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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this project is to look at the African American political writings and
protest literature from the failure of Reconstruction 1877 to the publication of Native
Son in 1940. This study analyzes in depth black activist reaction to white oppression in
the aftermath of Reconstruction, an era also known as the “nadir of race relations.” The
failure of Reconstruction, which is symbolized by the end of black political
representation and racial violence, continued a fundamental discussion within black
leadership which led to the creation of organizations such as the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People, whose primary aims were the end of legal
segregation and the push for political equality. By looking at the works of African
American poets such as Paul Laurence Dunbar, Countee Cullen, and Claude McKay we
will see how African American literature reflects the struggle for civil rights from the
last two decades of the nineteenth century to the early twentieth century. In this
framework Richard Wright’s Native Son acquires a fundamental role which testifies to
an important formal change in the African American literature canon because it fueled

the Black Arts movement of late 1960’s as a blueprint for art as political propaganda.
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What 1 ask for the Negro is not benevolence, not pity,
not sympathy, but simply justice!
Frederick Douglass - “What the Black Man Wants”

Chapter |

Black Activism in The Aftermath of The Reconstruction

The most significant changes of Reconstruction legislation were three
Constitutional amendments: the Thirteenth, the Fourteenth, and the Fifteenth
Amendment. The Thirteenth Amendment was passed in 1864-1865 and abolished
slavery. It stated in the first section that “Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude,
except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted,
shall exist within the United States, or any place subject to their jurisdiction™; in the
second section it also stated that “Congress shall have the power to enforce this article
by appropriate legislation.” Soon after, another important amendment was ratified by
the congress, the Fourteenth in 1866-1868.

All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the
jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State
wherein they reside. No State shall make or enforce any law which
shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United
States; nor shall any deprive any person of life, liberty, or property,
without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its
jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.
This amendment to the Constitution recognized for the first time in American history
the citizenship of blacks which changed their status from property to full American
citizens. The last modification to the Constitution which completed the citizenship of
blacks in the United States of America was given later in 1870. In this year the

Congress ratified the Fifteenth Amendment which gave to blacks the right to vote. In



fact, the Fifteenth Amendment stated that “The right of citizens of the United States to
vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account
of race, color, or previous conditions of servitude.” This last modification to the
Constitution gave blacks an important tool: the opportunity to directly influence
society. Thanks to this amendment, blacks elected and sent their representatives (o
Congress in the elections of 1868 under the Republican Party. No black was elected
governor, but black leaders, such as Blanche K. Bruce and Hiram Revels, represented
their state (Mississippi) in the United States Senate.

The right to vote was a great conquest for blacks. Before the ratification of the
Fifteenth Amendments by the Congress, universal suffrage was discussed in many
places by Frederick Douglass. In the essay “What the Black Man Wants” Douglass
argues that the deprivation of the ballot meant that blacks were, legally, aliens and not
citizens of the United States, Douglass contends:

| want the elective franchise, for one, as a colored man, because ours is
a peculiar government, based upon a peculiar idea, and that idea is
universal suffrage. If I was in a monarchial government, or an
autocratic or aristocratic government, where the few bore rule and the
many were subject, there would be no special stigma resting upon me,
because | did not exercise the elective franchise. It would do me no
great violence. Mingling with the mass I should partake of the strength
of the mass; I should be supported by the mass, and I should have the
same incentives to endeavor with the mass of my fellow-men, it would
be no particular burden, no particular deprivation; but here where
universal suffrage is the rule, where that is the fundamental idea of the

Government, to rule us out is to make us an exception, to brand us with



the stigma of inferiority, and to invite to our heads the missiles of those
about us; therefore, I want the franchise for the black man. (161)
Douglass points out that the vote was a right which could not be denied to blacks,
because they lived in a republic. To blacks as electors would also mean to deny them
as American citizens, to consider them an exception, as aliens in a foreign country. In
another place in this essay, Douglass underlines that the right to vote is important for
educating his people:
Men are so constituted that they derive their conviction of their own
possibilities largely by the estimate formed of them by others. If
nothing is expected of a people, that people will find it difficult to
contradict that expectation. By depriving us of the suffrage, you affirm
our incapacity to form an intelligent judgement respecting public men
and measures, you declare before the world that we are unfit to
exercise the elective franchise, and by this means lead us to undervalue
ourselves. (160)
The right to vote not only made blacks American citizens, but it strengthened their
self-esteem; black convictions grew after the government extended suffrage to them.
The elective franchise allowed blacks to be active participants of American political
and social life. Blacks no longer saw themselves subordinate to whites. Many of them
ran for public offices which were traditionally occupied only by whites. Additionally,
others pushed themselves further and created businesses or got an education. The
Fifteenth Amendment gave blacks something more than the right to vote; it gave them
self-confidence.
Although the Constitutional amendments had important effects, they were not

ratified uniformly throughout the country. This situation occurred because the states



of the former confederacy did not re-enter into the Union at the same time. They had
to sign the amendments before they could be admitted again into the Union.
Tennessee was the first state to be admitted to the Union in 1866. Two years later,
North Carolina, South Carolina, Alabama, Louisiana, Florida and Arkansas joined the
Union. And, in 1870, Virginia, Georgia, Mississippi, and Texas joined the Union.

During Reconstruction, blacks organized politically around several
personalities. Most of them were educated in Europe or in the North, but there were
also some self-educated black leaders. Among the prominent black leaders of the time
were Francis L. Cardozo, a minister who became a member of Congress; J.J. Wright
who became a state Supreme Court justice; Congressman James Rapier, whose white
father sent him to study in Canada, and Henry M. Turner. These politicians did not
seek revenge against whites, but were more inclined toward conciliation with whites.
Black leaders occupied important public offices during Reconstruction. Historian
John Hope Franklin maintains in his book Reconstruction that black political leaders
became influential during Reconstruction because of their work in public office,
however, “Negroes were not in control of state governments at any time anywhere in
the South. They held public office and, at times, played important parts in the public
life of their respective state” (133). Furthermore, “it would be stretching a point to say
that their roles were dominant, and it would be hopelessly distorting the picture to
suggest that they ruled the South” (133). It was in the state of South Carolina that they
had the greatest numerical strength, and, in fact, in the first legislature there were
eighty-seven blacks and forty whites.

Together with the Constitutional amendments, the government made other
interventions in order to help people who came out of slavery. Among those

interventions, one of the most important was the Freedman’s Bureau, directed by



General Oliver O. Howard. The bureau was given enormous responsibilities. [t was
responsible for helping freed men obtain land, gain an education, negotiate labor
contracts with white planters, provide food, medical care, and also settle legal and
criminal disputes involving black and white people. Through the Freedman’s Bureau,
thousands of northerners came south to set up schools, cooperatives, and train the
freed slaves in the rituals of citizenship. Many schools which were built during this
period became independent colleges, and are now designated as Historian Black
Colleges. Between the 1866 and 1868 schools such as Fisk, Atlanta, Morehouse, and
Howard were founded. These schools were important institutions because they trained
the future black leaders of the Civil Rights Movement. For instance, Morehouse
College, which is in Atlanta, was the school from which Martin Luther King
graduated.

The Aftermath of Reconstruction

Even though the Republican government tried to build an egalitarian society in
the South, the reality was different. African American daily life did not change during
Reconstruction. In fact, as happened during slavery, blacks continued to work on
farms often for the same people who had once owned them. An example of how
blacks were once again under the authority of whites was sharecropping
Sharecropping was a labor contract between laborers and landowners (whites), in
which the landowners paid laborers with part of the crop. The contracts lasted a year
and the laborer could not quit or strike. Many landowners demanded that the laborers
work the fields in gangs that created a condition of involuntary servitude banned by
the Thirteenth Amendment. Again in his essay “What the Black Man Wants”
Frederick Douglass underlines that freedom also means the right to choose one’s own
employment: “when any individual or combination of individuals undertakes to

decide for any man when he shall work, at what he shall work, and for what he shall



work, he or they practically reduce him to slavery.” Unfortunately, by 1866 many
bureau officials tried to force freedmen to sign sharecropping contracts, and those
who did not sign them could be arrested. Additionally, another form of slavery was
created during this time: the convict-lease system. The convict-lease system was a
system of penal slavery instituted in the South in 1863. Convict leasing involved
leasing out prisoners to private companies that paid the state a certain fee. The
convicts worked for the companies during the day outside the prison and returned to
their cells at night.

In 1877, Democrats withdrew troops and federal protection from the South.
White racist organizations, such as the Ku Klux Klan, began a brutal wave of
discrimination under the slogan of white redemption. Southerners had no intention of
accommodating themselves to federal control or Reconstruction. The historian John
Hope Franklin defined this period as the counter reconstruction, he claims that “the
reaction of former confederates was violent and bloody” (Reconstruction 152).
Targets of white southerners were organizations that helped blacks during
Reconstruction, for example the Union League, Heroes of America in North Carolina,
and the Lincoln Brotherhood. Those institutions were attacked by the KKK, and many
of their members were killed because they taught blacks self-respect. In 1870 in North
Carolina the Klan was responsible for two hundred and sixty outrages, including
seven murders, and the whipping of seventy-two whites and one hundred forty-one
blacks (Franklin 157). In Reconstruction Franklin points out that “the Ku Klux Klan
was not only a group born to overthrow Reconstruction, but it was the reflection of
southern life” (156). In order to forbid the vote to blacks, whites used poll taxes, or
literary tests, and those who did not want to take literary test were beaten or lynched.

Many black political leaders were forced to leave their public office by force. This



was the case of Alpeoria Bradley who was expelled by the senate on the grounds of an
alleged criminal conviction in New York. Through the Ku Klux Klan, southern whites
were able to reduce the black electorate, forming a white oligarchy of former
confederates. Other ways in which this conservative attitude was carried out was
brutal beatings and lynchings. Prison farms, together with sharecropping, became the
only labour contracts available for blacks. Additionally segregation was legally
supported by Jim Crow laws'. The withdrawal of federal troops marked the end of
Reconstruction.

The period from 1877 to 1914 was known as the “nadir of race relations.” This
negative reaction was motivated by the clear failure of the Reconstruction which
created only an image of a new, equal, and human society. Additionally, by the end of
the Nineteenth century several events contributed to worsen the life of African
Americans. In 1883 the Supreme Court outlawed the Civil Rights Act, a series of laws
that protected blacks against biased persecution and discrimination, by upholding the
Jim Crow laws of Tennessee. In rapid succession, state and federal courts supported
laws and changes in state constitutions that segregated public transportation and
buildings. The situation got worse after Plessy v. Ferguson that established the
separate but equal doctrine. During the trial, Plessy’s lawyers argued that segregation
deprived their client of equal protection of the law guaranteed by the Fourteenth
Amendment. But in 1896 the U. S. Supreme Court in an eight to one decision upheld
Louisiana’s segregation statute (Hine et al. 315). The decision of the Supreme Court

established a hold on the real social progress of African Americans. With Plessy v.

' Jim Crow laws forbid to blacks the use of white facilities in the South. It is not very clear how this
term was associated with segregation. It is clear that the Supreme Court stripped away what was gained
during Reconstruction and enforced segregation by separating public facilities for blacks and whites.
As far as the etymology of the word is concerned, the term Jim Crow originated with a minstrel show
routine called “Jump Jim Crow” that a white performer, Thomas Daddy Rice, created in the 1830’s and
1840’s. Rice blackned his face with charcoal and ridiculed black people.



Ferguson, the Supreme Court established legal segregation in the South, and this
decision influenced the life of southern African Americans for almost sixty years.

Ida Barnett Wells and the Anti-lynching Campaign
The last two decades of the Nineteenth century left very little hope to African

Americans. The reality was cruel. In Louisiana, violence accompanied every election
from 1868 to 1876. In Mississippi, white racists started a campaign called the Shotgun
Policy under which many members of the Republican Party were murdered. One of
the consequences of this policy was the murder of thirty teachers and church leaders.
Whites refused any legal equality with former slaves. In the aftermath of
Reconstruction, a new system was spread in the South: white anarchy. Whites had the
law on their side because they occupied public offices, consequently they could use
legal and illegal means in order to affirm their superiority.

During the “nadir,” lynching was one of the most common cruelties of daily
black southern life. Everybody attended those aberrant spectacles: white men, women,
and also children. They showed up to manifest white supremacy. Blacks were
murdered, beaten, burned and mutilated for trivial reasons or for no reasons. Most
whites justified lynching as a response to the raping of white women by black men,
but in many cases the victims had no cormection to the alleged offence. All blacks
who were lynched did not have the opportunity to have a fair trial, and black women
were also lynched. Mobs attacked black people who achieved economic success, like
Thomas Moss of Memphis who owned a grocery store that competed with others
owned by whites (Hine et al. 319). Whites indicted him for conspiracy, and he was
jailed and then lynched. Victims of lynching were not only black men, but also black
women. For instance in Oklahoma seventeen-year-old Mary Scott was lynched

because her brother had killed a white man who had raped her (320).



Black joumnalist Ida Barnett Wells started a campaign against lynching, afier
the Thomas Moss incident she became an agitator, a reformer determined to improve
the life of blacks. Wells strongly denounced lynching, and because of her reports, was
forced to leave Mississippi. In Chicago she continued her crusade against lynching,
and in A Red Record Wells underlined how African American conditions changed in
the South after slavery: “In slave time the Negro was kept subservient and submissive
by the frequency and severity of the scourging, but, with freedom, a new system of
intimidation came into vogue; the Negro was not only whipped, he was killed” (597).
Wells implicitly maintains that slavery was better than freedom because blacks were
not routinely killed because they were property and too valuable. While living in
Chicago, Wells urged support for an anti-lynching bill that had been introduced in
Congress in 1902, but despite her efforts the federal government did not ratify those
laws. In her book A Red Record Wells explained what excuses were used by whites in
order to justify such barbarism as lynching: “The first excuse given to the civilized
world for the murder of unoffending Negroes was the necessity of the white man to
repress and stamp out alleged race riots.” As a matter of fact, blacks were accused of
being responsible for race riots, and paradoxically during these riots they were the
only ones to be killed, while white men escaped unharmed. Race riots were not started
by blacks, but they were reactions to previous violence or taunts. In 1917 in East St.
Louis racial tensions exploded after black workers were hired to replace white
workers of the American Federation of Labor who had gone on strike against the
Aluminum Ore Company. White people drove through a black neighbourhood firing
guns. Shortly after, two white plainclothes police officers drove into the same
neighbourhood and were shot and killed by residents who may have believed that the

drive-by shooters had returned. Angry white mobs then sought revenge. Black people



were mutilated and killed, and their bodies were thrown into the river. According (o
Wells, the second excuse used by whites to justify lynching was the right to vote,
which became an important factor in all matters of state and national politics. Wells
writes:
The southern white man would not consider that the Negro had any
right which a white man was bound to respect, and the idea of a
republican form of government in the southern states grew into general
contempt. It was maintained that “this is a white man’s government
and regardless of numbers the white man should rule”. (596)
In fact, no Negro domination became the banner of white radical organizations such
as the KKK and the Regulators. Further, Burnett argues that with no fear of negro
domination, whites found another excuse to justify lynching: “the murders invented
the third excuse — that Negroes had to be killed to avenge their assaults upon women”
(599). Many blacks were accused of raping of white woman, even when there was no
evidence. As Wells points out in 4 Red Record, “With the Southern white man, any
misalliance existing between a white woman and a colored man is a sufficient
foundation for the charge of rape” (599). Even when a black man looked at a white
woman he could be lynched. What the activist cried out for was justice, a fair trial,
she said in another chapter of 4 Red Record, “In lynching opportunity is not given to
the Negro to defend himself against the unsupported accusation of white men and
women,” and later in the same passage she added “therefore we demand a fair trial for
those accused of crime, and punishment by law after honest conviction” (603).

Poetry Against White Redemption

The literature of the time denounced the problems of the black community.
What black activists wrote in their pamphlets and articles influenced the production of

African American writers. Themes discussed in public speeches were also discussed
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by influential poets, in particular Paul Laurence Dunbar and James Weldon Johnson,
both of them very sensitive to the social reality of their times.

Dunbar was the most celebrated African American poet; thanks to his works
he was called the black laureate poet by Booker T. Washington. In his career he wrote
his poems in the African American vernacular English and in standard English. In
“We Wear the Mask,” written in 1895, Dunbar tells us about the irony of blacks who
suffer oppression, but do not show their feelings. Blacks, like slaves before, masked
their feelings in the face of racial intimidation. “We wear the mask that grins and lie/It
hides our cheeks and shades our eyes/This debt we pay to human guile” (1-3). At that
time, blacks could not show their feeling, nor show rage in front of southern whites;
they could be accused of being rebellious, and for this reason be lynched. In the
second stanza Dunbar writes “Why should the world be overwise/In counting all our
tears and sighs?/Nay, let them only see us, while we wear the mask” (6-9). In these
lines the poet states his mistrust in the possibility that whites could recognize blacks’
anger. In reality, as the poet writes in line nine, whites saw blacks only when they
wear the mask, when they covered their real feelings. Even though whites denied
them rights established by the Constitution, blacks could not show disappointment for
that, nor expect that white southerners could see beyond the mask that “grins and
lies.” The mask to which the poet refers is also something which does not allow
whites to see blacks and their sufferings, “let them only see us, while/we wear the
mask.” Dunbar closed this poem by contrasting in the last stanza once again the smile
with its sad soul. Here he is aware of the lack of comprehension which blacks have
from whites even if their cries arise to Jesus Christ: “We smile, but, O Great Christ,

our cries/To thee from tortured souls arise” (10-11). In closing the poem “Let the
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world dream otherwise/We wear the mask” (14-15), Dunbar recognizes the
unawareness the world has of blacks feelings.

In 1900 southern black poet James Weldon Johnson wrote “Lift Ev’ry Voice
and Sing” for a school commemoration of Lincoln’s birthday. It was performed for
the first time at the segregated Stanton School were Johnson was principal. This
poem, to which Johnson’s brother added the score, resonated throughout Black
America and achieving within Johnson’s lifetime the title of the “Negro National
Anthem.” The new century was a significant moment for blacks. It was important
because it gave blacks hope for a different future and a better future imagined during
Reconstruction, but which vanished at the end of the nineteenth century. Johnson’s
song served as a mean of protest against racism, Jim Crow and lynching “Lift ev’ry
voice and sing/’Til earth and heaven ring” (1-2), and also as a mean to demonstrate
black hope for the future. “Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing” is divided into three stanzas in
which the poet mixes blacks experience in the United States with the hope for a future
of redemption. In the first stanza, Johnson invites blacks to raise their voices and sing
“a song full of the faith that the dark past has taught us/sing a song full of the hope
that the present has brought us” (6-7). According to Johnson past and present can be
the starting point for a different future; he says later in the same stanza, “Facing the
rising sun of our new day begun/let us march on till the victory is won” (9-10). In the
second stanza, Johnson recalls bitter moments of the African American experience in
the United States, days in which “hope unborn had died.” In this second part of the
poem Johnson mixes the pain and sufferings of slavery with those which came after
Reconstruction: “We have come over a way that with tears has been waited/we have
come, treading our path through the blood of the slaughtered” (16-17). Regardless of

a cruel past, blacks survived and stand “where the white gleam of our bright star is
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cast” (21). Johnson closed the poem with an appeal to God for the future; he says
“God of our weary years/God of our silent tears/Thou who hast brought us thus far on
the way/Thou who hast by Thy might/Led us into the light” (22-26).

Leadership Crises: The Rise of Booker T. Washington

There was a lack of black leadership in the last decade of the nineteenth
century. Frederick Douglass died in 1895, and his successors, such as Booker T.
Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois, grew up in a different racial context. These “new”
intellectuals had been fascinated by the American Dream of prosperity and social
mobility that the Civil Rights Act had instilled in blacks. In Up From Slavery, Booker
T. Washington saw a future of redemption for African Americans. He said, “When
persons ask me in these days how, in the midst of what sometimes seems hopelessly
discouraging conditions, I can have such faith in the future of this country, I remind
them of the wilderness through which and out of which, a good Providence has
already led us” (496). This quote explains the trust Washington had for the future of
blacks. This optimistic point of view was motivated by changes in the civil status of
African Americans that occurred during Reconstruction. Washington came out of
slavery at the age of nine, and grew up during Reconstruction, a period in which his
people saw some important changes that could only be a starting point for a better
future.

The doctrine carried out by Booker T. Washington was characterized by a
compromise with the white majority. In fact, he suggested that blacks leave political
responsibilities to whites, in favor of a life orientated toward the learning of manual
works. After the death of Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington became the real
black leader with many followers. He was also respected among northern and
southern whites because he did not challenge their supremacist political agenda and

the violence they used to carry out their plans. It is not unusual to see in the writing of
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black leaders a reference to Washington as the leader who accommodates southern
white supremacists. In fact, he suggested that blacks had to give up political struggle
in favor of industrial education, the accumulation of wealth and the reconciliation of
blacks and whites in the South. At the Atlanta Exposition, Washington explained to
whites that it is through constant work that progress and the enjoyment of its
privileges could be reached by blacks:
The wisest among my race understand that the agitation of questions of
social equality is the extremist folly, and that progress in the enjoyment
of all the privileges that will come to us must be the result of severe
and constant struggle rather than of artificial forcing. (516)
Washington thought that at that moment social equality did not matter more than the
enjoyment of progress and its privileges which came only after constant work. At that
time, blacks in the South were surrounded by hostile whites, and even if the
Fourteenth Amendment was still operating, social equality did not exist. Washington
gave the Atlanta speech in 1895. At that time in the South blacks could not enjoy any
kind of privileges because they were denied their civil rights. In addition, in 1895,
lynching was very common especially in the South. The African American Odyssey
maintains that “Between 1889 and 1932, 3,745 people were lynched in the United
States, an average of two to three people were lynched every week for thirty years”
(320). Washington did not argue against violence, racism, and segregation. He
accommodated segregation and discrimination believing that it was better not to
protest against an obvious oppression.
During the Atlanta speech, Booker T. Washington underlined the importance
of manual work for blacks. In his opinion manual jobs were the way in which blacks

could achieve gainful employment through manual training;
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It is important and right that all privileges of the law be ours, but it is
vastly more important that we be prepared for the exercises of these
privileges. The opportunity to earn a dollar in a factory just now is
worth infinitely more than the opportunity to spend a dollar in an opera
house [...] (516).
In the quote above, Washington said it was more important to be given the
opportunity to earn a living rather than be given full access to the arts and intellectual
other privileges of white society. Here, the black leader underlines what is more
important for black prosperity. It is important to note that Washington graduated from
Hampton Agricultural School where he paid for his education through manual labor.
From a different perspective, Washington’s words may be read as an invitation to
blacks to conform to the white American myth of individualism in the United States, a
concept which has shaped the culture of this country.

In the Atlanta speech Washington argued that manual jobs were the first
priority for blacks, and also that whites should be aware of the great labor force that
blacks represented. Instead of enforcing social and political equality, Washington
offered instead black labor to rebuild the country: “Cast down your bucket among
these people who have, without strikes and labour wars, tilled your fields, cleared
your forests, built your railroads and cities, and brought forth treasures from the
bowels of the earth, and helped make possible this magnificent representation of
progress of the South” (515). From an analysis of the speech to white capitalists, we
might argue that Washington proposed to whites a form of perpetual black servitude.
The black leader stressed the importance of learning manual jobs for blacks.
Consequently, he left the whites the responsibility of administrating and organizing

civic society.
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How can a group or an individual raise his social status and become
prosperous when they cannot exercise political power? The full enjoyment of rights
and duties for citizens is more important than only learning a manual job. The right to
vote allows citizens to be an active component of society because through the ballot
citizens can directly change society according to their needs. On the other hand,
manual job training cannot give citizens the possibility to directly change the place
where they live.

Conclusion: Who is the Next Frederick Douglass?

Booker T. Washington’s argument did not reflect the reality of time. He
suggested to his people to accept the political status quo, and work gradually to
change it by showing to whites that they were productive members of American
society. On the other hand, it has been historically documented in this paper that white
southerners did not want to integrate blacks in American society, and in order to
prevent integration they used several means, for example intimidation and violence.
Hence, Washington’s words only appeased whites and not blacks. Practically, he
thought that only through accommodation of white supremacy and submission would
blacks gain their own space in American society, a concept which was completely
opposed to what Frederick Douglass expected and claimed for his people after the
Civil War. In the essay “What the Black Man Wants” Douglass asks whites:

What shall we do with the Negro, I have had but one answer from the
beginning. Do nothing with us! Your doing with us has already played
the mischief with us. Do nothing with us! And if the Negro cannot
stand on his own legs, let him fall also. All [ ask is, give him a chance
to stand on his own legs! Let him alone! If you see him on his way to
school, let him alone, don't disturb him! If you see him going to the

dinner table at a hotel, let him go! If you see him going to the ballot-
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box, let him alone, don't disturb him! If you see him going into a work-
shop, just let him alone,--your interference is doing him a positive
injury. (164)
If Douglass in 1865 argued that whites had to leave blacks alone, thus they could be
free and responsible for their actions; Washington twenty years later suggested to his
people the contrary. He gave up with a radical protest on civil rights and accepted that
his people were subordinate to whites. Those two approaches to black emancipation
contrast each other. On one hand, Douglass wanted full equality for his people with
all its rights and duties toward society. On the other hand, Washington did not care
about the right to vote (a fundamental social power and also a pillar of citizenship),
nor did he want blacks to be responsible for the organization of society. In his opinion
blacks should focus more on an economical advancement rather than an attempt to
regain political power. Therefore we might say that in twenty years there had been a
big change in black political leadership. The attitude of revolt and revenge which was
born during slavery was substituted with a more moderate attitude whose aim was
slow integration. 1t was a significant change within the community because
Washington was the African American leader at that time. He was influential, and he
had more power than other black activists. Thanks to his moderate political program,
Washington gained sympathy among white southern philanthropists who financially
supported the Tuskegee Institute, but at the same time he also had many followers in
the southern black community.
As previously stated in this paper, activism was also carried out through
literary works. Paul Laurence Dunbar in “The Fourth of July and Race Outrages”
contrasts the celebration of freedom by Americans with the segregation and

disfranchisement of blacks in the whole country. It is a remarkable text that contrasts
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the celebration of the day in which this country gave to itself a Constitution and
became independent from England with the cruel social reality that blacks faced
during this time. Dunbar’s work discusses the same point of Frederick Douglass’
essay, “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July” written by the black leader in 1892.
The question that arises from both essays is, Are the great ideals and principles of the
Declaration of Independence extended to blacks too? Douglass admits that “The rich
inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and independence, bequeathed by your
fathers, is shared by you, and not bye me” (386); Dunbar agrees with Douglass. As a
matter of fact he argues that during the day in which Americans celebrate their
constitution “For the sake of re-enslaving the Negro, the Constitution has been
trampled under foot, the rights of man have been laughed out of the court, and the
justice of God, has been made a jest and we celebrate” (906). The poet points out that
the mistreatment which blacks suffer in the country is not only carried out in the
South, but even in the North, “Like a dark cloud, pregnant with terror and destruction,
disenfranchisement has spread its wings over our brethren of the South. Like the same
dark cloud, industrial prejudice glooms above us in the North” (906). Dunbar explains
that racism and racial prejudice can be found in the South as well in the North. The
poet argues that there were racism and segregation in the whole country, but in the
south blacks were beaten, burned, and murdered; in the industrial North they were
victims of racial prejudice that did not allow them to get a job or to get a fair
compensation.

In the book Reconstruction, historian John Hope Franklin maintains that “In
the post war years the Union had not made the achievements of the war a foundation
for the healthy advancement of the political, social and economic life of the United

States.” Slavery was abolished, but what Reconstruction brought, the three
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amendments to the Constitution, worked only for a very few years, before the former
confederates started to redeem the “last cause” under the rule of white supremacy. As
a matter of fact, in the North as well as in the South of the country there was racism,;
blacks could not exercise their right to vote and they found difficulties in improving
their economic life.

In those years black activism was represented by many social and political
activists, among them journalists and artists. Ida Barnett Wells became politically
active, and was one of first to denounce lynching in the black press. There were no
trials, not even attempts to verify accusations; blacks were found guilty even when
they did not do anything wrong. Wells answered in her journal with some strongly
worded attacks to the Mississippi white folks, and because of this she was forced to
move to Chicago were she continued her struggle.

The literature of the time embodied the events that characterized African
American history in this period. Inspired by the sufferings of their people, Paul
Laurence Dunbar and James Weldon Johnson wrote “We Wear the Mask” and “Lift
Ev’ry Voice and Sing,” thus reflecting the African American experience during in the
aftermath of Reconstruction. They also gave to African American literature two
powerful literary texts.

An important and controversial figure of this time was Booker T. Washington.
After Frederick Douglass died in 1895, he became the foremost African American
black leader. His past in slavery, his education, together with hopes and promises of
Reconstruction inspired in him a doctrine in which the priority for blacks was to
become a part of the labor force of the United States. In the Atlanta speech he said
that common labor had a dignity, and beginning life from the bottom was nothing to

be ashamed of: “No race can prosper till it learns that there is as much dignity in

19



tilling a field as in writing a poem. It is at the bottom of life we must begin, not at the
top. Not should we permit our grievances to overshadow our opportunities” (514).
Washington suggested to blacks that the way to pursue their emancipation was to give
up the political struggle and do manual work, so that they could gain a better
economical position. In other words, he proposed to blacks a future of servitude,
which in reality was not different from slavery. He proposed a moderate solution to
blacks’ problem, a political agenda which contrasted with what Frederick Douglass
had wanted for blacks years before. Washington pleaded with powerful whites to give
help to blacks by using them as willing laborers; he suggested to whites to “Cast
down your bucket among twenty million black hands.”

On the other hand, twenty years before the Atlanta address, Douglass claimed
the exact contrary, he wanted for blacks full enjoyment of civil rights and equal
opportunities. Washington did not care about political rights, therefore he did not
argue about whites attempting to avoid the Fifteenth Amendment which was the
modification to the constitution that gave blacks the ballot. Douglass maintains in the
essay “What the Black Man Wants” that the right to vote was a priority for blacks.
According to Douglass the right to vote was fundamental, firstly because this country
is a republic based on universal suffrage, secondly because the right to vote
recognized that blacks were American citizens. The elective franchise Douglass
claimed in his speech in 1865 was given to blacks five years later in 1870.
Unfortunately, during “the nadir,” blacks could not freely exercise their civil duty,
especially in the former confederate states. The disfranchisement shows us that whites
did not respect the American constitution, and also that blacks were not recognized as

American citizens.
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We have no right to sit silently
by while the inevitable seeds are sown
for a harvest disaster to our children, black and white

W. E. B. Du Bois - The Souls of Black Folk

Chapter II

United States or Africa? Black Activists’ Solutions for Negro Emancipation

The dawn of the twentieth century did not carry many expectations for African
Americans. It was the era of Jim Crow law and the afiermath of Plessy v Ferguson. In
the country there were lynching, segregation, discrimination and violence, and in the
South blacks could not exercise their right to vote because of the Ku Klux Klan.
Furthermore, they were economically enslaved through harsh labor contracts such as
sharecropping. In the industrialized North things were not different. Blacks, especially
those who migrated from the South to the North, had to struggle for jobs and housing.
The competition was even harder because of the presence of immigrants from Europe.
Additionally, discrimination did not save blacks who joined the army in order to fight
for the United States. Most white military leaders, politicians, and journalists
embraced racial stereotypes and expected little from black soldiers, who were ofien
forced to drill with picks and shovels rather than rifles. The army preferred to employ
black troops in labor battalions, as stevedores, in road construction, and as cooks and
bakers. When veterans came back from World War I they were victims of the same
discrimination. In many places, in the South as well as in the North, the social
situation became unstable, race riots exploded one after another, and the problem of
the color line could no longer be controlled.

The response to the result of years and years of bad administration by

Democrats came from the activism of the Niagara Movement which later became the
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National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. Founded in 1909 by W.
E. B. Du Bois and a group of other white and black progressives, the NAACP was
very active at the beginning of the last century in order to end legal segregation. In
their opinion, political equality could not be realized unless blacks could fully enjoy
the civil and political rights the Constitution guaranteed to all citizens. In 1918, the
NAACEP tried to secure a federal law prohibiting lynching, but this law passed only
the House of Representatives and not the Senate. The NAACP was very active also
for an equal distribution of employment, education, and housing. The organization
carried out its propaganda through its magazine 7he Crisis edited by Du Bois who
from this magazine denounced white racism and atrocities and demanded that black
people stand up for their rights.

The NAACP was not the only Black political organization at the beginning of
the twentieth century. In fact, other socio-political organizations were created such as
the Urban League, and the Universal Negro Improvement Association. The former
organization was founded in 1910 in New York City. The goals of this welfare
organization were addressed to improve housing, medical care, and recreational
facilities for blacks who lived in segregated neighborhoods. The latter had a
completely different agenda. UNIA was founded in 1914 by the charismatic Jamaican
activist Marcus Garvey and its response to white oppression was separatism. With the
slogan: “One God! One Aim! One Destiny!” (7he American Odyssey 399) he stressed
the need for black people to organize their own advancement. UNIA and its members
thought that the only way to escape white oppression and avoid race conflicts was a
voluntary re-patriation to Africa.

NAACP and UNIA with their leaders, W. E. B. Du Bois and Marcus Garvey,

were the most influential political organizations at the beginning of the last century.
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However, both approached racial injustice from opposite directions. The NAACP
pushed for full participation in American civic life and an end to government
supported racial segregation. On the contrary the UNIA and its members believed that
American Negroes could only realize their freedom in Africa. In “Africa for the
Africans” Marcus Garvey claims that “It is hoped that when the time comes for
American and West Indian Negroes to settle in Africa, they will realize their

responsibility and their duty” (975).

Du Bois The Heir of Frederick Douglass

The first black leader to step up in the last century was William Edward Du
Bois who argued against Washington and his doctrine of accommodation. Du Bois
was one of the most prolific, brilliant and influential black intellectuals of the last
century, and because of his longevity, Du Bois was a great observer of almost a
century of American history. Du Bois was a young man when Douglass died, outlived
his rivals Washington and Garvey, and died one day before the March on Washington
in 1963. Du Bois published mainly in sociology and history about African American
life and history, and for these reasons he is considered the founder of Black Studies in
American academic life. Thanks to all his work he was able to create a framework for
Black cultural pride, and helped forge links between African and African American
intellectuals. The last year of his life was chaotic as Du Bois was forced to argue
against new black leadership, and defended himself against the House on
UnAmerican activities. Stripped of his citizenship and fired by the organization he
created because of his turn to Marxism, a tired Du Bois retired to Ghana where he
died in 1963 as a citizen of that country.

One of the events which changed Du Bois’ life, and led to his active

involvement with issues of his race was his moving from the North to the South of the
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United States. In the essay “Of Booker T. Washington and Others” he wrote about the
South as “a land in the ferment of social change, wherein forces of all kinds are
fighting for supremacy; and to praise the ill the South is to-day perpetrating is just as
wrong as to condemn the good” (70). Du Bois’ first trip to the South was when he
attended Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee, but it was during his teaching year
that he actually saw the condition in which his people lived. He was hired at Atlanta
University in 1899, and remained there until 1910. In Atlanta, Du Bois saw the
horrible conditions of life behind “the veil.” He checked out the segregation in which
his people lived, and this lead him to questioning more about the problem of the
“color line.” In the essay “Of Our Spiritual Strivings” he claims that “The nation has
not yet found peace from his sin; the freedman has not yet found in freedom his
promise land” (40). Down in the South Du Bois saw that the nation was still
perpetuating slavery against blacks, and claimed that even if slavery had been
abolished, blacks lived in a condition of servitude in the form of forced labor as work
gangs, and the fraudulent practices of the sharecropping system.

Civil rights had always been a matter of discussion among activists. On one
hand, people involved in this debate focused on whether there is or not an equal
enjoyment of them. On the other hand, not everybody agreed on the way in which
problems regarding the relationship between human beings and civil society had to be
faced. In “Of Booker T. Washington and Others,” which is collected in The Souls of
the Black Folk, Du Bois underlined three points blacks had to pursue if they wanted to
rise up from the condition in which they were: “Political power, insistence on civil
rights, higher education of Negro Youth” (69). Those three elements together were
fundamental for the civil advancement of the African American. Political power,

insistence on civil rights, and higher education were the path to follow for the creation
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of the “New Negro,” a new cultural identity which had to replace the exploited “Old
Negro.” According to Booker T. Washington, political power, insistence on civil
rights, and higher discussion were not important for blacks’ advancement. In
opposition to Washington W. E. B. Du Bois argued that “Negroes must insist
continually, in season and out of season, that voting is necessary to modern manhood”
(70). Du Bois echoed the argument of Douglass in 1865 that voting is fundamental for
blacks. Moreover, Du Bois argued against the concept of submission and assimilation
that was implied in Washington’s Atlanta speech: “We have no right to sit silently by
while the inevitable seeds are sown for a harvest of disaster to our children, black and
white” (70). Here the scholar expanded his discussion and thought also about the
future of his community. He underlines that a refusal by blacks of political rights
would also negatively influence the destiny of the next generation of American
blacks. He rejected Washington’s ideas by claiming that blacks had to insist on civil
rights, because they were (and are) the ways to share in the prosperity of the United
States.

Du Bois discussed racism and assimilation in several articles and essays. In
“Of the Dawn of Freedom” the scholar maintained that “the problem of the Twentieth
Century is the problem of the ‘Color line,” -- the relation of the darker to the lighter
races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea” (45). In this
passage, Du Bois referred to consequences derived from the encounter or clash
between people of different ethnic groups. At that time the United States had to deal
with discrimination and segregation carried out by whites in order to keep their
dominant position over other ethnicities, especially over African Americans who grew
in number since slavery. In the article “The Color Line Belts the World,” Du Bois

writes that issues derived from black and white relations in the United States were not
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merely local in scope: “The Negro problem in America is but a local phase of a world
problem” (41). Other countries like France, Italy, Russia, and Belgium were having
problems because of their imperialist and colonialist aims toward other countries and
their native races. Furthermore, the scholarly opinion may be seen in a different light
nowadays. [n fact, if we think to the contemporary history of this country, Du Bois’
point of view acquires a shape of the prophetic message, which anticipated by years
and years the riots of the sixties and of seventies. During this period the so called
“minorities,” such as African Americans, Native Americans, and Hispanic Americans
reacted violently against an establishment which denied their civil rights, and also
their cultural identity.

Du Bois’ analysis of race did not deal only with history and politics, but he
added to the debate a socio-political view that was unique. At the turn of the last
century racial theorists embraced a form of social/biological determinism that
maintained physical racial differences to explain the perceived psychological and
social differences among the races. Phenotypes and genetics became the basis for the
affirmation of white supremacy, but Du Bois elaborated upon a personal theory about
race that argued against those theories. He handled this problem by offering a solution
which dealt more with history and sociology. According to the scholar, “While race
differences have followed mainly physical race lines, no mere physical distinctions
would really define or explain the deeper differences.” Du Bois rejected white
supremacist ideologies and in “The Conservation of Races” proposed a different
concept of race:

. race is a group whose identity is partly fixed by socio-historical
characteristics. A race is a vast family of human beings, generally of

common blood and language, always of common history, traditions
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and impulses, who are both voluntarily and involuntarily striving
together for the accomplishment of certain more or less vividly
conceived ideals of life. (Du Bois 230)
Du Bois’ idea of race incorporated biology (common blood) but also sociohistorical
features (such as language, history), so his idea of race involved biological features
but also involved other elements that belonged to custom and folklore. Biology could
not only explain race differences, and Du Bois proposes the idea that a race is also
socially and historically defined.

Du Bois believed that “ideas not slogans, principles not personalities were
essential to the eradication of the many forms of bigotry and inequality that had
perverted what he called ‘the ideal of human brotherhood in America,”” (Du Bois
606). While writing, teaching and lecturing he created the Niagara Movement which
later became the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP). In “NAACP,” which appeared in The Crisis, Du Bois explained the core
beliefs of this organization: “It is a union of those who believe that earnest, active
opposition is the only effective way of meeting the forces of evil. They believe that
the growth of race prejudice in the United States is evil” (370). In another article,
“The Class Struggle,” Du Bois explained also how the NAACP wanted to pursue its
own aims. “We do not believe in revolution. We expect revolutionary changes in
many parts of this life and this world, but we expect these changes to come mainly
through reason, human sympathy and education of children, and not by murder”
(555). He also added that “The NAACP is organized to agitate, to investigate, to
expose, to defend, to reason, to appeal. This is our program and this is the whole of

our program” (555).
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At the core of Du Bois’ thinking, there was the idea that blacks perceived
themselves as a problem, as something different, strangers in a land which after two
centuries was their own native land. Were they Negro or American? It is an important
point which can be connected through all of his discussions about civil rights. The
concept of “two divided souls” created in black people a kind of psychological block
which split their own consciousness. Du Bois referred to this split with the term
twoness, and in “Of Our Spiritual Strivings” he wrote “One ever feels his two-ness, an
American, a Negro, two souls two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring
ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn
asunder” (38).

In Souls Du Bois elaborated his idea of the double consciousness. This concept
appeared for the first time in the essay “Of Our Spiritual Strivings” which opens
Souls. Double consciousness is a psychological condition which shaped blacks’
perceptions and created in them the twoness. In other words, it is a sense of looking at
oneself through the eyes of others, “of measuring one<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>