country we deliberately 
buy and sell colored criminals like 
slaves; bad as our jails are for whites, 
the chain-gangs and prisons for Ne- 
groes are inhuman breeding grounds for 
crime and disease. 

Education was once the foundation 
stone of our democracy. But because 
we long hesitated and still hesitate to 
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admit the descendants of slaves into 
the body politic, we have not only 
made the education of Negro children 
a half-hearted, incomplete enterprise, 
but have begun to hesitate over giving 
the white poor a chance for high school 
and college. After a half century of 
Negro public schools in the South there 
are states where the expenditures for 
Negro schools are less than a fifth of 
those for whites and yet the white 
schools are not good. A large group of 
public school officials and intelligent 
white folk, in the South, still believe 
that so far as black folk are concerned, 
ignorance is a more profitable invest- 
ment than intelligence. 

Hand in hand with all this, this 
country professes loudly and blatantly 
a religion of mercy, humanity and sac- 
rifice; we profess to regard all men as 
brothers, and teach that we should 
turn the other cheek to evil; and that 
all human distinctions, not based on 
individual character and desert, are 
false and wrong. Yet, at the mere 
presence of a colored face, again and 
again our whole moral fabric falls, fails 
and collapses, in simple matters of 
human intercourse, in larger matters of 
social service and in the very pews 
of the church itself. 

What is going to become of a country 
which allows itself to fall into such an 
astonishing intellectual and ethical 
paradox? Nothing but disaster. In- 
tellectual and ethical disaster in some 
form must result unless immediately we 
compel the thought and conscience of 
America to face the facts in this so- 
called racial problem. 

SLAVERY AND EMANCIPATION 

Nor are the facts hidden or difficult 
to find: black slaves were imported into 
the United States in the seventeenth, 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, be- 
cause their labor was profitable for the 
white inhabitants. On slave labor the 

economic foundations of the United 
States were laid. As industry devel- 
oped, slave labor remained profitable, 
only in agriculture, and chiefly in the 
raising of cotton, sugar, rice and such 
semi-tropical crops. Here for a long 
time it was immensely profitable and 
the whole country, north and south 
and west, shared in this prosperity 
built on slavery. The nineteenth cen- 
tury, however, brought changes-the 
factory system, a labor movement 
and democratic humanitarianism. The 
impoverishment of Southern land, on 
the other hand, meant that slavery 
could only survive by means of a new 
slave trade and imperial aggression in 
the tropics which should annex new 
rich land to the United States. But 
imperialism and slave labor meant se- 
vere competition with white labor and 
the new industries of the North. The 
result was a Civil War which emanci- 
pated the slaves. 

These emancipated slaves were vic- 
tims who had been bred deliberately 
in sloth, ignorance, poverty and crime. 
Their emancipation meant that they 
must either be killed off, gotten rid of 

by compulsory migration, or that they 
must be educated and trained. 

The United States was forced to 
adopt the last course to insure its vic- 
tory over the rebellious states and to 
justify the war in the eyes of the civil- 
ized world. The country was en- 
couraged in its course by the Abolition- 
ists, the Christian churches and the 
humanitarians; but particularly by the 
sincere and almost desperate coopera- 
tion of the freedmen. The result has 
been astonishing. It has repeatedly 
been said that never before in a similar 

period of history has so large a group 
of people made the social, intellectual 
and economic advance that American 
Negroes have made. It is not a ques- 
tion as to whom credit for this belongs. 
That a part of it belongs to the white 
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South is true. That a larger part of it 
belongs to the Abolition North is also 
true. But by far the largest part of 
the credit surely belongs to the strug- 
gling Negroes themselves. 

FUTURE RACE PROBLEMS 

But the question is not one of credit 
and praise. It is a question as to what 
place these emancipated and advancing 
people are going eventually to occupy 
in the United States of America. 
Some people have long hoped that the 
country would not have to face this 
question, and that according to time- 
honored tradition, the emancipated 
black man would be unable to with- 
stand civilization and would die out. 
The American Negro has firmly re- 
fused this invitation. Others have 
acted as though they hoped to goad the 
Negro into open revolt and then kill 
him, by police, mobs and machine guns. 
Much as these methods have been tried 
in the last half century, they have not 
been wholly successful. They have 
doubtless cowed black men; they have 
made hereditary cowards of large num- 
bers of them; they have given Negroes 
a widespread inferiority complex; but, 
notwithstanding all this, Negroes as a 
mass are still surging forward, and 
pushing upward, determined, ambi- 
tious and rising masses of humanity. 

Now the real problem of race rela- 
tions in the United States which the ma- 
jority of Americans are seldom willing 
to face frankly, is this: Must such peo- 
ple be recognized as full-fledged Ameri- 
cans or must they be compelled to oc- 
cupy a caste position of inferiority 
until such time as they die out, migrate 
or commit suicide by voluntary revolt? 

There is no doubt that Negroes are 
today and in the mass, poorer, less 
intelligent and less efficient than whites. 
It takes no elaborate "intelligence" 
tests to prove what would be a miracle 
if it were not true. But there is also 

not the slightest doubt but that there 
are Negroes and increasing numbers 
of them, who are equal to, and above 
the average of the white nation by 
any standard of measurement. There 
is no reason to believe that the possi- 
bility of improvement among blacks is 
not just as great as among whites. 
How then, is the black group to be 
treated, especially those of them who 
are by any measurement the equal of 
the whites? 

This is the real problem which we do 
not like to face, and we do not like to 
face it because we believe that its 
solution involves miscegenation. 

MISCEGENATION 

If groups of people live together 
there is going to be more or less inter- 
mingling of blood. This was true in 
the slave South. It is true today in 
caste-ridden United States. It will be 
true tomorrow whether the American 
Negro becomes really free or sinks to 
greater serfdom. Will this intermin- 
gling of races be hastened if the Ameri- 
can Negro reaches the economic and in- 
tellectual average of the American 
white man? Or if numbers of Negroes 
become superior in training and ability 
to the average of white Americans? 
This question no man can answer off- 
hand. If the greatest ambition of the 
Negro is to become white, then cer- 
tainly his advance would bring him 
greater opportunities for intermarriage 
with the whites. But why should he 
want to be white if there is no reason 
because of treatment or opportunity? 
Because of political freedom or social 
contact? It is quite conceivable that 
the advance of the American Negro 
might mean not more but less inter- 
mingling of blood. 

This again brings us face to face 
with facts, perfectly well known, but 
continually ignored. A foreigner 
might go over the literature of the 
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Negro problem and come to believe 
that there are in the United States fac- 
ing each other today, two absolutely 
unmixed groups of whites and blacks. 
Yet nothing is further from the truth. 
The so-called American Negro is prob- 
ably less than 95 per cent of pure African 
descent. There is reason to believe 
that over 70 per cent of these so-called 
Negroes are descendants of American 
whites and that 40 per cent of them 
have as much white blood as Negro. 
Such intermingling of blood took place, 
moreover, mainly during slavery and 
mainly at the demand of white folk. 
Assuming that there is today no such 
demand from whites, it is difficult to 
see how in the future there could come 
from self-respecting, educated persons 
of Negro descent, any demand for this 
mingling of blood which would bring as 
much miscegenation in the near future 
as in the past. 

In the far future miscegenation is 
going to be widely practised in the 
world and that despite the likes and 
dislikes of present living beings. We 
today can at least determine whether 
such race mixture shall be between in- 
telligent, self-respecting and self-de- 
termining people, or between masters 
and slaves. Any attempt to stop mis- 
cegenation today by forcing millions of 
men into pauperism and ignorance and 
by making their women prostitutes and 
concubines is too nasty and barbaric to 
be faced even by hypocritical America. 

SEGREGATION 

Moreover, those persons who are 
determined at any cost: at the cost of 
religious hypocrisy, political disar- 
rangement, and intellectual clarity,' to 

keep American Negroes from becoming 
men, must remember this will prevent 
an intermingling of blood only in case 
it is followed up by actual physical 
segregation. This means the force- 
able removal of millions of human be- 
ings from this country to some other 
and the setting aside of lands and terri- 
tories claimed and in part occupied 
by whites. Such forceable migration 
since the slave trade is a chimaera 
which no civilized people has contem- 
plated; neither Kenya nor the Union 
of South Africa with all their color 
hatred and Negro degradation have 
been able to assign separate lands. 

And why is this? Because the in- 
dustrial organization of the modern 
world and the incomes of white folk de- 
mand today as never before a world 
with the "Open Door" and unsegre- 
gated and free contact of all races and 
peoples. Here the paradox of race ap- 
pears in its world guise as demanding, 
on the one hand, no race equality, and, 
on the other, complete racial contact 
and the paradox persists because it 
rests based on the pious hope that by 
low wage and little education "lower" 
races will remain lower and satisfied. 

What has the United States to con- 
tribute to this world problem? Dark- 
ness rather than light-paradox rather 
than logic. "Lower" races can be 
educated. We have proven this. 
What shall the world do-prevent 
their education and exploit them as 
ignorant slaves, or let them struggle up 
and then beat them back? How fine 
an alternative and how brilliant a 
program of World Peace for the land 
which the World War placed at the 
head of the nations! 
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