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THE EDUCATION OF THE NEGRO A NATIONAL INTEREST

Mr. President, Ladies and Gentlemen, Students of Tuskegee: We visitors from the North are here
upon the occasion of the quarto-centenary of this remarkable institution for the colored people, not
because we are more deeply interested in the Negro than in our own race in the South, but because
we feel that the problem is one which vitally concerns our own race and our common country, and it
is to the co-operation of the South we chiefly look for its solution.

President Eliot has truly said that the support of the white people of the South far outweighs any
possible contributions that we of the North can make. We rejoice and are encouraged to see so
many of the best of our race here, in the South, already conscious of that fact. Some of them are
here with us tonight, and have spoken to you as friends indeed. It is hand in hand with our own
people, such as these wise men, we of the North now march and intend to march in all that is done
in the direction of preparing the colored people for the performance of their duties as members of
society.
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It is impossible that the educated white people of the South could find life agreeable, inspiring or
fruitful, yielding all its sweet graces, if surrounded by an inferior race or by people of their own
race sunk in dense ignorance and living in squalor. Human society is one great whole and the
degradation of one part lowers the lives of the other. It prevents ascent and drags all down. An
injustice to one affects every one—a pin prick pains the whole body. 4 But the contrary is also true—
one bold, noble word, one heroic, self-sacrificing deed ennobles the whole.

The people of the South have been called upon to endure appalling losses and suffering for a
generation for no special fault of their own in any degree greater than the fault of the North. Boston
was at first the principal

port for the introduction of slaves. They drifted South seeking a warmer clime and more suitable
occupation; because conditions were more favorable they located here. Had conditions been more
profitable in the North we should have retained our slaves instead of selling them to our Southern
brethren. This, therefore, is no sectional question. It is national and we of the North cannot evade
our responsibilities arising from the past. It is our duty to share the expense and labor of restoring
or establishing among our sorely tried neighbors a harmonious society with free public schools
for white and black, public libraries, churches, hospitals, colleges and universities, and all the other
uplifting agencies such as we of the North generally enjoy. President Eliot's suggestion that the
general government should aid in helping to support public schools for the blacks in the South
shows statesmanship of a high order. The South, owing to slavery has to build special schools for the
colored people, while we of the North have to provide for but one race. It is not fair. Let us build one
less battleship to fight imaginary foes—for the Republic has no real foes—and give the sum saved
for the colored schools.

We appeal to our own race in the South as members of one family, our brothers—anxious to do our
part to restore better conditions than those uprooted, keeping always in mind this 5 truth, that only
through cordial co-operation with them can the blessed results we so ardently desire for both white
and black be successfully attained.

We, of New York, have a somewhat similar problem to that which so heavily burdens our Southern
brethren. The hundreds of thousands of ignorant immigrants now reaching our shores from the
backward nations of Europe would soon prove a menace to our peace and happiness were their
children not attended to and instructed in our ideas. The great preservative with us is that every
child has access to an excellent public school and, as the parents immediately see that the English
language is indispensable to success in our country, the children are promptly sent to it. But the
educational work does not rest here. The work done by the Jews, for instance, in special institutions
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in this direction is most commendable. Their Educational Alliance supervises young immigrants and
teaches them our language and many other good things. I have conversed in English with young
Russians, Italians and Hungarians, after only six months' tuition. All speak it, more or less, after a
month or two in this school. Last year this one institute taught 455,573 immigrants.

We have one or two serious troubles. There is misery and poverty in the North, but our magnificent
public school system to which I have referred as educating the immigrant hordes, opens the doors
of the temple of knowledge to all throughout every section of the land. Not only every town and
village, but every township in the settled states enjoys its advantages. The system is omnipresent,
This system is still greatly needed in most, if not all, parts of the South. The ideal will not be reached
until every child, wherever born, 6 white or black, has access to a public school. The steady, the
slow expansion of the public school system now taking place in the South is most cheering. I hope
it will be hastened, for it is the foundation work upon which our Southern friends should chiefly
concentrate. Given an omnipresent public school open to every child, white or black, there will
remain little room for solicitude as to the future. In this connection it is gratifying to know that in
Southern cities public sentiment is now demanding public libraries maintained at public expense
by taxation, and in some cities free libraries for the colored people are also established. � My
secretary informs me that we have given the South seventy-one libraries already, distributed among
eleven states, the State of Georgia having eight, and three cities, Atlanta, Charlottesville, and I think
Montgomery, have accepted gifts for libraries for the colored people. I hope the demand is to
increase ten-fold for both white and black.

The rapid growth of the South these few years past in agricultural wealth and the development
of her manufactures is certain to produce a decided effect upon the the conditions of human life,
for with this increase of wealth must come increasing desire in the people to improve themselves,
for much of the refinement and elevation of life rests upon material prosperity, a fact which
is often overlooked. Money may be the root of all evil in one sense, but it is also the root of all
the universities, colleges, churches and libraries scattered through the land. No one can tell us
better than President Washington from personal experience, that without material prosperity and
therefore increased surplus wealth, Tuskegee could not have arisen. In truth, my friends, the one
vital difference between the 7 savage and the civilized man is this—one consumed each day all he
captured, and the other laid by some of his daily capture for a rainy day—thus came capital into
existence and hence, all that we call civilization. Return to the first condition, abolish capital, which
means savings, and barbarism first, leading to savagery inevitably follows. Even those who feel that
in Christ we have only the greatest of human teachers, must accept him as the foremost apostle of
individualism. If ye do not sow ye shall not reap. Man's reward, according to Christ, is that he shall sit
under his own vine and his own fig-tree. The nearest approach to heaven is seen on earth, not in the
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palace or castle, but in the modest home of the worker of the vineyard with his own wife and his own
children. I thank previous speakers who have dwelt upon this.

A new day has begun to dawn upon the South, and if I mistake not, the next twenty years is to
witness a gratifying advance, not alone in material lines, but as a consequence of material prosperity,
in all that elevates, refines and renders human life more worth living. For obvious reasons, the North
for a generation has enjoyed prosperity in far greater degree than the South, but the day of the
South's prosperity is now upon us. All true citizens of the Republic in other parts of the country,
grieved as they been at the sacrifices of their brethren of the South, have been called upon to make
in the past, and deeply sympathizing with them, will rejoice at their forthcoming happiness from
greater prosperity. We wish our Southern fellow citizens a long season of the prosperous times
we have been favored with in the East, West, and North. In this new era of progress and material
development the colored people are to prove an indispensable 8 element. We sometimes, but not
often now hear of projects for exporting them to one or another tropical home. How short-sighted
this idea is I One of the essentials for the material development of the South is a plentiful supply
of labor. Without that there can be little. Not only shall the present Southern population, white
and black, be needed, but millions more to meet the rapidly growing world demand for cotton and
manufacturers of cotton and other products. The desire of Southern railroads to attract immigration
along their lines today is an indication of what is coming. I ask those who think of expelling the
Negroes to consider what Britain would give for them in South Africa. In the eight millions of colored
people the South has an asset the value of which is difficult to overestimate. It is here to stay and
cannot be spared even if it could be exported. It should therefore be carefully educated and hence
improved. Neither can it be permitted with safety or profit to stand in ignorance. It cannot stand still.

The question then is, “What direction shall improvement take?” The current answer has been given
by Tuskegee and Hampton and other similar institutions and is consequently urged and adhered
to by the Moses of his people, our Principal here, Booker Washington, and by Principal Frissell, of
Hampton, his worthy coworker, whose tribute to Tuskegee was worthy of him and of Hampton.
General Armstrong, if looking down upon us, as he may be—no one knows that he does not—would
smile approvingly upon his successful successor and his dear wife, his principal assistant.

The education of our colored brethren should be primarily industrial and scientific, with
departments, 9 however, in the principal institutions for educating men for all professions. The
colored teachers of the race without exception are wise and conservative men; I have had the
privilege of meeting almost all of them. Let me say this: we shall have to ponder over a considerable
list of our own race to select abler men—and as for men more devoted to their mission, that would
be impossible—a Chesnutt, Dunbar, Moton, Fortune, Tanner; coming nearer home I notice Emmett
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J. Scott, your secretary, and Warren Logan, your treasurer! None realize quite as deeply as these
men and their colleagues the magnitude and difficulty of leading a people up from slavery to the
condition requisite for discharging all the duties of citizenship. This must be a long task of slow
growth in which the colored masses must educate themselves. It is they, themselves, who by their
attainments and conduct are to determine their own future. The time cannot be far distant when
such men as I have named, and as Hampton and Tuskegee and similar institutions are producing,
will enjoy every right of citizenship, because possessed of the most precious gem that mortal times
afford, “spotless reputation.” That comes first; without that, nothing worthy follows. Upon that
foundation, in their case, comes education and capacity to perform the duties of citizenship. It is as
true today as when Confucius said it 500 years before Christ, “there being education, there can be no
permanent distinction between classes.” That is a matter which will take care of itself.

I say to my colored friends: Seek ye first, character; build upon it education—mark you, education
in its broadest sense, embracing conduct which is its fruit—and all rights will be added unto you
in this country. The colored 10 race, like all other races, must lead sober, honorable, law-abiding,
moral lives, and become respectable members of society, noted as a class for good behaviour. In
all this moral work, my friends, in the words of Shakespeare, “therein the patient must minister to
himself.” Every colored man and woman in ten-fold greater degree than we whites, is custodian
of the honor and future of his race. He can disgrace it, retard it, injure it, impede it, advance it ten-
fold more than we can. Our race has arrived. It has proved its ability to maintain society in some
degree civilized, although our successors are to look back and wonder that in times so recent men
still butched men in battle like wild beasts, and sane men made a profession of war and still build
engines of destruction called battleships, the models of which will be shown in museums as we now
show in museums the thumbscrews and instruments of torture of the Inquisition. An age such as
ours they will marvel at—when no man was a hero unless he had killed a host of his fellows—then
got pensions denied to those who saved or served their fellows. But that day is coming. So is the
position, assured position, of your race coming, if you quit you like men and women, as I believe you
of Tuskegee are determined to do.

The immediate task in hand has hitherto been to demonstrate whether or not there lay in the
colored race capacity for improvement. Can they reach this standard? This should not have been a
matter of much doubt since history shows from what unpromising material our own, among other
races of men, has arisen in the scale and slowly reached civilization. But it was naturally doubted
by those who had known colored people only as slaves whether they could ever rise to the dignity
of 11 freemen. The teachers already produced, ministers, lawyers, doctors and members of all the
professions, the professors seen here and elsewhere in other colleges, the surprising increase of
taxable property owned by Negroes which Secretary Taft referred to, giving actual figures, and what
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we see here today, give the convincing answer. The Negro, just like our own race, raises himself
whenever he obtains freedom of action and education. The race develops qualities by the exercise
of their inherent though hitherto latent powers. The question is no longer open. Hampton and
Tuskegee and several similar institutions have settled it for all time.

It is always the few who elevate a race, our own no exception. Some one has to be first in acquiring
an art, a handicraft, reading, writing, or knowledge in any department, or ability to execute. Even
every flock of birds, every herd of deer has its leader or leaders, few in number, and what the most
advanced acquire the followers subsequently learn. The first man who learned only recently to run
the first motor car gave proof that other men could learn and so they have. In my own time there
was not a white man living who could take telegraph messages by sound. Doubters would have been
disposed to declare that no white man ever could accomplish that then seemingly impossible feat.
One man succeeded and he was considered a marvel for, perhaps, a few weeks. Then other men
in several parts of the country began to try with the result that today no one could get a position
as telegrapher who could not read messages by sound without more effort than you listen to me
speaking.

Today Tuskegee shows us fourteen hundred Negro scholars in attendance. She has one hundred 12
and fifty colored teachers, embracing all the professions. The colored race has proved that the whole
race is capable of being eventually elevated through education to a high state of general civilization,
just as our white race has been elevated by the few unusually gifted individuals who cleared the
path, led the way, beckoned their less gifted brethren on and led them upward toward their own
high standard. No race ever rose in any other way. All needed and produced exceptional men to lead
them, as the colored race has produced its leaders. The march of the Negro is upward and onward
under their guidance.

If there still be doubters they must soon be convinced, for those who like us today have
opportunities for seeing what is transpiring have all doubts dispelled.

Before concluding, just a few words upon my impressions of Tuskegee. I was prepared for much,
having heard the subject mentioned by Messrs. Ogden, Buttrick and perhaps Mr. Washington more
than once—if I remember rightly.

What has affected me most? First, the music of that heavenly choir! No organ made with hands ever
equalled it or ever can carry one up so far to the things above and beyond that lie in the souls of
men. Confucius I have quoted once; he is a great favorite of mine; let me quote him upon music.
“Oh, Music,” he exclaims, “sacred tongue of God, I hear thee calling and I come.”
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This morning I walked to the meeting here with Mr. Odgen, but had been excused in order to attend
to other matters. After I passed along the side of the Chapel this choir began to sing and I was
arrested. I returned, and leaning, in the shade, against a buttress, I remained riveted to the spot.
The only music comparable 13 parable to your choir, when it is singing music that calls forth all
its powers, is that of those unearthly voices heard in one region of Russia which even the organ, if
played too loudly, impairs.

Second: the size of the memorial to my late friend, Mr. Huntington, and then the surprise of the
beautiful and large library, which excels the photographic picture of it I treasure, as much as the
pictures of the country house for sale excels the reality. A visit to the library convinced me that you
had the right man in the right place as librarian, and whether a library is to give forth its soul to the
people is a question of the librarian.

What I saw in the industrial field this afternoon, I have no time to recount. It requires an address
by itself. The most valuable thing of all is that Tuskegee has the most valuable aid and the support
of people of my own race here in its neighborhood. That counts for almost everything with me.
Judge Hurt, President of the Bank of Tuskegee, Mr. Hare, Mr. Simpson of Furman, Alabama, not
forgetting him who is gone, Mr. George W. Campbell; your neighbor, President Thach of the Alabama
Polytechnic Institute, President Abercrombie of the State University, Bishop Galloway of Mississippi,
Vice-Chancellor Wiggins of the University of the South, last but not least, Mr. Hill, Superintendent of
Education of Alabama—gentlemen of Tuskegee, having these and other such, Tuskegee is built upon
a rock.

Now, the first shall be last. What am I to say about Mr. Washington and what about Mrs. Washington
—for hereafter whenever I speak of him I shall never omit his silent—no, not altogether silent—
partner. Well, it is difficult to speak of him. Not that you might spoil 14 him, for if eulogy could spoil
him he is perfectly useless already. I have not hesitated to say when asked to name the four greatest
and I mean best men living, that, considering where the candidate started, and the position attained,
Booker Washington was the greatest “climber” that has yet appeared in human history. Consider the
handicap he began with and then let us hear who you have to enter against him for the prize. We
have for all time an immortality—our Washington. Your race has its Washington, both to be known
forever as fathers of their respective peoples. One elevated and led his people to Republicanism,
one is surely leading his race to citizenship and equality of rights. I have long called your leader the
Moses of his race. After seeing Tuskegee and what it has done and is doing, I venture to predict that
before his reign ceases we shall have to hail him not only as the leader who brought his race in sight
of the promised land, but also as your Joshua who left you firmly in full possession.
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We are upon the right path, ladies and gentlemen, when we ask the educated and public-spirited
members of Southern society to permit us to co-operate with them in extending the influence of
Tuskegee and her sister institutions and in elevating the colored and white race in every way. We are
also right in asking them to co-operate with us as fellow-citizens of the great Republic, now more
closely united into one harmonious whole than was ever possible before, when the two antagonistic
systems of freedom and slavery prevailed.

There does not exist today a great nation so completely one in thought and feeling throughout all
its wide domains as our own happy Republic—one and indivisible. May it ever so remain! Let us all
resolve to do what we can 15 to increase the sense of perfect unity and hasten the coming of that
day when man to man the world over shall brothers be “for a' that, and a' that.”


