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PHYLON 
Second Quarter, 1942 Vol. III, No. 2 

By W. E. B. DU BOIS 

The Cultural Missions of Atlanta University 

THE aim of a university is so to change the culture of its day and 
group as gradually to raise the level of civilization. Not all institutions 
called universities are able to accomplish this; nor can all real universities 
make such accomplishment continuous; but it is given to a few so to affect 
the cultural outlook of their era as really to achieve this main function. 
I have known Atlanta University by intimate association for forty-five 
years, during half of which period I was a member of its faculty. I have 
known too those who were closely associated with its beginnings and so 
am able to speak with some authority as to what seems to me to have 
been the cultural aims of this unusual institution. 

The First Mission, Higher Education 

In the wake of the Union armies and in answer to the suffering and 
distress which always accompanies war, there came into the South during 
and after the Civil War, a host of helpers. They were at first nurses 
and social workers of various sorts, and then because of the extraordinary 
demand on the part of the Negroes for education, there came the teachers. 
This attempt to build up an educational system in the South after the war, 
was caused not only by the demand on the part of the Negroes, but also 

by the universal belief of the middle nineteenth century that democracy 
bolstered by intelligence was the final answer to all social problems. It 
was known that while the public school flourished in New England and 
moved into the middle West, it had never sunk real roots in the South 
where education was long regarded as a matter of the private initiative 
of the rich. 

The teachers who came South after the war had the idea of organizing 
relief and establishing temporary schools for children and adults; then 
under the impulse and funds of the Freedmen's Bureau, they projected 
local school systems. Finally, as the demand grew there came the con- 
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viction that such school systems could only be supported and made per 
manent by normal schools which would furnish teachers. 

At first there was the idea that these schools would serve the whole 
population, black and white; but soon it was clear that their main objec- 
tive, certainly at first, must be the emancipated race. It was the early 
decision of men like Erastus Cravath, who founded Fisk University, and 
Edmund Asa Ware who founded Atlanta University, that for this purpose 
full-fledged universities must be established to provide social leadership 
for a seriously disadvantaged group. This decision reached simultaneously 
in 1867 for Howard, Fisk, Talladega, Atlanta, was really reached by the 
American Missionary Association which sponsored these institutions. The 
decision was momentous and meant more in Georgia, the center of the 
Cotton Kingdom, than in Tennessee, a border state. 

The establishment of a university called for well-trained teachers and 
it was the Yale class of 1863 which took up the crusade. It sent three 
men to Atlanta: Edmund Asa Ware, who became the first president; 
Horace Bumstead, who became the second president; and Cyrus W. 
Francis, who became university pastor. With these were associated Thomas 
N. Chase of Dartmouth, and later came John Howard Hincks also of 
Yale, and Edward Twichell Ware the son of Edmund Asa, of the Yale 
class of 1897. These men and others with them, proceeded slowly and 
methodically to establish Atlanta University as an institution of higher 
learning. Along with Fisk and Howard it became a leading Negro college 
and firmly established the idea in the minds of the nation of the possibility 
and feasibility of giving the highest training to Negroes. 

There early arose many questions as to the courses of study which 
these colleges should offer. Many argued that as the guiding institution 
of a special group, a special curriculum suited to the condition and pros- 
pects of this group should be planned. But Atlanta and Fisk insisted on 
the general standards of higher training in the country. There were much 
criticism and ridicule leveled at the courses of study in these colleges. 
One writer insisted that he heard one Negro student ask another 

"Is yo' done yo' Greek?" 
Despite this Atlanta and Fisk stood by their guns and their graduates 

began at last to receive recognized standing in the greatest institutions 
of the land. 

The Second Mission, Racial Equality 
The question of the ultimate social treatment of Negroes even when 

educated was avoided by the white teachers in Southern schools so far 
as possible. Northern opinion came to be on the whole in favor of higher 
education for Negroes but it was not in favor of social equality, just as 
it had not originally been in favor even of the abolition of slavery. On 
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the other hand, the logic of the case was irrefutable. Teaching had to 
recognize the essential human equality of the taught. An institution of 
acculturation like a university could not successfully set up caste lines 
on its campus, and in the long run the logical end of educating the Negro 
was to make him the social equal of other folk. Successful education for 
caste is only possible with a curriculum directed specifically to that end. 
A broad program of higher training based on the national democratic 
ideals, such as Atlanta had adopted, absolutely forbade treatment based 
on race inferiority. But this was not a matter of immediate concern and 
the leaders in Atlanta University and other schools were quite willing 
to leave its full answer to the future. 

On the other hand they did not perceive how public opinion, not only 
in the United States but in Europe, was changing with regard to the 
status of the darker races. One interpretation of spreading Darwinism 
favored a theory of vast human differences, differences due to the retarded 
development of some races. Colonial imperialism placed an economic 
reason beneath this doctrine of race inferiority and made the fortunes 
and profits of leading white nations of Europe and America dependent 
upon the exploitation and virtual enslavement of colored people. Kipling 
was in his glory with his talk of "lesser breeds without the law" and the 
"white man's burden". All this powerfully affected public opinion in the 
North and seemed to uphold the contention of white Southerners that an 
attempt to raise Negroes to equality by means of higher education was 
futile. 

Meantime a new movement for education began in the South which 
started with conference and understanding between Northern and Southern 
leaders; Northern men like Robert C. Ogden, primarily business men 
interested in planting Northern capitalism in the South, came to under- 
standing with Southern men representing either the new South of Henry 
Grady, or "professional Southerners" suave and convincing but not alto- 
gether frank or straightforward. With these were associated numbers of 
men, earnest and honest but not driven by motives of profit to upholding 
certain social objectives. 

The conferences began characteristically at the summer resort of 
Capon Springs, West Virginia, where no Negroes could have been invited 
even if they had been wanted and they were not wanted. The basic idea 
of this conference was the getting together of Northern and Southern white 
people to plan the educational and social future for Negroes without 
admitting them to actual consultation. The Capon Springs conference 
after three years of existence became in 1897 the Southern Education 
Board. The main object of the Southern Education Board was education 
in the South and not merely Negro education. Indeed it put stress on 
and gave precedence to the education of whites. The Southern Education 

107 



PHYLON 

Board eventually merged into the General Education Board financed by 
the Rockefellers in 1902. Previous to these foundations came the Slater 
Fund for Negroes, the Peabody Fund for whites and Negroes; later came 
the Jeanes Fund for Negroes. Into the control of these foundations the 
flow of Northern philanthropy for Southern education began to be con- 
centrated; which meant that any institution which did not conform to their 
plans for Southern education was liable to be starved out. Atlanta Uni- 
versity incurred the ill-will of Southerners not simply because of its 
emphasis on higher education but particularly because of its fight for 
racial equality which it unwillingly but firmly made. 

This controversy arose over the habit of white teachers and colored 
students eating together in the university dining room. Pressure was long 
and quietly brought to bear upon the university to do away with this 
custom. It was pointed out that this was an unnecessary affront to Southern 
white taboos and could be quietly changed without difficulty. The uni- 
versity insisted that it was making no demand for the general social 
intermingling of blacks and whites nor for intermarrying. But it did 
maintain that on its own grounds and in its own dining room no artificial 
race line should limit normal and proper human intercourse. 

Most of the other colored institutions yielded. At Howard the question 
hardly arose because the white teachers from the beginning in nearly all 
cases had their own homes. At many other institutions teachers' dining 
rooms were established which segregated the colored students. Some prob- 
lem of white and colored teachers remained but this was met in various 
ways. Atlanta and Fisk insisted on the old custom and Atlanta being in 
the far South came in for repeated criticism on this score. 

The new industrial schools, on the other hand, not only yielded to 
pressure concerning their curriculum but also set up complete "Jim-Crow" 
institutions in their social relations. At one school white visitors and trus- 
tees were entertained exclusively in a separate hall. At another there 
was a separate inn where colored visitors were entertained. The principal 
and most of the teachers had their own homes where colored visitors 
were seldom or never invited. There was a teachers' dining room, but 
even here R. R. Moton once met insult from a white teacher when he 
attempted to eat. The separation went so far that the white people of 
one town finally demanded a reserved section exclusively for white people 
at all colored school exercises. 

Atlanta University stubbornly refused to yield which meant that the 
few Southern white trustees on her board would never accept entertainment 
on the campus and that the Southern white visitors at concerts and com- 
mencement exercises were few and far between. Apparently the institu- 
tion in its struggle with public opinion in the South was approaching an 
impasse and it was clear by 1900 that unless unexpected resources were 
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made available for Atlanta University her work would be curtailed or 
stopped. 

The Third Mission, Academic Freedom 
The third cultural mission of Atlanta University was to establish the 

principle of freedom in Negro colleges; to assert its independent right 
to decide whom it should teach and what it should teach them. This right 
had been achieved in New England and on the continent of Europe. It 
was being slowly achieved in the white institutions of the West and South, 
but it was threatened and dangerously threatened by the determination 
of the white South to curtail the education of Negroes; to insist that 
Negroes and whites be taught in separate institutions and so far as pos- 
sible to see to it that the curriculum in Negro institutions should fit the 
graduates for the facile acceptance of caste conditions. 

This advice was made with increasing pressure after Booker T. Wash- 
ington's epoch-making speech at the Atlanta Exposition in 1896. Through 
his influence an increasing Negro public opinion appeared willing to 
accept segregation and a degree of race discrimination and to give up 
pressure for political rights in return for a more secure economic status. 
It planned to accomplish this economic betterment through the teach- 
ing of skills in the schools. The educational foundations under the growing 
influence of Southern propaganda strongly advocated this industrial train- 
ing for Negroes and increasingly criticized the program of higher educa- 
tion. All Negro schools with state aid were compelled sooner or later 
to adopt the industrial program. 

This brought the question of academic freedom for the Negro colleges 
to the fore; but the matter came to a head at Atlanta University because 
this university not only insisted on social equality between white teachers 
and colored students but also claimed under its charter the right to admit 
white students to its classes if they should apply. Beyond this it also 
insisted on adhering to its program of college teaching despite the current 
stress on training for industry: "The object of all true education is not 
to make men carpenters; it is to make carpenters men.'1 

The first idea of the founders of Negro universities in the South was 
that they were to be universities in the broadest sense and accept any 
students who applied. The thought was that there would in time come 
to the institutions a considerable number of white students. This idea 
was soon given up when the intensity of racial feeling in the South was 
recognized; but nevertheless the underlying principle of having the insti- 
tutions open to all applicants was kept and the first nine catalogues of 
Atlanta University expressly stated that there was no race limitation upon 
the persons who applied for admission. 

'Atlanta University Studies, No. 5, p. 114, 
1900. 
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In the minds of many people this matter of the coeducation of the 
races was connected with the whole problem of future miscegenation. Some 
problems of the sort did arise in Southern colleges. There were cases 
here and there where children of the white professors and colored students 
fell in love. In one case at Atlanta University the son of a popular pro- 
fessor married a pretty octoroon student after they had both gone North. 
But in general there were far fewer incidents of this sort than ordinarily 
one might have thought. 

As a matter of fact practically no white students applied. The color 
taboo was much too strong even in cases where, as in Georgia, the Negro 
institutions of higher training were far and away the most efficient. It 
happened, however, that Atlanta University became in part a state school; 
that is, in the distribution of federal funds it was necessary that something 
be given to Negro institutions of learning; so that in 1887 out of a total 
income of $34,699, eight thousand dollars was allocated to the University 
by the state and this sum represented a part, and only a part, of the federal 
monies due the Negroes because of the proportion which they formed of 
the population of the state. Because of this, the state sent annually a 
committee of inspection and this committee for years had highly com- 
mended the work of the institution. It happened, however, in 1887 that 
racial feeling following the political revolution of 1876 was crystalizing 
into a plan of legal caste which began with the disfranchisement laws of 
1890-1909. A determination to separate the races by stricter laws was 
widespread throughout the South. The Georgia committee of inspection 
in 1887 noticed among the students a considerable number of white faces. 
Most of these were persons of Negro descent but three were actually 
white: two being children of the professors and one the child of a white 
pastor of a Negro church. 

The problem of educating the children of white teachers of colored 
children in the South was a difficult one. If these children were sent to 
white public or private institutions, the connection of their family with 
a Negro school was apt to arouse a good deal of unpleasantness. A few 
of them therefore from time to time attended the Negro schools but 
usually as they grew older they were sent North. In this case the com- 
mittee demanded and the state enforced the demand that Atlanta Uni- 
versity refuse to receive white students. This was but a preliminary step; 
the next demand actually made by various states during the next decade 
was that white teachers not be allowed to teach in colored schools and 
there were continued demands that the curriculum of state-aided schools 
among Negroes be limited in subject and method. 

On this issue of academic freedom, Atlanta University took an imme- 
diate and definite stand; it refused to deny admission to any white 
student who applied. It disclaimed any ideas of miscegenation or of 
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seeking to attract white students. But it insisted as a matter of principle 
that the coeducation of the races in itself was neither wrong nor hurtful, 
and that the University would not surrender its legal rights. It continued 
also in its refusal to change its curriculum from the usual standard of 
college teaching in the nation. 

As a result Atlanta University ceased to receive state aid and for a 
long time rested under the stigma of refusing to "cooperate" with the 
South in its educational policies. On the other hand, the state was con- 
demned for its attitude by the more liberal element in the North and the 
contributions eventually more than made up for the withdrawal of the 
state appropriation. 

But the whole basis of the support of higher training in the states of 
the United States was changing. Education is a public charge and not 
a private gift. The privately endowed college could only exist and pay 
its increasing expense if it were supported by a wealthy body of alumni. 
Otherwise the state was the only institution rich enough to support modern 

university education. This had been recognized in Europe, but the real- 
ization came more slowly in the United States. As it came, however, it 
was manifest that the support of higher education by philanthropy in the 
case of an institution like Atlanta University was not feasible. The annual 

receipts of Atlanta University rose from $25,000 in 1889 to $50,000 
in 1900 and to $80,000 in 1905. But this income was fluctuating de- 

pending upon chance bequests; and varied thereafter from $41,000 in 
1913 to $128,000 in 1920. The average from between $50,000 and 
$60,000 was not enough for the growing expenses of conducting an 

expanding university, so that by 1900 it was clear that unless the uni- 

versity received large private endowment or strong state support it would 
not be able to maintain its program. 

It had, however, set a strong example for other Negro institutions. 
Few of them were faced by so concrete a problem as Atlanta, but many 
of them, even Fisk, for a time tried to adapt their curriculum to the 
newer industrial ideas while institutions like Hampton repudiated higher 
education entirely in favor of agricultural and technical training. Nearly 
all of the Negro institutions refused to come to grips with the basic 

problem of academic freedom. 
The state beginning with race separation among students, soon advanced 

to seeking to keep white teachers out of colored schools; and then to 
increased criticism of the college curriculum. Its best method of doing 
this was to tamper with the elementary and high schools so that for years 
few of them gave an education sufficient in length or in kind to meet the 

college entrance requirements. 
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The Fourth Mission, Democracy and Social Power 

The founders of Atlanta University and those of most of the early 
Negro schools in the South believed in the enfranchisement of the Negro 
and looked upon his gradual acquirement of political power as a solution 
for his difficulties. Through the large Negro vote they expected to get 
increasing amounts of state aid and to prevent enemies of Negro educa- 
tion from cheapening the curriculum or excluding teachers because of 
color. Their hopes in this respect were dashed partly by their own political 
philosophy and partly by the economic and political changes of their day. 

The typical New Englander looked upon politics as separate from 
education and social reform. He agreed with the eighteenth century 
philosophy which would curtail as far as possible the area of political 
control. He was careful, therefore, not to mix his university work with 
any political activity. Atlanta University taught democracy and the place 
of the ballot but carefully refrained from political activity. It was even 
reticent about making any approach to the state officials or to political 
parties. 

Secondly, the era in which these schools were founded became one 
of the worst eras of political degradation and grafting that the United 
States has known. From the close of the war up until 1880, "politics" 
became a word of opprobrium and a career which most decent people 
tried to avoid. In the South, this period of dishonesty, stealing and graft 
was by distorted propaganda linked with Negro enfranchisement, and 
made to seem the result of giving the Negro a voice in his own government. 

This formed the additional reason for the withdrawal of intellectual 
leadership and the influence of Northern teachers from political life; 
and yet these teachers and others knew that unless the Negro achieved 
power in the state, he could not possibly be a man and a citizen, and he 
could not support his own schools and earn a decent living. Atlanta 
University and similar institutions, therefore waited patiently for the 
forces of social uplift to restore the Negro's political rights and waited 
in vain. 

Meantime there were begun in Hampton and Tuskegee a series of 
conferences to acquaint friends, black and white North and South, with 
current conditions among Negroes and current needs. These conferences 
became centers of propaganda especially for industrial education. Through 
the advocacy of education in skills, Booker Washington and his white 
friends who were behind him emphasized the economic needs of the 
Negro as contrasted with the political needs and to this the public assented. 
Neither Washington nor the public realized how the current age had 
united economics and politics. In the period between 1860 and 1914, 
capitalism had come to its highest development in the European world, 
and its development meant the control of economic life and with that 
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the domination of political life by the great aggregations of capital. It 
became, therefore, increasingly clear, as Karl Marx emphasized at the 
beginning of the era, that there could be no real democracy unless there 
was greater economic equality; unless the working man was secure in 
a decent income, his right to vote was entirely subservient to his need to 
work. When in the United States and among Negroes, the need of work 
was emphasized, it was not coupled with the necessary need for economic 
reform; for higher wages among Negroes; better conditions of work and 
enough of economic independence to make the political suffrage effective. 
On the contrary Mr. Washington in theory gave up all demand for 
political power among Negroes and especially repudiated social equality. 

In this period, 1897, Atlanta University also began a series of con- 
ferences. They were designed at first to be centers of propaganda to 
bring the conditions of city Negroes before the public; just as Hampton 
and Tuskegee emphasized the needs of farmers. But almost from the 
beginning, the Atlanta Conferences turned into an effort to make a scien- 
tific study of the social needs of the Negro and this if logically carried 
out would have led to study and emphasis of his political helplessness 
and of his need of economic power before he could become an effective 
part of a democratic world. 

The conferences lasted from 1897 to 1914 and then lapsed because 
of the war and lack of support. It was impossible to get help from the 
great educational foundations to assist in a scientific study of social 
conditions and needs. Furthermore, from 1914 the institution was faced 
also with a serious need of increased income for buildings, salaries and 
educational program. 

In the meantime there had been poured into the veins of the powerful 
General Education Board, new blood and new ideas. A different type 
of Southerner joined in its control and, reversing the Board's former 
emphasis, there came a plan for better and more efficient Negro institu- 
tions of the college type. The final result of this was an offer of endow- 
ment which made Atlanta University in 1929 a graduate school in affilia- 
tion with two other institutions of college grade, and in association, more 
or less closely with all Negro institutions of higher training in Atlanta. 

This affiliation made Atlanta University the possible center of a new 
forward movement in Negro education. It is at this point that the uni- 
versity stands today. Yet the first effect of the affiliation was shattering. 
Institutions like Atlanta University are real entities. The cultural com- 
plex is composed of the thoughts and memories of the alumni, the attitudes 
of the teachers, the body of laboring people who do the work and the 
physical plant. Practically the whole teaching force was changed; the 
older ones being pensioned. The undergraduate student body was dis- 
persed. The alumni would receive no more accretions from graduates 

113 



PHYLON 

with the bachelor's degree. The physical plant was leased to Morris 
Brown College and the Atlanta University housed in new buildings 
nearer Spelman and Morehouse. Many of the graduates looked upon 
this as suicide. Many persons connected with the affiliated institutions 
were alarmed and dissatisfied. There is a characteristic story, that old 
grads of Atlanta University said, "They are moving Atlanta University 
to the Morehouse campus!" while Morehouse complained "My God! they 
are putting Atlanta University in our front yard!" All these wounds and 
misapprehensions have had to be realized and a new cultural complex 
formed. This is difficult and has not yet been accomplished completely. 

The new Atlanta University has not yet clearly made up its mind as 
to just what its function as a university should be. It is marking time 
by giving degrees to teachers who need to make secure their positions and by 
doing some work in languages, the natural sciences and the social sciences. 
It has acquired one professional school-the School of Social Work and 
founded another, the School of Library Service. The Summer School 
uniting all Negro institutions in Atlanta was a first rate accomplishment. 
The university sorely needs additional professional schools of various 
kinds. But its great cultural mission as a school of liberal arts leading 
the American Negro into a new economic era where his political power 
can be soundly placed upon economic security and his function in a new 
democracy made clear, has not yet been clearly outlined. 

Integration of function proceeds but slowly. There is, for instance, 
little connection between the School of Social Work and the department 
of sociology; between the School of Library Service and the library 
administration; between the department of education and the laboratory 
schools. The courses in the colleges and in the university do not always 
fit into each other. There is duplication of work in maintaining parallel 
courses for men and women and comparatively few students of the affili- 
ated and associated colleges are exchanging the available facilities for 
instruction. In the university itself there has been as yet no official de- 
termination as to who shall be members of the faculty or what the powers 
of the faculty are. The function of the departments in the appointment 
and dismissal of professors is being discussed, and security of tenure 
together with a pensioning system has been long delayed in the affiliated 
institutions but is now about to be provided for. 

It may with justice be said that the growth of institutions like these 
into an unified whole, after more than fifty years of rivalry, cannot be 
expected to be completed within thirteen years; but at any rate these and 
other things must remain matters of grave concern. 

At present there are signs of hesitation. The principle of higher edu- 
cation is still clear but academic freedom is threatened by the necessity 
of aligning Atlanta University with the state education policy of Georgia 
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under a governor like Eugene Talmadge. This is going to be difficult. 
The responsibility of the university is not clear when it becomes part of 
a system. The principle of racial equality, for instance, has not always 
been adhered to in some of the institutions. But is the university responsible 
for this? The mission of political and social power is endangered by the 
reaction of many teachers and graduates who do not realize the economic 
revolution in which we are living. But all these things are but eddies and 
one must believe, looking at the past, that the cultural missions of Atlanta 
University will yet go forward. It has beyond a shade of doubt a great op- 
portunity and a great mission. No institution in the land, white or black, 
can if it will make greater and more real contribution to civilization. We 
may well believe that its apparent hesitation and difficulties are but grow- 
ing pains. But wherever truth may lie, its realization calls for new con- 
secration, higher ideals, and re-birth of the sacrifice that founded the school 
seventy-five years ago. 

The present war is making a program toward these ends absolutely 
necessary. Just as the Civil War began with a struggle for federal union 
and ended in the emancipation of four million slaves, so the present war 
began in a struggle against dictators but has already become a war for 
the admission into the ranks of democracy of the darker peoples of the 
world. Here the American Negro group holds a central place and here 
Atlanta University must adopt a clear program. The abolition of poverty, 
the scientific distribution of work, the just allocation of income, the protec- 
tion of health and a wider and more thorough education, of human beings 
from birth to death are the first objects to which this world must attend 
in its reconstruction of life after the present series of struggles. Then, 
and only then, will democracy and art flourish upon a sure foundation. 
It is the next cultural mission of Atlanta University to put the American 
Negro in a position where he will be able, not simply to follow, but to 
lead in this universal reconstruction. 
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